
When God Silenced Moshe: 
The Problem of Evil in Jewish Thought 

The Problem of Evil 
P1. An omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent God exists. 
P2. Evil (or bad things) exist that should be prevented by an omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent God. 
∴ An omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent God cannot exist. 

 

  
 

1. Babylonian Talmud, Menaḥot 29b 
[Moshe] said before God: Master of the Universe, You 
have shown me [Rabbi Akiva’s] Torah, now show me his 
reward. God said to him: Return. Moshe went back and 
saw that they were weighing Rabbi Akiva’s flesh in a 
butcher shop. Moshe said before Him: Master of the Uni-
verse, this is Torah and this is its reward? God said to him: 
Be silent! This is my decree. 
 

 ב דומע טכ ףד תוחנמ תכסמ ילבב דומלת .1 

 ינארה ותרות ינתיארה םלוע לש ונובר וינפל רמא
 האר – וירוחאל רזח .]ךרוחאל[ רוזח ול רמא .ורכש
 וזו הרות וז ע"שבר וינפל רמא .ןילוקמב ורשב ןילקושש
 .ינפל הבשחמב הלע ךכ !קותש ל"א ?הרכש
 

answer ii: deny the conclusion 

2. Rabbi Jeremy Wieder, Homosexuality and Judaism (www.yutorah.org) 6:45–7:35 
The truth is that the question is an excellent question. You can add it to the list of questions we have about how the 
Ribbono Shel Olam runs His world. There are many, many questions … humans beings suffer in a way that seems gro-
tesquely unfair … I have a whole host of questions to which I don’t have an answer – but the Ribbono Shel Olam’s infinite 
knowledge, compared to our finite knowledge is such that we don’t have answers to all these questions. 
 
3. Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, The Source of Faith is Faith Itself (1996) 
Regardless of what issues – moral, theological, textual or historical – vexed me, I was confident that they had been raised 
by masters far sharper and wiser than myself; and if they had remained impregnably steadfast in their commitment, so 
should and could I. I intuited that, his categorical formulations and imperial certitude notwithstanding, Rav Hutner had 
surely confronted whatever questions occurred to me. Later, I felt virtually certain the Rav had, so that the depth and 
intensity of their service of God was doubly reassuring. 
 
4. Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Fate and Destiny (1992) 7 
When [a person] suffers, he says in his heart, “there is evil, I do not deny it, and I will not conceal it with fruitless casuistry. 
I am, however, interested in it from a halakhic point of view … I ask a single question: what should the sufferer do to live 
with his suffering? 
 



5. Lord Sacks, Letters to the Next Generation (2009) 31 
The oldest question in religion is: “Why do bad things happen to good people?” But there are two ways of asking this 
question. The first is, “Why has God done this to me?” Never ask this question, because we will never know the answer. 
God cares for us, but He also cares for everyone and everything. We think of now; God thinks of eternity. We could 
never see the universe from God’s point of view. So we will never find the answer to the question: “Why me?” But there 
is another way of asking the question. “Given that this has happened, what does God want me to learn from it? How is 
He challenging me to grow? How is He calling on me to respond?” Asking it this way involves looking forward, not back. 
“Why did God do this?” is the wrong question. The right one is: “How shall I live my life differently because this has 
happened?” 
 

answer iii: redefine god 

6. Ralbag [Gersonides], Milḥamot Hashem, III:4 (tr. S. Feldman, 1998) 118 
The fact that God does not have knowledge of which possible outcome will be realised does not imply any defect in God, 
may He be blessed. For perfect knowledge of what the thing is in reality … Hence, God knows these things in the best 
manner possible, for He knows them insofar as they are ordered in a determinate and certain way. 
 
7. Genesis 1  
2the earth being unformed and void, with darkness over 
the surface of the deep and a wind from God sweeping 
over the water— … 7God made the expanse, and it sepa-
rated the water which was below the expanse from the wa-
ter which was above the expanse. And it was so. 
 

  )תישארב תשרפ( א קרפ תישארב רפס .7 
 חַוּר֣וְ םוֹה֑תְ ינֵפְּ־לעַ ךְשֶׁחֹ֖וְ וּהבֹ֔וָ וּ֙התֹ התָיְהָ ץרֶאָ֗הָוְב
־תאֶ ם֮יהִֹלאֱ שׂעַיַּוַז ... ׃םיִמָּהַ ינֵפְּ־לעַ תפֶחֶ֖רַמְ םיהִֹ֔לאֱ
 םיִמַּ֔הַ ןיבֵוּ עַיקִ֔רָלָ תחַתַּמִ ר֙שֶׁאֲ ם֙יִמַּ֙הַ ןיבֵּ לדֵּ֗בְיַּוַ עַ֒יקִ֒רָהָ
 ׃ןכֵ־יהִיְוַ עַיקִרָלָ לעַמֵ ר֖שֶׁאֲ

8. Jon Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil (1994) 97 
The survival of the tamed agent of chaos, whether imagined as the Sea, Leviathan, or whatever, points to an essential and 
generally overlooked tension in the underlying theology of these passages. On the one hand, God’s unique power to 
defeat and subjugate His adversary and to establish order is unquestioned. On the other hand, those passages that con-
cede the survival of the defeated enemy raise obliquely the possibility that his defeat may yet be reversed. 
 
9. Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man (2005) 102–103 
When God engraved and carved out the world, he did not entirely eradicate the chaos and the void, the deep, the dark-
ness, from the domain of His creation. Rather, he separated the complete, perfect existence from the forces of negation, 
confusion, and turmoil and set up cosmic boundaries, eternal laws to keep them apart. Now Judaism affirms the principle 
of creation out of absolute nothingness. therefore, the chaos and the void, the deep, the darkness, and relative nothingness 
must all have been fashioned by the Almighty before the creation of the orderly, majestic beautiful world… 
 
However, the forces of relative nothingness at times exceed their bounds. they wish to burst forth out of the chains of 
obedience that the Almighty imposed upon them and seek to plunge the earth back into chaos and the void. It is only 
the law that holds them back and bars the path before them… 
 
However, this relative “nothingness” is plotting evil, the deep is devising iniquity, and the chaos and void lie in wait in 
the dark alleyways of reality and seek to undermine the absolute being, to profane the lustrous image of creation. 
 


