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Climate change seen through the lens 
of natural evil

This paper argues that the chaos caused by climate change represents the 
undoing of God’s good creation. Whilst in practical terms climate change 
is due to the over-exploitation of our planet, theologically it should be 
understood to be the result of human sin. And yet, it is larger than human 
sin, because the effects of climate change are triggering disasters which are 
far beyond human control. It is argued that these impacts find their origin 
in the primaeval chaos which existed from before creation, and to which 
God brought to order in his creative works. However, this chaos still exists, 
albeit under God’s sovereign control and here is understood in terms of 
natural evil – evil which, is distinct from human, moral evil – and which is not 
directly a consequence of human activity, but appears to be inherent in the 
workings of the planet. Using arguments from the writings of the apostle Paul 
it is proposed that natural evil is an expression of the ‘fallenness’ or better, 
the corruption of creation, corrupted by forces that run counter to God’s 
purposes for his good creation. It is proposed that there is biblical evidence 
for creaturely opposition to God’s work from beings that are in rebellion 
against Him. These beings misuse their creaturely freedom, originally given 
by God, to now resist his purposes. Such an analysis requires that we focus 
much more on the spiritual dimension of climate change and pay particular 
attention to the spiritual powers which lie behind our current climate crisis. 
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‘There are powers and principalities that actively threaten the natural order, 
doing so out of a jarring discord with God’s plan. We know...that oil compa-
nies…systematically lied about climate change for a generation…I don’t know 
how, as a Christian to understand that deception, but I know it needs to be 
understood’ Bill McKibben1

1  Warners, D.P., Heun M.K. (eds.) Beyond Stewardship: New approaches to Creation Care, Grand 
Rapids: Calvin College Press (2019), p. xiv.
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Introduction
Climate change is probably the greatest existential threat ever faced by 

humankind and the science is now unequivocal that it is the product of human 
activity. In practical terms climate change is due to human over-consumption, 
greed, and the exploitation of our planet to satisfy that greed. Theologically, 
climate change is the result of human sin, a consequence of the moral evil 
which characterises human nature as a result of the ‘Fall’. And yet, in our 
tampering with the thermostat of the planet, the effects of climate change 
are triggering disasters which are far beyond human control. Events such 
as storms, flood, drought and wildfires, which are now commonplace, occur 
increasingly because of climate change. These would normally be regarded as 
‘natural disasters,’ which here I interpret as the effects of natural evil. 

It will be argued here that natural evil is distinct from moral evil, for it 
describes those evils which are not directly a consequence of human activity 
but appear to be inherent in the workings of the planet. They represent the 
outworking of ‘natural’ laws. We see this evidenced in the predation, death and 
decay as part of the normal cycle of the natural world and in the literally earth-
shaking, destructive events which serve to shape the natural landscape. In a 
curious way, therefore, climate change seems to represent an instance where 
human evil or moral evil, has created a runaway effect which is triggering 
chaos on a scale far beyond our human control – perhaps akin to the proposal 
by Paul Fiddes that there is ‘a continuity between what we perceive as human 
sinfulness and disorder in the natural world.’2 In other words, I am proposing 
here that the moral evil associated with climate change – the lies, the greed 
and the inaction – has precipitated natural evil. As John Swinton has pointed 
out with respect to current the epidemic of disinformation, ‘uncertainty about 
truth is a perfect breeding ground for evil.’3 

The argument developed below has the following elements:

•  I am proposing that what we call ‘natural’ evil is an expression of the ‘fall-
enness’ or better, the corruption, of creation; corrupted by forces that run 
counter to God’s purposes for his good creation. Hence, although created 
good, creation is now dislocated from God’s original purposes. 

• Two Scriptural arguments will be evidenced to support this viewpoint. 
Firstly, from the enigmatic verses in Romans 8 which describe creation 
in ‘bondage to decay,’ hinting at the corruption of creation. Secondly, from      

2  In: Southgate, C, Fiddes, P.S., Lloyd, M., Messer, N., Sollereder, B., Wynn, M.R. God, Struggle, 
and Suffering in the Evolution of Life, London: T&T Clark (2025), p. 60.
3  Swinton, J. Deliver Us From Evil, Eugene: Cascade books (2022), p. 10. Parodying a quote 
from N.T. Wright (p. 90) we might add ‘when humans refuse to use God’s gift of the earth re-
sponsibly, they are handing over their power to a pagan goddess of the earth - Gaia’.
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Colossians 1 where Jesus is described as reconciling to himself all things 
in his death and resurrection. The implications of this second passage are 
that the ‘all things’ spoken of include the planet as well as its people. If the 
planet needs to be reconciled to God, then it is/was alienated.

• The crux of this argument comes when we explore when this dislocation 
took place. The geological evidence for predation and death and the 
devastating geological upheavals which are known from throughout earth 
history tells us that those evils which we categorise as natural evil pre-date 
the existence of humans on the earth. This means that we cannot equate 
natural evil with the ‘Fall’ as described in the book of Genesis. The origin 
of natural evil must lie elsewhere.

• There follows a brief excursion into the current theological models for the 
origin of natural evil. 

• In the light of this discussion, it is proposed that natural evil finds its origins 
in the primeval chaos, which existed from before creation, for which we 
find hints in Scripture but no detail. 

• This primeval chaos is then compared to the chaotic impacts of climate 
change which we see increasingly in the natural world today, the effect of 
which is to despoil God’s good creation.

If this analysis has any merit, then it requires that our approaches to climate 
change must shift to focus just as much on spiritual aspects of the problem 
as scientific and policy driven solutions. Further, we must not focus simply 
on individual human sinfulness but on the evil powers which lie behind the 
climate chaos. 

The term ‘natural evil’
The term natural evil is used in philosophical theology to make a distinction 

between moral evil (human sin) and those evils which are not directly a 
consequence of human activity but appear to be inherent in the workings of 
the planet. We might divide these latter into two groups: evils which relate 
to biological activity and the processes of evolution (predation, animal pain, 
animal extinction disease and death); and those evils that relate to geological 
and meteorological activity such as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, hurricanes, 
drought and floods, typically understood as natural disasters.4

In modern academic debate the distinction between moral evil and natural 
evil has been popularised by philosophers such as John Hick and Richard 

4  This raises the interesting question as to whether the processes of plate tectonics are God’s 
‘best’ way for this planet.
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Swinburne. In a paper entitled Natural Evil Swinburne defines his subject as 
‘that evil not brought about intentionally by human agents – primarily evil 
such as famine, disease and earthquake which are brought about by natural 
processes.’5 Hick prefers the term ‘non-moral evil’ which is explained as 
‘suffering or pain, both physical and mental.6 These authors are arguing that 
although the term evil is frequently used as a moral phenomenon, this is not 
always the case. Whilst some authors have argued that the boundary between 
natural evil and moral evil should not be drawn too sharply,7 I argue here that 
the traditional distinction between natural and moral evil is useful for there 
are examples of natural evil, such as deep earthquakes and most volcanic 
eruptions,8 which are far beyond any human control and cannot be equated to 
moral evil.

A potential difficulty with using the term natural evil is that it can lead 
to some fundamental confusions about God’s created order for, not least, 
it implies that creation and those catastrophic events that we term natural 
hazards are inherently evil. This is not what I intend to convey here. I shall 
argue that creation is fallen in a passive and innocent way and is not naturally 
evil of itself. It can be damaged, harmed and even corrupted, but it is not evil. 
Equally storms, earthquakes, floods and the like are not inherently evil but, 
nevertheless can be used to bring harm.

However, despite these difficulties the term natural evil and its cognates is 
widely used and understood, and is helpful in making the necessary distinction 
between moral evil and those evils which do not derive from human activity. 
Further, it helps to resolve the paradox of death as known in the geological 
record and death described as a consequence of human sin in Genesis 3.

Natural evil derives from a corrupted and alienated creation
If, as is argued here, that which we call ‘natural’ evil, is an expression of the 

‘fallenness’ or better, the corruption of creation by forces that run counter to 
God’s purposes for his good creation, is there then a Scriptural mandate for 

5  Swinburne R. ‘Natural Evil,’ American Philosophical Quarterly (1978) 15, 295-301.
6  Hick, J.H.  Philosophy of Religion (2nd Ed.), New Jersey: Prentice-Hall (1973), p. 38. Elsewhere 
he writes ‘...there remain other sources of pain that are entirely independent of the human will, 
for example earthquake, hurricane, storm, flood drought, and blight…[which] seem to be built 
into the very structure of our world...’ p. 40. First discussed in Hick, J.H., Evil and the God of Love, 
Macmillan, London (1966) p. 18.
7  op.cit. Hick, J.H., (1973), p. 40.
8  There is currently some academic debate over whether increased rainfall might trigger vol-
canic eruptions. See: Farquharson, J.I. and Amelung, F. Nature (2020) 580, 491-495 and Poland, 
M.P. et al. Nature (2022) 602, E7–E10. However, rainwater is unlikely to reach deep-seated 
volcano magma-chambers.
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such a view? 

However, before I turn to this topic, it is important to note that not all scholars 
agree with the concept of a fallen creation. For example, Bethany Sollereder has 
recently argued that ‘the natural world is unfallen,’ that she does ‘…not extend 
the notion of sin into the non-human animal world,’ and that she does ‘…not 
hold that the world is a frustrated creation.’9 She affirms that, apart from human 
sin, creation is God’s good world, and all that exists does so in accord with 
God’s purposes. The principal focus of her thinking is around animal suffering 
which she regards as a ‘a highly-specialised evolved trait…because of its ability 
to protect and provide a good life for the sufferer.’10 In this view, the atonement 
does not apply to non-human animals and the ultimate removal of suffering is 
in the future, not in the present. In part, the debate around Sollereder’s work 
hinges on the extent to which God has given freedom to all created beings and 
whether or not they have the freedom to resist God’s purposes. Sollereder 
argues that whatever ‘harms’ we might identify in the natural world, it ‘is 
[still] God’s ‘very good’ world, and that none of these harms constitutes any 
kind of resistance to the divine will.’11 In contrast, Paul Fiddes has argued that 
‘creation at every level has the capacity for both response and resistance to the 
influence of the triune God.’12 Further, Sollereder’s view of the atonement does 
not sit comfortably with the interpretation of the reconciliation of ‘all things’ 
described in Colossians 1, as discussed below, and when her arguments are 
extended beyond animal suffering to include human suffering and other forms 
of natural evil such as the impact of tsunamis and other natural disasters, I find 
them less persuasive, particularly in a pastoral context.

Holmes Rolston III explored a similar theme in a paper written in 1994 
where he enquired ‘Does nature need to be redeemed?’13 In this paper he takes a 
somewhat ambivalent view. He writes of the way in which the beauty and order 
of creation is praised in the Hebrew Scriptures, stating ‘this does not sound like 
a nature cursed and needing to be redeemed’. Even when there is ‘disorder’ in 
the natural world he reads this as evidence of God’s love for the wildness of his 
creation: ‘None of this suggests that nature is fallen and needs to be redeemed’. 
He goes on to argue that ‘if redemption means being saved from the guilt of 
sin, then fauna, flora, rocks, and rivers have no guilt and cannot be redeemed’. 
And yet there is a paradox, for he points out that although creation cannot be 

9  Sollereder, B. in: Southgate, C., Fiddes, P.S., Lloyd, M., Messer, N., Sollereder, B., Wynn, M.R. 
God, Struggle, and Suffering in the Evolution of Life, London: T&T Clark (2025), pp. 40, 46, 47.
10  op. cit., Sollereder, p. 97.
11  op. cit., Sollereder, p. 43.
12  Fiddes, P.S., in: Southgate, C., Fiddes, P.S., Lloyd, M., Messer, N., Sollereder, B., Wynn, M.R. 
God, Struggle, and Suffering in the Evolution of Life, London: T&T Clark (2025), p. 58.
13  Rollston, H. III, ‘Does nature need to be redeemed?’ Zygon: Journal of Religion and Science 
(1994) 29, 210, 211.
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understood as sinful, ‘there is quite a list of candidate evils from which nature 
might need to be redeemed: predation, parasitism, selfishness, randomness, 
blindness, disaster, indifference, waste, struggle, suffering, death.’14 This he 
equates with natural evil suggesting that at least some nature is fallen.  

In this section I explore two examples from the New Testament where 
Scripture seems to imply that creation is in some way fallen. Whilst some might 
argue that these ‘proof texts’ are well worn, Horrell has proposed that ‘they 
offer a starting point for a re-reading of Pauline theology in which the status 
and fate of the whole creation is given a central place.’15

1. Creation corrupted (Romans 8)

One of the principal arguments for a fallen creation, as opposed to simply 
the fall of humankind, is found in Paul’s letter to the Romans. In Rom 8:19-22 
Paul highlights the cosmic scope of salvation, for in his use of the word ktisis 
(vv. 19, 20, 21, 22, translated as creation), he is implying not just the human 
creation but the entirety of the created order.16  He sets the scene by drawing 
on the Jewish ideas of ‘this present age’ and the glorious ‘age to come.’ He uses 
the imagery of a watchman eagerly scanning the horizon for a sign of the dawn 
as a picture of the Christian church longing for a promised glorious future in 
the face of their present suffering. In their yearning they are joining the whole 
of creation ‘subjected to frustration’ and longing for its ‘liberation from its 
bondage to decay.’ Commenting on these verses, Hunt et al. (2008) write ‘Paul 
introduces this story here to set the suffering and hope of the Christians at 
Rome into a wider context, to depict their groaning and their hope as part of 
a cosmic, and not merely local, drama.’17 It is clear from these verses that Paul 
sees that, at present, God’s good creation is not the way it should be or was 

14  op. cit., Rollston III, p. 212. Here Rollston is reflecting on the ambiguity noted by many 
authors and referenced in Isa. 45:7 that God can use the same agents on earth for good and for 
harm. Such a discussion is beyond the scope of this present work but we as geologists need to 
provide a more nuanced approach to the harmful impacts of, for example, volcanism. There are 
volcanoes and volcanoes; some types of eruption are potentially more harmful than others and 
some are more beneficial than others.
15  Horrell, D. G. ‘A New Perspective on Paul? Rereading Paul in a Time of Ecological Crisis’ 
Journal for the Study of the New Testament (2010) 33, 3-30. Accessed via ore.exeter.ac.uk/ar-
ticles, p. 14. He also points out that whilst the Romans and Colossians passages are central to 
Paul’s cosmic view of salvation, they are not the only passages (see pp.16-18.) For a contrary 
view, see: Bimson, J.J., ‘Reconsidering the “Cosmic Fall”’ Science and Christian Belief (2006) 18, 
63-81.
16  op. cit., Horrell, p. 12.
17  Hunt, C., Horrell, D.G., Southgate, C. ‘An environmental mantra? Ecological interest in Ro-
mans 8:19–23 and a modest proposal for its narrative interpretation’ The Journal of Theological 
Studies (2008) 59, 546–579.
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intended to be. 

In detail, Paul speaks of the creation subjected to frustration (Rom 8:20) – a 
word that seems to imply a state of frustrating emptiness or meaninglessness 
in creation because it has been dislocated from the purpose for which God 
created it. Paul goes on to write that creation is subjected to frustration…by the 
will of the one who subjected it. Most commentators suggest that ‘the one who 
subjected it’ is God, although the text does not directly refer to the Fall story of 
Genesis 3, leaving this statement contested.18 

Extending his argument, Paul writes of ‘creation…liberated from its bondage 
to decay’ (Rom 8:21). Again, the imagery suggests the groaning of a slave, longing 
for release. The word for decay (phthora) is used in different passages in the 
New Testament to variously describe the corruption or decomposition of the 
body at burial, moral decay, or moral corruption leading to a corruption of the 
Gospel message. Perhaps it is not too fanciful to view the corruption of creation 
as analogous to the corruption of a computer hard drive by a malevolent virus. 
In verse 22 of this chapter we read that ‘the whole creation has been groaning’ 
indicating again that Paul is not simply describing the plight of humankind, but 
rather the whole of the created order, although it is important to note that in 
these few verses there is no direct reference to the Genesis account of the ‘Fall.’

Because of the brevity of this passage and the uncertainties in its 
interpretation some authors have argued that we should exercise some 
‘reticence…as to the nature of this futility and the manner of this liberation.’19 
In contrast, Tom Wright argues that this passage is absolutely central to Paul’s 
arguments in Romans 8 for he uses the imagery of the Exodus in relation to 
the creation itself – ‘creation…is in slavery at the moment, like the children 
of Israel’ – although God’s plan was to ‘rule creation in life-giving wisdom, 
through his image-bearing human creatures.’20

2. Creation alienated (Colossians 1)

A second argument for a fallen creation comes from the discussion in the 
first chapter of Paul’s letter to the Colossians where Jesus is described as the 
one who reconciles to God the whole of the cosmos.21 Hence if the cosmos 
needed to be reconciled to God, it must have been estranged. These verses 

18  Southgate, C. The Groaning of Creation: God, Evolution and the Problem of Evil, Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press (2008), pp. 95-6.
19  Messer, N. Selfish Genes and Christian Ethics: Theological and Ethical Reflections on Evolu-
tionary Biology, London: SCM (2007), p. 214.
20  Wright, T. Surprised by Hope, London: SPCK (2007), p. 114.
21  Col. 1:15-20.
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have been described as an early Christian hymn or poem22 in which the first 
stanza describes the work of the old creation in which Jesus is the one in 
whom, through whom and for whom all things were created. The final stanza 
describes the new creation as a reconciled ‘old’ creation, in which Jesus ‘the 
firstborn from among the dead’ has ‘reconciled to himself all things, whether 
things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on 
the cross.’23 The concept of the reconciliation of ‘all things’ implies there has 
been an alienation from God, driven by a vigorous opposition and hostility to 
His works which extends beyond humankind to include ‘all things’ – the whole 
of the cosmos, physical and spiritual. This opens up the possibility that creation 
itself is alienated from God. Whilst this understanding of the ‘cosmic’ extent of 
Jesus’ saving death and resurrection has long been known,24 recently a number 
of scholars have applied this understanding of the atonement specifically to the 
subject of creation care,25 arguing that the scope of Christ’s atonement is much 
wider than the private, personal salvation that has been traditionally taught in 
some evangelical churches. 

Richard Bauckham in his discussion of the Colossian hymn comments that 
‘the inclusion of the whole created world in both creation and reconciliation 
could hardly be more emphatically stated. The scope of reconciliation is as 
wide as the scope of creation.’26 And, ‘The Christ who created all things and 
for whom they were created, the Christ who holds everything together, is the 
Christ who can and does reconcile all things…This means that the Gospel story 
– the story of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus – is focal and decisive for 
all creation.’27 and ‘the whole creation whose harmony has been disrupted by 
the violence of those who are alienated from their creator, is brought into a 
state of peace by the reconciliation of those creatures.’28 Bauckham also adds, 
importantly, in case the concept of a ‘cosmic Christ’ be misunderstood, that the 
Colossian hymn ‘is not an invitation to think of a cosmic Christ who is bigger 
than Jesus but to recognise the universal significance precisely of Jesus Christ, 
the man in who the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.’

Developing this understanding of a cosmic reconciliation but with slightly 
different vocabulary, Chris Doran, in his discussion of God as the Redeemer, 

22  Bauckham, R. Bible and Ecology: Rediscovering the Community of Creation, London: Darton, 
Longman and Todd (2010), p. 152.
23  A similar idea is found in Eph. 1:10.
24  From Irenaeus of Lyons in the second century onwards.
25  For example: Wright, N.T. Creation Power and Truth, London: SPCK (2013); Bookless, D. Pla-
netwise Nottingham: IVP (2008); Doran, C. Hope in the Age of Climate Change, Eugene: Cascade 
(2017); op. cit., Bauckham; op. cit., Southgate.
26  op. cit. Bauckham, p. 152.
27  op. cit., p. 154, 55.
28  op. cit., p. 156.
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comments on these verses as follows: ‘…in Christ the work of creation and 
redemption are components of a singular divine plan and in Christ creation 
and redemption are cosmic in scope.’29 In other words, God’s plan for this 
planet is not to destroy it but rather, just as He is its creator so also He is its 
redeemer and we should not seek to separate the scope of God’s creative acts 
and His redemptive acts. With this in mind, when we remember the events 
surrounding Jesus’ death on the cross, we read in Matthew’s gospel how at the 
time of his death the sky was darkened and there was an earthquake.30 Even 
the planet was responding to that great act of redemption.

These verses in Colossians provide us with a more expansive view of 
salvation which has huge implications for the way we think about our planet, 
and in the context of this paper, the impacts of anthropogenic climate change. 
In his book Planetwise: Dare to Dare for God’s World, Dave Bookless writes 
‘When Jesus died on the cross, he did so to restore all the relationships that 
had been broken by the fall. Through his Son God bore the full cost of the evil 
and selfishness that have been unleashed throughout history and across all 
creation. The creator became the crucified, in order to bring the whole creation, 
made and sustained in love, back into restored relationship with himself.’31 In 
other words, to reconcile a fallen, dysfunctional, physical creation.

Central to this discussion are the words ‘all things’ (Col 1:10),32 words which 
appear six times in this short passage. We read that Jesus’ work on the cross was 
to ‘reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven.’ 
The commentator Herbert Carson writes of this verse ‘It is significant that Paul 
does not say “all men”…but “all things.” The phrase is indefinite and suggest 
the completeness of the plan of God. Not only is sinful man reconciled, but the 
created order…will share also in the fruit of the mighty act of atonement on the 
cross.’33 Similarly, Dave Bookless points out that ‘the Greek word for “all things” 
((ta) panta) is completely inclusive. It includes things in both heaven and also 
here on earth, the same earth that was cursed in Genesis 3.’34 Elsewhere, Paul 
writes of Jesus as the one who conquers death and all negative forces so that 
‘all things’ are subject to him – an image of a great cosmic victory.35 Peter, in 
Acts 3:21, speaks of the time when God will restore all things. Further, we find 
the expression ‘all things’ in the book of Revelation where John describes his 

29  op. cit., Doran, p. 47.
30  Mat. 27: 45, 51.
31  op. cit., Bookless, p. 71.
32  Also, Eph. 1:10.
33  Carson, H. The Epistles of Paul to the Colossians and Philemon, London: Tyndale Press 
(1960), p. 47.
34 op. cit., Bookless, p. 71.
35  Edwards, D. ‘Christopher Southgate’s compound theodicy: Parallel searchings’ Zygon: Jour-
nal of Religion and Science (2018) 53, 687; 1 Cor. 15:27.
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vision of worship in the heavenly throne room. The heavenly congregation 
acknowledge God as the one who created ‘all things’ (Rev 4:11) – the entire 
created order, the earth, its oceans and atmosphere and all their inhabitants. 
Writing specifically about the animal creation, Richard Bauckham states ‘the 
frequently occurring phrase “all things” (ta panta) is certainly designed to 
include all creatures…While it is understandable that some readers of the New 
Testament get the impression that it is much less interested in the non-human 
creation than the Old Testament is, this impression is at least partly the result 
of not giving sufficient weight to the inclusive reference such as “all things”.’36 
Similarly, Christopher Southgate, also with a focus on the non-human living 
creation, implies a model of the atonement in which ‘the cross and resurrection 
inaugurate a great era of redemption for the non-human creation…[which]…
cannot rest only on the free choice of the creatures who are the beneficiaries.’37

In summary, these two New Testament passages indicate that Paul’s 
understanding of the created order was that it has been corrupted and alienated 
from its maker and that Jesus, in his death and resurrection, has made a way in 
which there will be a release from this corruption and a reconciliation of that 
which was alienated. From this I am inferring that what we now describe as 
natural evil finds its root in the corruption of God’s creation and its alienation 
from God. 

Natural evil pre-dates the ‘Fall’
As we have seen above, a direct consequence of creation reconciled is that 

it was once alienated. In other words, not only do humans exist in state of 
broken relationship with God, but so does the whole of creation. This is entirely 
consistent with the Genesis account. Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden defy 
God’s instructions and end up alienated from Him and excluded from the 
garden. The relationship with Himself that God had intended for humankind 
was destroyed. However, the impact of this relational breakdown is much 
greater than just the alienation of humankind from their creator. For not only 
is humankind fallen but creation too is dislocated from God’s purposes. 

But what exactly does it mean to view creation as corrupted, alienated and 
dislocated from God’s purposes? As already noted, a very common reading of 
the Garden of Eden story is that Eden was a place of perfection; a paradise in 
which there was no pain, no violence or animal predation, and no disease or 
death. And yet this cannot have been the case. We know from studies in geology 
that life and death have been on our planet for a very long time since we have 
evidence of death in the fossil record from as far back as 500 million years ago. 

36  op. cit., Bauckham, p. 142.
37  op. cit., Southgate, p. 76.
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We find the hard shells of creatures whose living relatives we can recognise 
today preserved in the rock record. Before 500 million years ago there was still 
life on earth, but it was much simpler and more delicate, and consequently less 
well preserved. In full, the record of life and death on earth goes back to at least 
3.5 billion years ago and maybe even earlier.38 Life and death have been part 
of the history of our planet almost since its inception and were integral to the 
development of all living things. 

A particularly striking example is the description of a dinosaur ‘graveyard’ 
in Alberta, Canada where 72 million years ago a massive herd of dinosaurs 
was wiped out by what was probably a flash flood.39  There are also details of 
disease in the fossil record. For example, some dinosaurs suffered from bone 
cancer, as recently reported in the Lancet.40 Further there is evidence from 
both dinosaur stomach contents and from dinosaur bones, which show bite 
marks, that some dinosaurs were carnivorous, indicating that scavenging and 
possibly predation has been part of animal life for tens of millions of years.41 
In the Langebanweg West Coast Fossil Park in South Africa there is evidence 
of scavenging by sharks of the carcases of whales from 5 million years ago.42 
In more recent geological time, in the era of early human existence, we know 
from cave paintings and from fossil hominid skulls that there was inter-human 
violence long before the emergence of modern Homo sapiens. Nohemi Sala and 
colleagues describe a human skull from southern Spain dating from the middle 
Pleistocene (ca. 430,000 years ago) showing two depression fractures in the 
frontal bone which they interpret as the result of blunt force trauma.43 This 
evidence from palaeontology therefore indicates that predation, death and 
disease in the animal world have existed for a very long time and so must have 
been part of the natural order prior to the Fall. 

In addition to these very specific instances of pain and death from the fossil 
record there have also been five well documented mass extinction events 
through earth history at 440, 370, 250, 200 and 66 million years ago. In these 
events between 70-96% of all living organisms on earth perished, further 

38  Rollinson, H. Early Earth Systems, Oxford: Blackwell (2007), pp. 215-42. Mirjam Schilling 
has pointed out that viruses may pre-date single-celled organisms and so are extremely ancient 
in their origin. Schilling, M. ‘A virocentric perspective on evil’ Zygon: Journal of Religion and 
Science (2021) 56, 23.
39  Walking with dinosaurs: Mystery of Pachyrhinosaurus mass grave in Canada - BBC News
40  Ekhtiari, S., et al. ‘First case of osteosarcoma in a dinosaur: a multimodal diagnosis’ The 
Lancet Oncology (2020) 21, 1021-22.
41  Lei. R., et al.  ‘Bite and tooth marks on sauropod dinosaurs from the Morrison Forma-
tion’ PeerJ (2023) 11:e16327  https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.16327
42  Govender, R., Chinsamy, A. ‘Early Pliocene (5 MA) shark-cetatean trophic interaction from 
Langebanweg , western coast of South Africa’ Palaios (2013) 28, 270-77.
43  Sala N., et al. ‘Lethal Interpersonal Violence in the Middle Pleistocene’ PLoS ONE (2015) 10, 
e0126589. doi:10.1371/journal. pone.0126589



Climate change seen through the lens of natural evil

Science & Christian Belief, Vol 38, No. 2 • 128

accentuating the significance of animal death throughout the history of our 
planet and implying an excessive wastefulness of animal life.

From these observations, the fossil evidence outlined above calls into 
question the view expressed by some Christian writers that the ‘Fall’ described 
in the book of Genesis was a pivotal cosmic event before which there was 
perfection and after which the corruption of death and decay entered our 
world. Instead, this huge body of evidence from palaeontology suggests that 
there was death on earth long before the ‘Fall.’

The historicity of the ‘Fall’ is debated by scholars, some of whom seek to 
combine evolutionary history with a historical fall, whereas others read 
Genesis 3 and the doctrine of the fall non-historically.44 However, whether or 
not there was a historical ‘Fall,’ it cannot be the cause of those natural evils 
as evidenced by palaeontology which pre-dated the emergence of modern 
humans by millions or billions of years.

Natural evil is of course larger than animal suffering because it also includes 
those devastating geological upheavals which create chaos in the natural 
world. We know them today as hurricanes, storms, floods, earthquakes and 
volcanic eruptions and these too have been present since the earliest ages of 
our planet. The geological record preserves multiple evidences of all these 
types of events occurring repeatedly throughout earth history, indicating that 
these destructive forces are integral to the way in which our planet works and 
has worked throughout its history.

Models which seek to explain the origin of natural evil
Any discussion of the origin of pain, suffering and death, both in the human 

world and the non-human world leads us directly into the much larger and 
complex theological topic of the origin of evil. In particular, this is pertinent to 
the discussion of ‘natural evil’ – that is the evil caused by events in the natural 
world such as earthquakes, tsunamis, disease, predation and death and which 
cannot be attributed to a human cause. In the context of this study, natural evil 
also includes the destructive impacts of climate change such as floods, storms 
and hurricanes, wild-fires, sea-level rise and drought. 

44  Contrasting views are found in the edited volume by Rosenberg, S.P. et al., Finding ourselves 
after Darwin, Grand Rapids: Baker Academic (2018). For example, in chapter 13 (pp. 187-202) 
Christopher Hays favours a non-historical approach to the ‘Fall,’ writing: ‘one can elaborate a 
compelling account of concupiscence (and thus the universality of sin) without appealing to an 
Adamic fall’ (p. 202). In contrast, in chapter 10 (pp. 143-159) John Collins argues for a historical 
‘Fall:’ ‘sin is an alien intruder into God’s good creation and entered into human experience 
at some point in the headwaters of human history.’ (p. 159). Similarly, Wenham, G.J. in Word 
Biblical commentary Vol 1. Genesis 1-15 Texas: Word Books (1987) argues for a proto-historical 
‘Fall’ (p. 91).
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Typically, there are four competing, in part overlapping, schools of thought 
which seek to explain an originating cause for natural evil.45

1. Natural evil derives from creaturely opposition to the will of God

The theologian Michael Lloyd argues that ‘we must locate the cause of such 
suffering in some other will than the divine will – in the will of a creature 
rather than that of the creator…[and so]…we have to find a plausible way of 
suggesting how the universe came to have a character that is so at variance 
with the intentions of its creator.’46 He ‘draw[s] on the Jewish/Christian 
tradition of the fall of the angels, and suggest[s] that, so inter-related are the 
different dimensions of reality, a deviation from the divine will in the spiritual 
dimension could have occasioned disruption of the intended harmony of the 
natural world.’47 The pastor/theologian Greg Boyd espouses a similar view, 
emphasising the potential misuses of freedom given to all created beings, 
citing not only New Testament sources but also the writings of the early Church 
Fathers: ‘Natural evil was explained as resulting from these spirits rebelling 
against God and thus abusing their authority over creation’ and ‘everything 
in nature that obviously looks contrary to God’s character appears that 
way because it is contrary to God.’48 In a similar vein, the Eastern Orthodox 
theologian David Bentley Hart extends this argument to encompass human 
suffering. In his reflection on the Indian Ocean Tsunami of Boxing Day 2004, 
an event which killed over a quarter of a million people, he argues that such 
a tragedy originates with spiritual forces – the principalities and powers of 
Eph 6:12 which are resistant to God’s will and his purposes. He writes: ‘In 
the New Testament, our condition as fallen creatures is explicitly portrayed 
as a subjugation to the subsidiary and often mutinous authority of angelic 
and demonic “powers” which are not able to defeat God’s transcendent and 
providential governance of all things but are certainly able to act against him.’49

45  For a very detailed discussion see: Boyd, G.A. Satan and the problem of evil, Downers Grove: 
IVP (2001) pp. 242-92. 
46  Lloyd, M. ‘The fallenness of Nature: Three nonhuman suspects’ In Rosenberg, S.P. et al. 
(eds.) Finding ourselves after Darwin. Chapter 17. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic (2018), pp. 
262, 261, 263. There is also support for this model from Hays (Same volume, p. 202)
47  op. cit., Southgate, p. 16. Footnote 12 (p. 15) cites other authors who espouse this view. 
‘There is a long-standing witness to that idea in the Christian tradition, with some biblical 
roots.’ (Messer, in Southgate et al., (2025), p. 90.  
48  op. cit., Boyd, pp. 294-5. Boyd discusses natural evil in the context of his wider understand-
ing of evil within his ‘Trinitarian warfare theodicy.’
49  Hart, D.B. The Doors of the Sea: Where was God in the Tsunami? Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerd-
mans (2005), p. 65.
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2. Natural evil is a fundamental property of our physical world

A number of authors have suggested that what we consider as natural 
evil is a fundamental property of the physical world, a property which was 
inbuilt from the very beginning. The theologian Austin Farrer has argued that 
‘if God was pleased to create a physical universe, he was sure to set going an 
infinity of forces…mostly devoid of intelligence, and acting on one another in 
accordance with the limited principles incorporated in each. Such a universe 
must inflict accidental damage on the systems it contains; a damage which 
is the essential form of physical evil.’50 Similarly, molecular biologist Denis 
Alexander has argued that ‘biology is a package deal,’51 meaning that if we 
have carbon-based life, then death, pain and harmful mutations are part of the 
deal. Or, with John Polkinghorne, God has given the natural world a freedom 
which means that ‘creatures are allowed to make themselves.’52 In other 
words, God has built into the natural world a process, in Polkinghorne’s terms 
a freedom, but that He (God) distances himself from the detail of the creative 
process. 

3. The only way argument

A particular problem presents itself when we consider the violent nature 
of the evolutionary process – predation, death, extinction and the waste of 
animal life. Christopher Southgate’s explanation for the origin of these natural 
evils (or to use his preferred term, ‘creaturely disvalues’) is that ‘the sort of 
universe we have, in which complexity emerges in a process governed by 
thermodynamic necessity and Darwinian natural selection, and therefore by 
death, pain, predation and self-assertion, is the only sort of universe that could 
give rise to the range, beauty, complexity and diversity of creatures the Earth 
has produced.’53 Further, ‘there is no “less costly and painful” way to bring about 
this sort of world,’ and ‘if a loving God could have found a less costly and painful 
way, such a God would have done so.’54 However, an additional and essential 
part of this argument is that God has entered into the evolutionary process, the 
pain and the groaning of an imperfect creation, by co-suffering along with the 
creative process. The extreme expression of this co-suffering is seen in Jesus’ 

50  Farrer, A. Love Almighty and Ills Unlimited: an Essay on Providence and Evil, London: Collins 
(1962), pp. 59-60.
51  Alexander, D. Creation or Evolution. Do we have to choose? Oxford: Monarch Books (2008), 
p. 279.
52  Polkinghorne, J. ‘Scripture and an evolving creation’ Science and Christian Belief (2009) 21, 
163-73.
53  op. cit., Southgate (2008), p. 29.
54  op. cit., Southgate (2025), p. 32.
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sacrificial death on the cross.55 

4. Mysterious Fallenness

In this understanding of natural evil, evil exists in creation for which God is 
not to blame, but of which the cause is ultimately mysterious. This has been 
argued by Nicola Hoggard Creegan using the metaphor of the parable of the 
wheat and the tares – ‘an enemy has done this’ – to demonstrate the unexplained 
coexistence of beauty and suffering in the natural world particularly as 
embedded in the process of evolution.56 This argument is similar to the work 
of Celia Deane-Drummond on ‘Shadow Sophia’ – ‘a way of imagining the full 
weight of negative forces at work in the world that I am persuaded are counter 
to rather than in alignment with God’s creative goodness.’57 

However, with the ‘fundamental property’ and ‘only way’ arguments there is 
a problem, for each calls into question the goodness of the creator. In the case 
of the suffering associated with the processes of evolution, Neil Messer has 
commented ‘There are at least prima facie reasons, then, to think that suffering 
and destruction associated with the evolutionary struggle for existence are not 
what the Christian tradition means by calling the creation “very good”.’58 In a 
recent discussion of his ‘only way argument,’ Southgate notes that it implies ‘a 
constraint on the power of God’ and an ‘implicit willingness to accept struggle, 
violence and suffering as elements in God’s creative purposes,’59 and that the 
non-human creation ‘manifest(s) a certain resistance to the purposes of God, 
and whether that might be seen in the activities of parasites, cancers, and 
viruses...[which]...might have an ultimate origin in a spiritual disaffection pre-
dating the creation itself.’60 

55  op. cit., Southgate (2008), p. 16. 
56  Hoggard Creegan, N. Animal Suffering and the Problem of Evil, New York: Oxford University 
Press (2013), p. 6.
57  Dean Drummond, C. ‘Perceiving Natural evil through the lens of divine glory? A conversa-
tion with Christopher Southgate’ Zygon: Journal of Religion and Science (2018) 53, 806.
58  Messer, N. ‘Evolution and Theodicy: How (not) to do science and theology’ Zygon: Journal 
of Religion and Science (2018) 53, 830.
59  op. cit., Southgate (2025), p. 39.
60  op. cit., Southgate (2025), pp. 33-4. He adds: ‘I would not want to go far in asserting such 
a power. It cannot be a power comparable with that of the creator of all existents ex nihilo. But 
perhaps the consequences of some freely chosen angelic rebellion, in terms of a temptation 
of physical creatures towards resisting the direction of God’s creative will, can be seen on the 
margins of the evolving world. Perhaps those consequences might even extend to the appar-
ently disproportionate viciousness of some animal strategies, such as coordinated murder, 
infanticide and rape in chimpanzees. In such a view, God still bears the ultimate responsibility, 
but the origin of some disvalues lies in God’s decision to give spiritual forces the power to tempt 
created entities to resist God’s will’ (p. 34).
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Here I incline towards the creaturely opposition view of theologians such 
Michael Lloyd, David Bently Hart and Greg Boyd,61 for this is a view which is 
completely consistent with the goodness of God and the concept of creaturely 
freedom and thereby the freedom to resist God’s will. Further, it concurs with 
the biblical view of principalities and powers of which, admittedly we only hear 
a whisper. I would agree with Neil Messer that ‘evolutionary evils are what 
God says “No” to. God is against them; they do not correspond to God’s good 
purposes for creation; God has decisively acted against them in Christ; God 
promises a new creation free from them’62 and I would extend this statement 
to encompass all types of Natural evil. Such a view also validates our natural 
instinct to protest against suffering, for God too shares our sense of outrage at 
suffering and injustice. This is amply illustrated in the life and ministry of Jesus 
who sought to heal the bodies and minds of broken people, thereby giving us a 
pastoral mandate to do the same.63 

Natural evil understood in terms of primeval chaos
The concept of chaos as found throughout the Old Testament reflects the 

varied realities of an uncertain world into which God brings security (Ps. 24), 
but at other times is himself the one who ‘stirs up the sea’ (Isa. 51:15). The 
language of chaos is also used when there is a breakdown in the connection 
between a right relationship with God and the fertility and flourishing of the 
land (Hos. 4:1-3).  

However, the idea of a primeval chaos dating from the time of, or before, 
creation is more contested. In the creation account of Gen. 1:2, Wenham64 
translates the Hebrew as ‘Now the earth was total chaos,’ words that could 
imply that God’s work of creation was to bring order out of disorder.65  However, 
theologian Simon Oliver, in his discussion of the concept of creation ex nihilo, 
writes ‘God does not take chaotic matter and fashion it into an orderly and 
rational universe; there are no prior materials out of which God fashions the 
Universe.’66 In contrast, biblical scholar John Goldingay argues, with reference 
to Psalm 74, that ‘God won a victory at the Beginning, as one who effected a 

61  op. cit., Lloyd; op. cit., Hart; op. cit., Boyd.
62  In op. cit., Southgate (2025), p. 90.
63  op. cit., Hart, p. 87.
64  Wenham, G.J. Word Biblical Commentary, Vol 1. Genesis 1-15, Texas: Word Books (1987), p. 
15. Further, (p. 16) he adds that ‘darkness’ evokes everything that is anti-God.
65  Walton prefers the term ‘non-order’. See: Walton, J. The Lost World of Adam and Eve, Down-
ers Grove: IVP Academic (2015), p. 27.
66  Oliver, S. Creation: a Guide for the Perplexed, London: Bloomsbury (2017), p. 35.
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great deliverance,’ and ‘the First Testament depicts God as involved in conflict 
in connection with bringing the world into being.’67 Similarly, Routledge argues 
that chaos represents the opposite of the created order – a scene of utter 
desolation and ‘creation is a salvific act in which God rescues the cosmos from 
chaos,’68 although in contrast to contemporary Ancient Near Eastern creation 
myths, chaos in Genesis 1 is passive rather than an active opposition to the 
Creator. John Goldingay adds ‘At the beginning YHWH asserted authority over 
all other powers in connection with creating the world’ although unlike a 
Babylonian god, YHWH did not need to fight: He simply had to speak.69

So, given the varied interpretations of the creation account, is there evidence 
elsewhere in the Old Testament for the existence of chaos forces, forces 
opposed to God’s purposes? As John Goldingay points out, the writers of the 
Old Testament are clear that other deities exist, often referred to as ‘children of 
gods/children of god,’ albeit not on the same plane as the God of Israel. As well 
as being subordinate to God, they are different from Israel’s God, who is the 
sole God with no possible beginning and no end. The Old Testament does not 
tell us how these divine beings came into existence or even in what sense they 
are ‘children of gods/children of god.’70 These deities, originally designed to 
support the true God and work in his heavenly council, may not always exercise 
their responsibility in the right way. In Psalm 82 we read of God presiding over 
his heavenly council, ‘the gods,’ and rebuking them for not fulfilling their duty 
of care to the weak and fatherless. This suggests that these heavenly aids have 
taken wrong decisions and are supporting the wrong structures in society by 
showing ‘partiality to the wicked.’71 

Elsewhere in the Old Testament images of this primeval chaos are 
represented by the sea, which to the nation of Israel was seen as a terrifying 
and destructive force. But in His acts of creation, as we read in Job 38:8-11, 
God sets limits on those forces: ‘This far you may come and no further,’ echoing 
God’s work described in Genesis 1 of limiting the extent of the oceans. Again, in 
Job 40 and Psalm 74 we encounter a different symbol of chaos, the enigmatic 

67  Goldingay J. Old Testament Theology: Volume 1 Israel’s Gospel, Downers Grove: IVP Aca-
demic (2003), pp. 65-6.
68  Routledge, R. ‘Did God create chaos? Unresolved tension in Genesis 1:1-2’ Tyndale Bulletin 
(2010) 61, 69-88. Routledge points out that there are two separate themes in tension in Gen 
1:1-2: (a) that God is the originator of all things (often expressed as creatio ex nihilo); and (b) 
that God is a God who brings order out of disorder/ chaos. Further, he points out, the writer of 
Genesis does not attempt to resolve this tension.
69  Goldingay J. Old Testament Theology: Volume 2 Israel’s Faith, Downers Grove: IVP Academic 
(2016)  (loc. 807, Kindle Ed.)
70  Goldingay J. Psalms, Vol. 1. Baker Commentary on the Old Testament, Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic (2006), p. 416.
71  op. cit., Boyd, p. 34.
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character Leviathan, the chaos monster, ‘a personification of those forces 
in nature that threaten the order of God’s creation.’72 This imagery paints a 
picture of powers which are opposed to God’s work and are in rebellion against 
Him, but whose powers He has restrained and limited. He keeps the monster 
on a leash. This theme continues into the New Testament where we read of 
opposition to the work of God’s kingdom from ‘the powers of this dark world, 
the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms’ (Eph. 6:12), making us aware 
that, whilst constrained, these forces are not yet completely destroyed. Their 
total destruction is reserved for the end of time. 

Applying these ideas to climate change, we read in Isaiah 24 an account of the 
total devastation of the earth, an overwhelming environmental disaster, which 
has resulted from human sin and, although the focus is primarily on human 
wickedness, there is a hint that there is something more going on. In Isa. 24:21 
we read that ‘the Lord will punish the power in the heavens above’ of which John 
Goldingay writes ‘these lines move onto a different plane…involvement of a 
supernatural force in the transgression on the earth.’73

Scripture says little else about these primeval destructive forces committed 
in their opposition to God’s work, but their existence provides a helpful way 
of approaching the origin of natural evil. Creation is fallen because there are 
elements in the cosmos which are opposed to the work of the creator. It is 
because of these rebellious elements that there is suffering in our world, a view 
which is consistent with the scientific, palaeontological evidence discussed 
above. Michael Lloyd, building on the work of Eric Mascall in the 1950s, has 
argued that the most probable explanation of natural evil, is that there was a 
Fall prior to the Fall. He has proposed that prior to the fall of humankind in the 
garden of Eden there was an earlier fall which was an angelic rebellion against 
God. He quotes Mascall: ‘it seems reasonable to suppose that defection and 
rebellion in the angelic realm will drastically disorder the material world and 
that its development in accordance with God’s purposes will not entirely be 
frustrated, it will be grievously hampered and distorted.’74 C.S. Lewis, in his book 
The Problem of Pain, makes a similar point when discussing animal suffering 
and suggests that before the existence of humankind there was a malevolent 
power that was at work in the animal kingdom.75 Although one amongst many 
current views,76 Lloyd’s approach has much to commend it. As he points out, 
it is completely consistent with the goodness of God and, as noted above, 

72  op. cit., Bauckham, p. 60.
73  op. cit., Goldingay, loc. 1091.
74  op. cit., Lloyd, p. 273; and Mascall, E. Christian Theology and Natural Science: Some Ques-
tions and their Relations, London: Longmans (1956). Boyd (op. cit., pp. 70, 120) cites Scripture 
references in support of the idea of an angelic rebellion.
75  Lewis, C.S. The Problem of Pain, London: Fontana Books (1957), pp. 123-4.
76  See the extensive discussion in op. cit. Southgate 2025, pp. 11-70.
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validates our natural instinct to protest against suffering. However, other than 
the few hints from Scripture discussed above, there is little more that can be 
said about the origins of natural evil and we are left with a sense of mystery. 

However, there are two dangers which arise from this line of reasoning and 
which are important to point out. First, the existence of these malign forces 
opposed to God’s creative work must not lead us into a form of dualism,77 
where we begin to question God’s sovereignty. The Old Testament teaches that 
God is sovereign and that He controls and limits the power of these other ‘gods.’ 
The imagery of the Old Testament is not the continuing threat posed by chaos, 
but God’s victory over it. Chaos may return, but that too is under God’s control. 
In this light, it is therefore helpful to consider the account of Jesus rebuking 
the storm on Lake Galilee (Mark 4: 35-41). This story of the sea echoes the 
forces of anti-creation seeking to overwhelm God’s good creation. ‘So when 
Jesus rescues the disciples from the storm, we are witnessing God’s sovereign 
power being demonstrated. Jesus assumes the role of God’s agent defeating the 
forces of chaos.’78 Secondly, as has been pointed out by Michael Loyd,79 there is 
the danger of abusing the concept of the demonic and overplaying the causes 
of chaos in the natural world, particularly at a micro level. 

Climate chaos
Climate change is the outcome of the human mismanagement of our planet 

and this mismanagement is the combined product of human greed, decades 
of inaction, the lies that have been told which deny the evidence for human 
responsibility for climate change, and the abrogation of responsibility to 
steward the earth by a large section of the Christian church. Whilst it is possible 
to view this mismanagement as purely a moral evil, given that the impacts of 
moral evil can have far-reaching effects, here I am arguing that in the case of 
climate change there is something more. I am proposing that in this instance 
human ‘sin’ appears to have unleashed forces of chaos whose principal 
character is the destruction of God’s good creation. We see increased flooding of 
rivers and rising sea-levels, scorching temperatures, drought and the resulting 
food scarcity, and storms and hurricanes of increased intensity leading to the 
destruction of human life, animal life and the natural environment. This feels 
like an undoing of God’s creation and the unleashing of the forces of anti-
creation. No wonder we read in Romans of creation groaning over the fragile 

77  Although note: op. cit. Hart, p. 62: ‘There is a kind of “provisional” cosmic dualism within 
the New Testament: not an ultimate dualism.’ Early Christian doctrine on creatio ex nihilo was 
developed precisely to resist dualism since at least the Council of Nicea. See: Oliver, S. Creation: 
A Guide for the Perplexed, London: Bloomsbury (2017), pp. 35-59.
78  Wright, T. Mark for Everyone, London: SPCK (2001), p. 52.
79  op. cit., Southgate (2025), p. 22.
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83  I am indebted to Andrew Rollinson and three anonymous reviewers for their perceptive 
and instructive comments on an earlier draft of this paper. I am most grateful for the time and 
effort they gave to reviewing this work.

state of the earth. 
At the time of writing (late October 2025) Hurricane Melissa tracked through 

the Caribbean. As a category 5 hurricane it was dubbed ‘the strongest storm to 
ever hit Jamaica’ and in its train it has left a trail of death and chaos; the ensuing 
devastation has wreaked havoc in the lives of people who are already poor. 
Whilst we know that hurricanes have existed long before climate change was 
an issue, meteorologists tell us that in a warming world increased evaporation 
from the oceans massively amplifies the intensity of such events. Can we really 
say ‘this is the way our planet works, get used to it’?  Is this ‘wildness of creation’ 
advocated by Rolston80 really God’s plan for his world? 

Is it going too far to say that we know these phenomena by what they do? 
These forces are opposed to God’s creative works. Richard Bauckham asks 
‘as well as the damage that humans have done to creation, is there something 
wrong in the natural world itself, irrespective of our human presence in it, 
something that was wrong long before humans were there at all?’81 Similarly, 
Sharon Dirckx in her book Broken Planet points out that the destructive forces 
behind what we term natural evil are ultimately spiritual82 and, as Christians, 
we should view them in this light. Mercifully we know that they are under 
God’s sovereign control and one day they will be defeated for ever. 

In short, I am arguing that although God’s creation is good, it is not perfect. 
That is for the future. At the present time God’s creative work is incomplete, 
unfinished. This may be understood if we consider that God’s act of creation 
required Him to subdue creaturely, spiritual powers which were opposed to 
his work so that he might bring order out of their chaos. However, whilst those 
powers are constrained, they are not yet completely destroyed. Their total 
destruction is reserved for the end of time. This allows us to understand natural 
evil or the corruption of creation as an expression of the incompleteness of 
God’s creative work. Here it is argued that the ‘natural’ disasters related to 
climate change should also be seen in this light.

So, as I stated in my introduction, if this analysis has any merit, then it 
requires that our approaches to climate change must shift to focus just as 
much on spiritual aspects of the problem as on the scientific and policy driven 
solutions. Further, even though structural sin is normally understood as those 
harmful or unjust social, political, or economic structures which result from 
sinful human choices, it is instructive to ponder whether such sinful cultures 
are influenced by those powers and principalities that actively threaten the 
natural order and which lie behind the climate chaos.

Hugh Rollinson is Emeritus Professor of Earth Sciences at the University of Derby.83 

80  op. cit., Rolston III, p. 210.
81  op. cit., Bauckham, p. 160.
82  Dirckx, S. Broken Planet. If There’s a God, then Why are there Natural Disasters and Diseases? 
London: IVP (2023). 


