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Abstract: Divine omnipotence entails that God can choose to do evil

(even though He will not) by taking up a human nature. In showing others by way

of example how temptations are to be overcome, His exposure to evil desires in such

circumstances is consistent with moral perfection. The view that ‘God has the

greatest power and is morally perfect simpliciter ’, is religiously more adequate than

‘God has great power and is essentially morally perfect’. The essentiality of other

divine attributes to God is discussed, and rebuttals to Anselmian arguments are

offered.

Introduction

In recent years, many different definitions of divine omnipotence

have been offered in the literature.1 Critics, however, have argued that these

attempts are flawed.2 While many of these arguments have been responded

to,3 the objections concerning the issue of God’s omnipotence in relation to

moral perfection have not been adequately addressed.

In this paper, it will be argued that omnipotence is incompatible with the

Anselmian view that God possesses essential moral perfection. First, after

a brief discussion on the notion of omnipotence, it will be shown that

divine omnipotence entails that God has libertarian active power, and that

He can make it possible that He chooses to do evil by taking up a human

nature that allows Him to be exposed to desires to do evil, even though He will

not choose to do evil under any circumstances. I will then argue that

the view that ‘God has the greatest power and is morally perfect simpliciter ’,

is religiously more adequate compared to the view that ‘God has great

power and is essentially morally perfect’. Finally, a number of Anselmian

arguments and the essentiality of other divine attributes to God will be dis-

cussed.
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Omnipotence as maximal power

Let us begin with a brief discussion on the notion of omnipotence that will

be used in this paper. Because of the difficulties involved in defining the notion of

omnipotence in terms of the production of states of affairs,4 I will be using the

notion of omnipotence as maximal power, meaning that no being could exceed

the overall power of an omnipotent being.5

For the subsequent discussion of this paper, it is important to note that the

notion of omnipotence as maximal power does not imply that a maximally

powerful being can bring about any state of affairs (including necessary and

impossible states of affairs), a view known as ‘universal possibilism’.6 The prob-

lem with universal possibilism is that its proponent is not affirming anything that

God is supposedly able to actualize. To see this, one could ask the universal

possibilist what he is trying to affirm when he makes the statement ‘God can

make it true that x is a shapeless cube’; in particular, the universal possibilist

should be asked to explain the words ‘shapeless cube’. It turns out that he is not

affirming anything that God is supposedly able to bring about. He will not be able

to say what is that which God is supposedly able to actualize, for he will not be

able to explain what a ‘shapeless cube’ is.

This does not mean that ‘x is a shapeless cube’ is gibberish, for (unlike

gibberish) this phrase is syntactically well-formed,7 and the individual words

‘shapeless’ and ‘cube’ have meanings of their own. Nevertheless, using the

adjective ‘shapeless’ for ‘cube’ simply cancels both words out, so that it is like

writing something and then immediately erasing it.8 Morris puts it well when he

writes, ‘Logically impossible tasks are not just particularly esoteric and unusually

difficult tasks – when you have attempted to describe an act or task and end up

with an expression of a logical impossibility, you end up with nothing that can

even be a candidate for power ascriptions. ’9

What, then, are the states of affairs that cannot be brought about by God,

assuming that God is a being with maximal power? It has been pointed out by a

number of philosophers that these would include necessary states of affairs

(e.g. 2+2=4),10 logically impossible states of affairs (e.g. Smith’s being exactly 20

years old and 35 years old at the same time),11 anything that is in the past,12 and

free acts of beings other than Himself, given that God has given these beings

libertarian freedom.13

Omnipotence and other divine attributes

Many philosophers and theologians have also argued that God has certain

attributes essentially (being essentially uncaused, morally perfect, all-knowing,

omnipotent, etc), and this implies that certain things are impossible for God, for

example, to perform amorally wicked act (to be not morally perfect), to believe to

526 ANDREW LOKE

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412510000181 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412510000181


be true something that is false (to be not all-knowing), or to create a stone that

He cannot lift (the famous paradox of the stone).14 Likewise, Aquinas argues that

God cannot make God, for it is of the essence of a thing made that its own being

depends on another cause, and this is contrary to the nature of the being we call

God.15 Modern philosophers and theologians who assert this view typically holds

to an Anselmian view of God, according to which God, as the greatest conceivable

being, implies that God exists as God in all possible worlds.16

A number of theologians and philosophers have challenged the Anselmian view

by denying that God has these attributes essentially. It is important to note here

that the word ‘God’ can be referring to a ‘title’ or ‘the being who holds the title’.17

While the attributes of omnipotence, moral perfection, etc are essential for God

as a title, it has been argued that these attributes are not essential to the being

who holds the title. In other words, the being who holds the title ‘God’ can lose

some of these attributes, but if He were to do so He would cease from holding the

title. Thus, they deny that God exists as God in all possible worlds. For example, it

has been argued that God18 can cease to be omnipotent if He so wills ; in fact,

omnipotence should include the ability to give up and so to lose one’s power. As

Karl Barth argues, to deny God has this ability would be to make Him the prisoner

of His own power.19 Hence, with regard to the paradox of the stone, God can

create and move a stone while omnipotent, and subsequently bring it about that

He is not omnipotent and powerless to move it.20 Similarly, it can be argued

that God could bring it about that He possesses a false belief and ceases to be

omniscient and holds the title ‘God’.

Omnipotence and God’s ability to do evil

It has also been argued that God’s omnipotence would imply His ability to

do evil, even if He never chooses to do it. After all, the most obvious problem with

the Anselmian view is that, if God has certain attributes such as moral perfection

essentially, then there are states of affairs that we may have the power to bring

about and that God is unable to bring about.21 It should be noted that, in contrast

to the previous groups of impossibilities (bringing about necessary or impossible

states of affairs, changing the past, determining free acts in creatures), these

activities are impossible not because they are inherently impossible (e.g. there is

nothing inherently impossible about doing a wicked act, such as causing an

innocent person to suffer intensely for no good reason; villains like Hitler have

done it before.). Rather, these activities are impossible for God by virtue of the

essential attributes God is said by the Anselmian to possess.22 Thus, it is argued

against the Anselmian that a being who cannot do many things (murder, rape)

that ordinary humans can do has no claim at all to being judged omnipotent.23

In a widely cited response, Thomas Morris objects that the argument seems

to interpret the proposition ‘God cannot sin’ to be equivalent in meaning to
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‘God lacks the power to sin’. But this is a misunderstanding, because there is

no such thing as a discrete power of sinning, a power possessed by us but lacked

by God. This can be seen by reflection upon two parallel stories: (1) Smith, a

policeman, raises a gun in his right hand, aims it at Jones, whom he correctly

believes to be an innocent person, and, for no good reason, squeezes the trigger

with the aim of killing Jones, which is thereby achieved. Surely Smith has thereby

sinned, or done evil. (2) Smith, a policeman, raises a gun, aims it at Jones, whom

he correctly believes to be a mass murderer about to commit his next heinous act

(which otherwise cannot be stopped), and squeezes the trigger with the aim of

killing Jones, which is thereby achieved.

Morris argues that in the second story what Smith does is morally permissible.

Thus, in the first story he sins, in the second he does not. But in the first story

Smith does not exercise a power which he does not exercise in the second story:

the causal powers exercised remain, by hypothesis, invariant between the two

stories. What this shows is that there is no discrete power of sinning. Hence, it is

not that case that God necessarily lacks a power to sin; it is rather necessarily the

case that He never uses His perfect power to order to sin. As a perfect being, there

is no possible world in which He wills to do evil.24

The deeper question for Morris’s proposal is whether God is able to will to do

evil, i.e. does God have the power to choose to do evil, even if He never chooses

to do evil. This question is related to whether God’s necessary unwillingness to do

evil is to be conceived of in compatibilist or libertarian terms, i.e. whether God

has the discrete power to act as a ‘first mover’ in His decisions.25 If it is conceived

of in compatibilist terms, then God would lack a certain power which it is possible

for Him to have, viz. the ‘active power’ in the libertarian sense, the ability to

initiate movement as the ‘first mover’. Hence, God’s necessary unwillingness to

do evil should be conceived of in libertarian terms.26 In an interesting exchange

in Religious Studies between Wes Morriston and Tim Mawson, Morriston argues

further that:

Suppose that there is a being just like the Anselmian God except that (a) although it is

morally perfect, it is not necessarily so; and (b) its basic power extends to both good and

evil choices. Would such a being not be more powerful in some very intuitive sense of

‘powerful’ – than the Anselmian God is supposed to be? I think it would be.27

Morriston concludes that since the ability to make evil choices is a bona fide

active power, then an omnipotent being would necessarily have this power (even

if He chooses never to exercise it).28 An omnipotent being would have the ‘active

power’ in the libertarian sense, and He would have the power to choose evil.

Mawson replies by first defining power as an ability that it is good to have, and

he argues that for God, the ability to do less than what perfect goodness demands

would be a liability rather than a power for Him. Furthermore, he argues that God

cannot want to do anything that is less than what perfect goodness demands,
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because it is necessary that no-one can want to do something that is less than

what perfect goodness demands for the sake of its being less than what perfect

goodness demands. God’s omnipotence assures Him of being able to achieve

whatever end He might want by means in accord with what perfect goodness

demands, and His omniscience ensures that He knows this.29

Against Mawson’s understanding of power, it can be argued that, for God, the

ability to do less than what perfect goodness demands is not a liability if God

never chooses to use the ability.30 As for Mawson’s point that it is necessary that

no-one can want to do something that is less than what perfect goodness de-

mands, Morriston denies this. He argues that libertarians like himself will insist

that motives can incline without determining, and hence it is not true that a

person necessarily does what he believes he has most reason to do. Morriston

argues only for the weaker claim that no-one ever chooses to do anything without

seeing something in favour of doing it – that there is always something that in-

clines one in the direction of what one chooses, even if one knows it is a stupid

thing to do.31

The Anselmian can respond to Morriston by first agreeing that there is always

something that inclines one in the direction of what one chooses. He can then

argue that having at least some inclination toward an evil choice is a necessary

condition for being able to choose evil, and that God cannot even have in-

clinations to do things that are other than what perfect goodness demands. As

Maximus the Confessor observes, having libertarian free choice by itself does not

imply the possibility of sinning, for ‘self-determination is a characteristic of will,

not of choice’.32 It could be the case that God possesses active power but the

desire for (and hence choice of) evil is not available, therefore it is impossible for

Him to choose to do evil.33 Morriston could press the point that in such a case

God would have less power than a being B who is just like Him except that its

basic power extends to both good and evil choices.34 However, the Anselmian

would object that this argument does not work because, while ‘B making evil

choices’ is a possible state of affairs, ‘God making evil choices’ ex hypothesi is

not: the Anselmian would claim that no being, whether B or God, can make bring

about a states of affairs in which ‘God makes evil choices’.

Nevertheless, it can be responded to the Anselmian that, even if the claim that

‘having at least some inclination towards an evil choice is a necessary condition

for being able to choose evil ’ is accepted, and that God does not have motives to

do things that are other than what perfect goodness demands, God can still make

it possible that He chooses to do evil, by causing himself to take up a human

nature (as in the incarnation) that allows Him to be exposed to desires to do evil

(such as in situations of temptation). In such a scenario, after the incarnation God

would have the ability to choose to do evil.35

One might ask, ‘But why would God want to choose to be so exposed, since

as God He has no desire to do evil? ’. In response, God could desire to do that not
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because He desires to do evil ; rather, God could desire to do that if there are

circumstances in which it would be good for Him to show that ‘He can choose

to do evil, but He will not’. An example of such circumstances is God showing

humans, by way of example, how temptations are to be overcome. It might be

objected that true moral perfection excludes the possibility of evil inclinations of

the sort that would make temptation possible.36 After all, many people would

think that being free from evil desires is a good thing, and that such a state is a

perfection that one ought to strive for. In response, it can be argued that being

free from evil desires is a good thing only if there is no morally good reason to have

such desires. However, for a person who is the paradigm of moral goodness, there

are morally good reasons in certain circumstances to show others by way of

example how temptations are to be overcome.37

Indeed, in our common experiences, we often realize it to be better for the

leader or the teacher to lead or to teach by example than merely to give instruc-

tions. Thus, a morally perfect and omnipotent God, who can resist the strongest

of temptations and who knows that He can do that, could create circumstances

in which He would have morally good reasons to show others, by way of example,

how temptations are to be overcome. In these circumstances, it would be a

state of moral perfection for Him to be exposed to certain evil desires and to

overcome them, and as long as He does not yield to such desires, He is not doing

evil.

Hence, it is not inconsistent with moral perfection for God to be incarnated and

to have certain desires to do evil in situations of temptation, desires to which He

will not yield; on the contrary, there might be perfectly good reasons for Him to

do that, such as to show humans by way of example how temptations are to be

overcome.

What the foregoing discussion implies is that, since God should be conceived of

as having libertarian active power, and since it is a possible state of affairs for God

to make it the case that He can choose to do evil by taking up a human nature,

then God being omnipotent would have such abilities. What this implies is that

there are some possible worlds in which God chooses to do evil. Hence, it is not

the case that God (i.e. the being who holds the title ‘God’) is essentially morally

perfect.38

Against this, it has been argued that omnipotence actually implies essential

moral perfection. For example, having defined sin as ‘to fall short of a perfect

action’, Aquinas argues that since God is omnipotent He cannot sin.39 Similarly,

Anselm argues that to be capable of being corrupted is not power, but impotence,

and since God is omnipotent He cannot be corrupted.40 However, such reasoning

fails for, as Nelson Pike observes, there is no conceptual difficulty in the idea of a

diabolical omnipotent being. Creative power and moral strength are readily dis-

cernible concepts. Hence, it does not follow from the claim that God is

omnipotent that He is unable to sin.41 It has also been argued that if God can do
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evil (such as sinning and lying), then His power is actually less, for then He will be

‘suffering what He does not will ’.42 In response, the ability to suffer what one does

not will is an ability, in which case God’s power would actually be greater if

He had this ability.

A radically different solution concerning God’s omnipotence and impeccability

was offered by William of Ockham. According to Ockham, to say that God cannot

sin is not to imply that there is something doable that He cannot do, or some

action that He cannot perform, but only that there is some description that none

of His actions can fit.43 For Ockham, to sin is to act contrary to one’s obligations,

but God’s sovereignty over creation consists not only in the fact that its existence

depends on His free and contingent volition, but also in the fact that God is a

debtor to no-one. Thus, God does not have any obligations to anyone and so

cannot act contrary to His obligations, no matter what He does.44 Hence, Ockham

insists that with respect to His absolute power, God can punish a creature without

any demerit and reward a creature without merit, without violating the person’s

rights.45 While this implies that the present order is radically contingent, this does

not imply that it is thoroughly unreliable; the fact that God is not constrained by

external and previously established norms does not mean that He acts unwisely.

God is guided by His own inner sense of justice which, even if it cannot be pre-

dicted, commends itself to human reason as self-consistent and reasonable, once

it is revealed.46

Nevertheless, the problem with Ockham’s position is that, if what is good is

simply what God wills or does, we would have a problem understanding the word

‘good’ in the sentence ‘God is good’; it would turn out that ‘God is good’ is no

more informative a sentence than ‘God is God’.47 The second prob1em is that

it allows for the possibility that God is a being whom humans have no moral

reason to worship. On Ockham’s view, God can will murder, rape, etc and still be

regarded as good; however many would (justifiably) argue that if God willed such

things He would no longer be morally good (as they understand the term).

Consequently, they would have no moral reason to worship Him.48

It has also been argued by Joshua Hoffman and Gary Rosenkrantz that a being

with maximal power does not need to have all kinds of powers; in particular, such

a being does not have to be able to bring about whatever any other agent can

bring about. If agent A can bring about S, and agent B cannot, it does not follow

that B is not overall more powerful than A, since it could be that B can bring about

more states of affairs than A can. Therefore, even if God does not have the ability

to choose evil, an ability that humans have, it does not follow that God is not

overall more powerful than humans, since it could be that God can bring about

more states of affairs than humans can.49 However, this reply is vulnerable to

Morriston’s objection that there could be a being that is more powerful than God:

an agent C who has all the abilities that God has, plus an ability to be incarnated

and choose to do evil, will be more powerful than God.50
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Against Morriston’s objection, it has been argued that conceivability is not

necessarily a good guide to possibility ; even though one can conceive of a being

like agent C, this does not entail that such being is possible.51 It has also been

argued that if God exists, then such an agent C cannot possibly exist. The argu-

ment offered is as follows:

(1) If God exists, He exists eternally in every possible world.

(2) There cannot be more than one omnipotent agent.

(3) Thus, if God exists, then an omnipotent agent C cannot possibly

exist.52

In reply, Morriston argues that, for purpose of analysing the concept of

omnipotence, the bare conceptual possibility of these examples is quite sufficient

(even if the existence of beings like agent C is metaphysically impossible).53

Addressing some arguments for the Anselmian view

What the foregoing discussion implies is that the being who is God is

not essentially morally perfect. For such a being to cease from possessing this

attribute seems to be a logically and metaphysically possible state of affairs, and

hence it would be consistent with His omnipotence to be able to bring it about.

This does not mean that God could likewise lose any of His other attributes, as

some of these are metaphysically impossible for God to lose. For example, God

cannot lose His attribute of being uncaused. Since any being who holds the title

God necessarily exists beginninglessly as an uncaused being, God cannot be

caused to exist. Furthermore, even if one does not hold the Anselmian view that

God has His attributes essentially, it still remains that certain things are impossible

for God as long as He possesses these attributes. For example, as long as God poss-

esses divine omniscience, no-one (not even God himself) can teach God knowl-

edge.54 Moreover, given God’s omnipotence and (non-essential) moral perfection,

even though God can choose to do evil in any circumstances, He will not choose

to do evil in any circumstances; this implies that it is also impossible that any being

can make it the case that in some circumstances God will choose to do evil.55

It should be noted that, in distinction from inherently possible states of affairs

such as causing an innocent person to suffer intensely for no good reason, what is

being argued here is that these states of affairs (God being caused to exist, im-

proving His knowledge while being omniscient, etc.) are intrinsically metaphy-

sically impossible: no other being can bring about that God was caused, improve

His knowledge, etc. Hence, God’s inability to bring about these states of affairs

should not be taken to impugn His omnipotence, since they are intrinsically

metaphysically impossible.

Against the view that God could be other than morally perfect, omnipotent,

omniscient, etc., it has been objected that it would be idolatrous to worship a
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being for His good fortune, i.e. a being that happened to be morally perfect, etc.56

In response, asserting that God could cease to have attributes such as moral

perfection does not imply that He possesses these attributes by chance (‘it

happened to be so, by good fortune’). On the contrary, the position taken here is

that God has these attributes beginninglessly, i.e. uncaused by chance events, and

that He could not cease to have these attributes except by His will.

Morris offers an argument for the Anselmian view based on intuition. He

argues for the reliability of intuition in discerning the nature of God by saying that

if God exists and creates rational beings whose end is to know Him, it makes good

sense that they should be able to come to know something of His existence and

attributes without the need of highly technical arguments which are only ac-

cessible to a few. He then claims that the intuition that God must be necessarily

good, understood as the inability to actualize a morally reprehensible state of

affairs, is a strong initial intuition among theists.57

In response, while one can agree that there are good reasons to think that God

would give humans reliable intuition of His nature, it is highly questionable that

Morris’s intuition of God’s goodness is stronger than the intuition that ‘God can

do evil but He will not choose to do it ’. It is at least arguable that if a being can do

evil but he will not choose to do it, such a being is more morally praiseworthy

than a being who does not do evil because he cannot do evil, as moral goodness

has to do with ‘will ’, not ‘predetermined capacities. ’58 In reply, Edward Wierenga

argues that God’s goodness in other possible worlds might contribute to His

overall greatness. He cites Calvin, who writes, ‘Suppose some blasphemer sneers

that God deserves little praise for his own goodness, constrained as he is to

preserve it. Will this not be a ready answer to him: not from violent impulsion but

from his boundless goodness comes God’s inability to do evil? ’59

The problem, however, is not that God’s inability to do evil would be from

violent impulsion, rather, the problem is that God’s inability to do evil, and His

goodness in other possible worlds, would be ultimately due to the predetermined

capacities that He has, in which case it is His predetermined capacities that are

ultimately responsible. One might object that God not being able to be tempted

(James 1.13) is such a predetermined capacity. In response, it can be argued that

James 1.13 can be taken to mean that God cannot be tempted being God simpli-

citer, and this does not exclude the possibility that God can be tempted if He

chooses to be incarnated.60 The reason why God cannot be tempted being God

simpliciter is because He cannot have evil desires being God simpliciter. However,

since God can take up a human nature which would make experiencing evil de-

sires and temptation possible,61 the reason why He does not sin is not because He

cannot be tempted being God simpliciter. Rather, it is because His will would not

choose to sin, whether or not He is tempted.

One might ask, ‘But why prefer a model in which God has the greatest power

and is morally perfect simpliciter over a model in which God has great power and
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is essentially morally perfect?’ In reply, a being who has the greatest power

has greater power in the actual world than a being who merely has great

power. On the other hand, essential moral perfection vis-à-vis moral perfection

simpliciter only confers the additional claim that God has moral perfection in

other possible worlds; it does not confer any superiority in the actual world where

moral perfection is concerned. Moreover, on the view being defended here, a

God who has moral perfection simpliciter would be imperfect (and hence not

the greatest possible being) only if He so chooses, and, being morally perfect,

He will never choose to be so in the actual world (even though He could). Since

a being A who is actually the greatest possible being is more worthy of worship

than being B who is merely a great being (even if B is a greater being in possible

worlds where A chooses not to be the greatest possible being), a model in which

God has the greatest power possible and is morally perfect simpliciter is to be

preferred.

Conclusion

It has been shown that divine omnipotence entails that God can make it

possible that He chooses to do evil by taking up a human nature that allows Him

to be exposed to desires to do evil, even though He will not choose to do evil

under any circumstances. In showing others, by way of example, how tempta-

tions are to be overcome, His exposure to evil desires in such circumstances is

consistent with moral perfection. It has also been demonstrated that the view that

‘God has the greatest power and is morally perfect simpliciter ’ is religiously more

adequate than ‘God has great power and is essentiallymorally perfect’. Therefore,

it can be concluded that divine omnipotence is incompatible with the Anselmian

view that God possesses essential moral perfection, and that the view that

‘God has the greatest power and is morally perfect simpliciter ’ is to be preferred.62
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