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Does what God wills become good, or does God only will good things?

The question of whether what God wills becomes good, or whether God only wills what is already good, is one of the central debates in Christian ethics. It raises an important issue about the relationship between God, morality, and how humans understand what is right and wrong. At first, the idea that something is good simply because God commands it might seem straightforward. However, when examined more closely, this view raises difficult questions. On the other hand, the idea that God wills only what is good suggests that moral standards exist in some form independent of God. This essay will explore both sides of the argument and argue that, while God is the source of moral authority, goodness is not random but grounded in God’s nature.

The first position is often described as Divine Command Theory. This view argues that something is good because God commands it. In this sense, morality depends entirely on God’s will. For example, in the Bible, God gives laws and commandments that guide how people should live. In Exodus, the Ten Commandments provide clear instructions on what is right and wrong, such as prohibitions against stealing and killing.¹ From this perspective, these actions are wrong because God has declared them to be so. This gives morality a strong authority and makes it fixed, rather than something shaped by human opinion.

One strength of this view is that it places God at the centre of morality. For believers, this makes sense because God is seen as all-powerful and all-knowing. If God is perfect, then His commands must also be perfect. This avoids moral relativism, where individuals decide for themselves what is right or wrong. It also provides a clear structure for ethical behaviour. For example, when Jesus teaches in the New Testament, he often reinforces moral ideas such as loving others and acting with compassion.² This supports the belief that God’s will defines what is good.

However, this position also creates serious problems. One major issue is that if something is good only because God commands it, then morality could appear arbitrary. In theory, God could command anything, even something harmful, and it would still be considered good simply because God willed it. This raises concerns about whether morality has any real meaning beyond obedience. The philosopher Plato raised a similar issue in the Euthyphro dilemma, asking whether something is pious because the gods love it, or whether the gods love it because it is pious.³ This question continues to be relevant in Christian ethics.

If we apply this dilemma to Christianity, it forces us to consider whether God’s commands are based on something deeper, or whether they create morality from nothing. If morality depends entirely on God’s will, then it becomes difficult to explain why God’s commands are good in any meaningful sense. They would simply be good because God says so. This can make morality seem less stable and more connected to authority rather than reason.

The second position argues that God only wills what is good. This means that goodness exists in some form, and God recognises and follows it. In this view, God’s commands are not arbitrary but are based on a deeper moral truth. Many Christian thinkers support this idea by arguing that God’s nature is inherently good. For example, in the Bible, God is described as loving, just, and merciful.⁴ This shows that God does not create goodness randomly but acts according to His nature.

This approach helps solve the problem of arbitrariness. If God wills only what is good, then His commands are consistent and reliable. It also allows humans to understand morality through reflection and reason. For instance, people can recognise that kindness and justice are good, not only because God commands them, but because they reflect God’s character. This makes morality more meaningful and less dependent on blind obedience.

However, this position also raises questions. If goodness exists independently of God, then it may seem that God is not the ultimate source of morality. This could challenge the idea of God’s authority. Some might argue that if God follows moral standards rather than creating them, then those standards must exist outside of God. This creates a tension between God’s power and the existence of moral truth.

A possible solution is to suggest that goodness is not separate from God but is part of God’s nature. In this view, God does not invent morality, nor does He follow external rules. Instead, God is the standard of goodness. This idea is supported by Thomas Aquinas, who argued that God’s nature is perfectly good, and therefore all moral truths come from Him.⁵ This avoids both extremes of the debate.

By understanding goodness as rooted in God’s nature, we can see that God’s will and goodness are closely connected. God wills what is good because He is good. This means that His commands are neither random nor based on something outside Himself. Instead, they reflect His character. This also explains why moral teachings in the Bible often focus on love, justice, and compassion. For example, Jesus teaches that the greatest commandment is to love God and love others.⁶ This shows that morality is not just about rules but about reflecting God’s nature in human life.

This view also has practical implications for Christian ethics. It suggests that moral decisions are not only about following rules but about understanding and reflecting God’s character. When Christians face ethical dilemmas, they are encouraged to consider what aligns with love, justice, and compassion. This approach allows for deeper moral thinking while still maintaining God as the foundation of morality.

In conclusion, the question of whether what God wills becomes good, or whether God only wills what is good, highlights an important issue in Christian ethics. While Divine Command Theory emphasises God’s authority, it risks making morality seem arbitrary. On the other hand, the idea that God wills what is good provides a more stable understanding of morality but raises questions about God’s role as the source of goodness. The most convincing position is that goodness is rooted in God’s nature. This allows us to see that God’s will and goodness are closely connected, rather than separate. Therefore, God does not make things good by commanding them, nor does He follow external moral rules. Instead, God’s nature itself is the foundation of what is good.
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