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



The connection between God and moral goodness has been a major question in Christian philosophy and ethics. A standard statement of this issue can be found in Plato's dialogue Euthyphro, where Socrates inquires whether something is good because of the will of the gods, or it is the will of the gods because it is good.[footnoteRef:1] Even though this question was initially formulated within the framework of the ancient Greek religion, it turned out to be one of the most significant philosophical dilemmas for the monotheistic religions, and Christianity was not an exception. When generalised to the Christian frame of thought, the dilemma presents: Do morally good actions become morally good only because God commands them, or is it the case that God commands them because they are morally good actions? The significance of this question lies in its focus based on morality. When a good action is made good because God wills it so, then this makes morality seem dependent solely on the choice of God.  [1:  Plato, Euthyphro, trans. G. M. A. Grube (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2002).] 

Christian theologians have tried to respond to this question in several ways. Other thinkers underline the power of God and believe that moral goodness is based on God's commandments. According to others, the moral good is based on the nature of God and not just in divine commands. In this essay, the dilemma that is brought out in Euthyphro by Plato will be discussed, and the Christian tradition will be addressed with its response to the dilemma. It shall be presented that though divine commands have a significant role in Christian morality, classical Christian philosophers like Augustine and Thomas Aquinas believe that God commands what is good since good is the image of the nature of God. This philosophical problem has its roots in Plato's Euthyphro. Here in this dialogue, Socrates asks Euthyphro to say whether it is pious because the gods love it or it is that the gods love it because it is pious.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Plato, Euthyphro] 

When something is good because the gods like it, then good seems to be a matter of divine favour. That is, the only reason why actions were morally good is that the deities select them. Conversely, the case when gods approve something based on its goodness, one has to conclude that moral good exists without gods.[footnoteRef:3] The dilemma is especially significant when applied to Christian ethics since Christianity holds that God is the supreme origin of moral authority. The dilemma of Euthyphro, however, begs the question of whether moral commands are God-made or merely state them. In the case that moral goodness is situational, based on the will of God, morality may appear arbitrary.  [3:  C. Stephen Evans, Philosophy of Religion: Thinking About Faith (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2009).] 

Thus, the relation between God and moral goodness, as has been attempted to be described by Christian theologians, has attempted to remain explanatory of both of these problems. Divine command theory is one of the possible solutions to this predicament. From this perspective, things are morally right since God orders them and morally wrong since God prohibits them.[footnoteRef:4] Moral authority is hence a direct call of the will of God. Most biblical teachings confirm this view, showing that God bestows moral lessons upon human beings. Among the most evident examples are the Ten Commandments, as they are mentioned in the book of Exodus.[footnoteRef:5] Prohibition against murder, stealing, lying, commandment about worship and respect for parents are some of these commandments.  [4:  Philip L. Quinn, Divine Commands and Moral Requirements (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978).]  [5:  Exodus 20:1–17.] 

In terms of divine command theory, such actions are morally wrong since God has commanded individuals not to do them. For example, the commandment, You shall not murder is interpreted to be a Godly law which defines the ethical ban against killing innocent human beings. In that connection, the rule has a moral authority which is simply a direct God-given authority.[footnoteRef:6] As such, believers are supposed to take these commandments in accordance not only because they would enhance order within the society, but also because they are the expressed will of God. There are benefits to this method. First, it focuses on the sovereignty and power of God. In case God creates the universe, one should expect God to come up with moral law as well. To this opinion, moral rules are not designed by human societies but must be of a divine origin with absolute power. Secondly, divine command theory gives a straightforward explanation of moral obligation.  [6:  Norman L. Geisler, Christian Ethics: Contemporary Issues and Options (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010).] 

Moreover, the theory contributes to the understanding that moral rules may be regarded as universally obligatory among believers. In case moral laws are created by God, they are not cultural norms but God's commandments and appreciate all individuals. Critics, however, claim that this theory poses philosophical issues. When it is in the goodwill of God that deeds become good, then morality is all a matter of choice. As far as one can guess, this would imply that nothing would be morally good, provided God orders us to do it. According to some philosophers, such an action would render morality random and insignificant.[footnoteRef:7] Due to this challenge, most Christian intellectuals are of the view that the theory of divine command cannot adequately address the connection between God and moral goodness. As much as divine commands evidently contribute to Christian teachings on morality, they may not be sufficient on their own to help explain why some actions are either good or bad.  [7:  J. L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (London: Penguin, 1977).] 

Though God's commands are very important in Christianity, the Bible also highlights that God is naturally good. This concept is clear in the First Epistle of John, which says that “God is love”.[footnoteRef:8] This assertion implies that goodness is not merely what God orders, but it is an intrinsic aspect of the character of God. That is to say that God does not arbitrarily choose what is good, but good is a component of God. Likewise, Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew states that God bestows good gifts to humanity, indicating that God is not doing things based on arbitrary power but guided by goodness.[footnoteRef:9] This doctrine also introduces God as a loving and nurturing character who aims at the prosperity of human beings. These verses hence indicate that God commands demonstrate the nature of God and not a haphazard choice. Therefore, the actions that God commands are grounded in the character of the perfectly good God, which is why many Christian theologians believe that God commands such actions. That is, God does not come up with goodness but only conveys it through the commandments of God.  [8:  John 4:8.]  [9:  Matthew 7:11.] 

Augustine of Hippo was one of the most influential Christian philosophers to address this problem. According to Augustine, God is the absolute good, which is commonly referred to as the summum bonum. To Augustine, everything good is derived from God.[footnoteRef:10] According to Augustine, in his work On the Free Choice of the Will, moral good does not exist in isolation from God. But he also does not believe in the role of God arbitrarily determining what is good. Rather, Augustine states that goodness is a constituent of the nature of God.[footnoteRef:11] Since God is good, the will of God cannot be opposed to goodness. It is because God does not just randomly determine what is good. Rather, God commands actions that are an expression of divine goodness and the order of morality emanating from the nature of God. This conception provides that God will and God's goodness are strictly interrelated and thus should be regarded as manifestations of God's goodness and not as separate and unpredictable decisions. [10:  Augustine, On the Free Choice of the Will, trans. Thomas Williams (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993).]  [11:  Augustine, On the Free Choice of the Will.] 

This perspective by Augustine is a valuable answer to the Euthyphro dilemma. It opines that goodness is not intrinsic to God, but does not champion the view that morality is limited to arbitrary commands either. In developing the idea of goodness based on the nature of God, Augustine provides a means to understand how the moral rules can be good and trustworthy. In this context, the commandments of God do not just dictate to people what is right to do without necessarily giving a reason for the commands. Thomas Aquinas further extended the thoughts of Augustine with his theory of natural law. Aquinas believed that there was a rational order in which God created the world. As human beings, people can engage in human reasoning to perceive something about this order.[footnoteRef:12] Due to this rational ability, individuals can realise certain fundamental moral principles, including the maintenance of life, the pursuit of truth and harmonious existence in society.  [12:  Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I–II, Q90–94.] 

As Aquinas says, the highest moral law is good followed and evil shunned. There are moral good things that are innate to human beings, like safeguarding life and the search for truth. These are principles that are included in human nature, and hence they portray the order of creation. Since God established this order, moral goodness is ultimately a product of God. Moral laws are not arbitrary commands. Instead, they mirror the rational organisation of the creation that was made by God. The example of the commandment "Do not kill" gives the moral rule of the value of human life, relief, and protection. Aquinas thus focuses on the argument that God commands in accordance with the rational order of the creation process and not arbitrarily creating a moral system.[footnoteRef:13] The same philosophy is reflected in the works of C. S. Lewis, especially in Mere Christianity. Lewis believes the common awareness of the moral rules that Lewis refers to as the moral law exists in human beings.[footnoteRef:14] He posits that individuals in various cultures can tend to identify identical concepts concerning muteness, veracity and equity.  [13:  Brian Davies, The Thought of Thomas Aquinas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992).]  [14:  C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (London: HarperCollins, 2001).] 

As Lewis notes, culture or social agreement can only explain this moral law. Despite the difference in cultures in various practices, there are universal moral expectations that recur in history. In the case of Lewis, it means that there is a moral lawgiver who created these moral principles. Lewis thus considers that since there is a universal moral sense, it is justifiable to also believe that ultimately morality owes its origin to God. However, he also underlines that moral rules represent a more profound moral truth underlined by the character of God instead of arbitrary rules.[footnoteRef:15] The issue of whether things are good because God wants them to be or whether God wants them to be because they are good is one of the most significant discussions in Christian ethics. Initially introduced in Euthyphro, the dilemma brings out the conflict between the divine and the objectivity of moral values. The divine command theory highlights the authority of God but poses a danger of implying that morality is arbitrary.  [15:  William J. Wainwright, Religion and Morality (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005).] 

Christian philosophers like Augustine and Aquinas provide an answer to this by asserting that moral goodness is rooted in God. According to this perspective, God has no arbitrary choice of the good things but orders actions that are good as divine. This is supported in biblical texts and other thinkers who came later, like C. S. Lewis.
Therefore, according to Christian ethics, God wills the good since it is good and is already a part of God.
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