The Attributes of God

· God as eternal, omniscient, omnipotent and omni-benevolent – and the philosophical problems arising from these concepts;

·  the views of Boethius in his discussion of eternity and God’s foreknowledge in Book 5 of The Consolations of Philosophy
· the question as to whether or not a good God should reward and punish.

Omnipotence

What does it mean for God to be omnipotent?
· All-powerful in the monotheistic tradition

· Creatio ex nihilo

· Not more powerful than other Gods; God is all-powerful

· All-powerful (usually understood by Philosophers to mean God has the ability to do anything) or almighty (suggesting that God has power over all things)?

The Biblical Tradition in support of God’s omnipotence:
There are many passages in the Bible that support the view that God is omnipotent, for example: 

Genesis 18:10-15 – Abraham and Sarah story

Luke 1:36-37 – Elizabeth’s story

Matthew 19:23-26 – “with man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.”

However there are also those that suggest that there are things that God cannot do:

Hebrews 6:13,18 – “For when God made a promise to Abraham, since he had no one greater by whom to swear, he swore by himself”, “so that by two unchangeable things, in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled for refuge might have strong encouragement to hold fast to the hope set before us”

But surely omnipotence implies some logical contradictions? Peter Vardy raises the following points:
· Can He commit suicide?

· Can God swim?  

· Can God sin?  

· Can God make an object which is too heavy for God to lift?  

· Can God make an object so that it is completely black all over at the same time white all over?  Alternatively, can God make a square circle?

· Can God swear by a being greater than God?  If God cannot do this, then there is something God cannot do.  If God can do this, then there must be a being greater than God.

Responses

1) God can do absolutely anything, including the seemingly logically impossible - Rene Descartes
God is not limited by the laws of logic- God created the laws of logic and can adapt or abolish them, as He wishes.

If God had to conform to the laws of logic and non-contradiction, this would be a limit on God’s absolute power.  (Remember Descartes, on the Ontological Argument)

We simply have no idea of what is and what is not possible for God.  
It would be wrong for us, from our position of limited understanding, to lay down any limitations on God’s absolute omnipotence.

PROBLEMS

Ahluwalia suggests that some scholars see as turning God into an unpredictable and arbitrary tyrant, who might do anything.  
Peter Vardy - with the extent of evil and suffering that exists in our world, surely a God who could do the logically impossible must be fundamentally evil? The Free Will Defence suggests that genuine love requires genuine freedom and therefore the price of suffering is worth it (link back to AS notes), however if God could do the logically impossible, God could have created a world in which:

1) Human beings would have genuine free will.

2) These free beings could be controlled in a way so as to ensure that they would only act justly, kindly and rightly.

Ninian Smart refers to this as ‘the Utopian thesis’ whereby complete freedom and goodness would be combined.  God’s failure to bring this about shows that He must be malevolent or this definition of ‘omnipotence’ does not work.

2)  God can do everything that is logically possible
At face value seems more appealing, but also raises questions.
PROBLEM 
It is not logically impossible for a human to commit sin or to make an object that it is too heavy to lift, therefore there are things God the believer would want to say that God can’t do that humans can (for example, lying, committing suicide or even committing adultery.)

3) God can do everything that is absolutely possible St Thomas Aquinas

‘everything that does not imply a contradiction is among those possibilities in respect of which God is called omnipotent.’  Summa Theologiae 1.25.4  ‘God can X’ is true for Aquinas, provided ‘X’ does not involve a contradiction.  
A contradiction could be of two types:
1) A contradiction within the task ‘X’, e.g. if task ‘X’ was ‘create a square circle’ 

2) A contradiction between the task ‘X’ and God, e.g. if task for God to ‘’be evil’

PROBLEM
Aquinas defines God as ‘wholly simple and timeless’, a God which is its full potential and does not change.  Does this make God incapable of choice?  Aquinas is ruling out any activities which contradict God’s nature, but to choose involves change?  E.g. the example of Creation

Alternatives (suggested by Vardy) are:

1) Either choice is not possible for this model of God - God has to act whenever God acts and is not free, or we have to abandon a timeless God in favour of a suffering God for whom choice is not a problem.
2) Timeless choice does not involve a contradiction, as although God cannot change by being acted upon, God can change within God’s self.  (This is not easy to reconcile.)

4) God created the universe so that His ability to act is necessarily limited Peter Vardy & John Macquarrie
Vardy ‘The Puzzle of Evil’, the universe is perfectly suited for the existence of free, rational human being and for it to remain that way, God’s omnipotence has to be limited, but this is a self-imposed limitation.

Macquarrie argues ‘the power of God’ is an analogy and there are aspects which remain unknowable.  God is not constrained by logic, nor the physical world, nor the actions of human beings, but chooses to limit His powers out of love for humanity.

PROBLEM

Does a self-imposed limitation successfully get round the problem of God remaining genuinely ommipotent vs. the problem of evil?

5) God has all the logically possible powers that are possible for God to have Anthony Kenny.
Defines God in terms of powers rather than actions (almighty rather than omnipotent)

A God in time could have powers which God does not use and which He uses sometimes but not at other times.

E.g. God could make an irresistible wind and an unmoveable tree, but not at the same time.

 6) To talk of God’s omnipotence is to talk of the irresistible power of love

If God exists within the form of life of the believing community (which pushed to the extreme would take an anti-realist position) then to talk of God’s action is to talk of our action.

Vardy cites St Teresa of Avila (1512-82) who wrote: Christ has no body now on earth but yours…
She was not an anti-realist revisionist, simply she is making the point that humans cannot rely on God to act and must act on behalf of God.  
God’s omnipotence here is a different way of living life, which can triumph over adversity.  
Individuals can lose possessions and suffer pain and death, but since the most important thing in their lives is the way they live and the path they follow, they cannot be hurt in any important sense.  

Omnipotence on this understanding does not need to be a power exercised by a creator God, but the power of love, which can be found in poorest of the poor.

PROBLEM

This is a significant move away from a definition of a creator God, which would not work for a significant number of believers.

Eternity
What does it mean for God to be eternal?
Different theologians and philosophers have different views on the eternity of God:

1) ATEMPORAL: God is timeless, so outside of time and not bound by God.  God is the creator of time.

2) SEMPITERNAL: God is everlasting, so moves along the same timeline but never begins or ends.  For God, past events are fixed just as they are for us and the future is to some extent unknown, because it has not happened yet.
Has an impact on:

· Omnipotence (can God change the past?)

· Omniscience (can God know the future?)

· Problem of Evil (could God see the whole picture from the beginning?)

· Prayer (if God is unchanging and knows what will happen in the future, what point is there in praying?  
1) God is timeless (atemporal) Anselm, Augustine, Boethius, Aquinas and Schleiermacher
God created time (like space) is not bound by it, but is in control of it.  
God, outside time, sees all events in time – past, present and future.

God exists in every part of history and in every part of the future, while being present in the world today. God is:

· Unlimited (God is not subject to time, God can know the outcomes of actions)

· Immutable/impassible (argued by some as necessary for God to be perfect)

· Unique 

· The God of Anselm’s definition (surely a sempiternal God could be surpassed by an atemporal one)

Numbers 23:19 
God is not man, that he should lie,
or a son of man, that he should change his mind.
Has he said, and will he not do it?
Or has he spoken, and will he not fulfill it?

2) God is everlasting (sempiternal) Nelson Pike, Richard Swinburne,Charles Hartshorne, Jurgen Moltmann
Serious criticism of the atemporal position: in order to have genuine relationships and be capable of love, God has to be able to respond to individuals.  

A timeless, immutable God is unaffected by anything, therefore is incapable of love.  

A loving being responds to the object of his or her love, shares their happiness and feels their pain.

Richard Swinburne writing in The Coherence of Theism, 1977:

“If God had thus fixed his intention ‘from all eternity’ he would be a very lifeless thing not a person who reacts to men with sympathy or anger, pardon or chastening because he chooses to there and then.”

Swinburne - the atemporal God is not the God of the Biblical tradition but is influenced by Plato’s theory of the superiority of the changeless over the changeable further developed by Thomas Aquinas.  The God of the Bible interacts with people and change His mind.  This fits with an everlasting God, who moves along the same timeline but never begins or ends.  For God, past events are fixed just as they are for us and the future is to some extent unknown, because it has not happened yet.
Isaiah 38:1-5 – story of Hezekiah

However, as we saw with Numbers 23:19, there are other passages where God is shown as unchangeable (or “immutable”).

Note Augustine also considered whether the Bible presents a timeless or eternal God, but reached the opposite conclusion to Swinburne. He argued that God seems to create the world at a particular point, which begs the question as to what God was doing prior to the creation.  For him, the Biblical creation stories point to a timeless God, who chose to create day and night, transcending the notion of before and after. 
Impassibility (Note – not a topic in itself, but significant in terms of other attributes)
What does it mean for God to be impassible?
Literally: incapable of suffering pain or harm.  Understood to mean ‘God cannot be acted upon’

Rooted in the Ancient Greek tradition, e.g. Aristotle’s Prime Mover, final cause but unaffected.

Some Different Interpretations:

Origen – lacking all emotions; Concluded that God could not experience pain and suffering.
Clement of Alexandria – God could not be distracted from God’s essential nature.  God is single-minded.
R.S. Franks – impassibility refer to whether God is capable of being acted upon from outside, but need not rule out that God could cause feelings and emotions within himself; so God could still have feelings of love and compassion, but arising as part of God’s own nature, rather than by the deeds of His creation.

The Classical View:

Plato – The Form of the Good was incapable of being affected by anything else, because it had no personality

Aristotle – ‘Prime Mover’ is the uncaused cause.  Nothing acts upon it, it is unchanged by anything.
Augustine ‘The City of God’ – God is absolutely immutable and cannot be other than he is.

Aquinas ​– Built on Augustine’s ideas.  Also emphasised the analogical use of language (see notes on Religious Language) and suggested the problems we have in understanding the attributes of God come from our need to use our own language, but using it too literally.  For God to be a ‘loving Father’ does not mean that God’s love should be understood as that which is expressed by a human.  God is unique and the limitations of our language do not always allow for this.

The Challenge to the view of the Classical Approach on Impassibility:

Key difficulty  – can God answer prayer, course miracles, interact with people, if He is changeless and outside of time?  

Response of Charles Hartshorne is that God cannot be loving if God is impassible:

“Love involves sensitivity to the joys and sorrows of others, participation in them”
Hartshorn – with the impassible God, the world could suffer the most enormous tragedies and God would be completely unaffected.  God cannot know us, interact with us, sympathise with us, hear or respond to our prayers.  God is no more of a person than someone dead.

Nelson Pike - the impassibility of God is bound up with the timeless nature of God, leaving us with a God unable to respond to or be involved in the actions or inaction of others.

Instead Pike, Hartshorn, Moltmann and others have been part of the Process Theology movement. For Process Theologians, God is is present in the world with us, acting and responding, loving and rejoicing and suffering as we do.  God does not have knowledge of the future, but is simply aware of the possibilities that might unfold.  People have genuine free will.

The Defence of the view of the Classical Approach on Impassibility:

Aquinas’s defence would most likely be that God can be both loving and immutable, simply because God is God.  Aquinas distinguishes between God’s nature and God’s will, which are immutable, and God’s activity, which can involve making a change in other things. God’s nature and God’s will are perfect and unchanging, always loving and always perfectly good; He knows what good is, because He is goodness itself and God does not change His mind, because there are no circumstances which God did not expect.  He is, however, still capable of loving relationships, because other things change in relation to God.

Creel, Divine Impassibility, God can be both loving and immutable.  This is because God can know His will in response to any number of infinite possibilities.  People still have genuine free will, but God can know in advance what His response will be to any of those possibilities, e.g. knowing how you might spend tomorrow depending on the weather.
God does not need to be changeable in order to love, because God’s essence is love.  God does not love because of something done by us, but because God’s essence is love and therefore God can be both loving and immutable.  It is only the human, imperfect version of love, which is subject to change.
Omniscience
What does it mean for God to be omniscient?
There is nothing that God cannot know.  God holds no false beliefs and cannot be mistaken.  If God knows something, then it is true.  God knows all the truths of mathematics and logic and all the empirical truths, such as how many hairs there are on my head, as well as the heart and mind of every individual.  
God’s omniscience has an impact on our understanding of:

1)  Justice – God needs to know everything to give a ‘just judgment’, particularly concerning the afterlife 
2) Human freedom – if God knows everything that we will do, are we actually making free choices?  
Christianity, Judaism and Islam - God is omniscient and humans to be morally responsible for at least some of their actions. Humans decide independently what to do as different situation arise.  Islam, in particular, emphasises the ‘testing’ nature of earthly life.
Peter Vardy considers whether human beings are totally determined by genetics and social conditioning, leaving them with no freedom at all (Liberty of Spontaneity) or whether we are influenced by these factors, but still retain a measure of undetermined freedom (Liberty of Indifference.)  If humans have liberty of indifference and are genuinely free, the issue arises as to whether God can know what human beings will do in their futures?  

Omniscience is significant in terms of God’s ability to punish our moral choices: Kant, if God’s omniscience does determine our choices it would be wrong for God to offer punishment or reward, e.g. robot example.  If God knows when He makes us what moral choices we will make, perhaps God is responsible for moral evil?

Issues concerning the omniscience of God are altered according to which model of God we are referring to:

A) The wholly simple God and omniscience

God outside of time and space knows all that has happened, all that is happening and all that will happen.  St Augustine gives the metaphor of the road, “… he who goes along the road does not see those who come after him; whereas he who sees the whole road from a great height sees at once all those travelling on it.”

God sees all events at once and so the future is known to God, but not as the ‘future’.  What is the future to us is known to God as one eternal now.

Responses to this position with regard to human freedom are:
1. God’s knowledge is the cause of all things and humans are predestined to behave in a particular way.  Aquinas and John Calvin.

Predestination leaves the question as to the genuine extent of human freedom.  Augustine also held this position in City of God, ‘For to confess God exists and at the same time to deny that He has foreknowledge of future things is the most manifest folly…  One who is not prescient of all future things is not God’ and defended the position with a version of the argument later used by Friedrich Schleiermacher, who suggested that humans could still be entirely free despite God’s omniscience by using the analogy of the relationship between close friends:

“…we estimate the intimacy between two persons by the foreknowledge one has of the actions of the other, without supposing that in either case, the one or the other’s freedom is thereby endangered.  So even the divine foreknowledge cannot endanger freedom.”
PROBLEM - human knowledge of our friends could be fallible, whereas surely God’s knowledge is infallible.  I could guess wrongly what my friend will say to me, but God never makes mistakes.

2. Human actions cause God to know what happens.

Boethius and Gerard Hughes.  
Hughes considers the position of Augustine and Aquinas to lead to determinism, and suggests that human actions cause God to know what happens.  This position guarantees human freedom, as human free choices cause God to know.  God still knows the past, the present and the future, but God knows because God timelessly sees all that is happening.

Vardy distinction between the two positions is:

1. Aquinas effectively say: “If God knows that X happens, then X happens because God knows it.”
2. Hughes effectively says: “Whatever happens, God know that it happens because it happens.”

Vardy is critical of the latter as inconsistent with God’s simplicity. It implies God is reliant on humans for knowledge, decisions made in time and space (impassibility?) making the overall model incoherent.

Boethius and The Consolation of Philosophy Book V ​– specifically mentioned in the specification, so learn this!!
· C6th Christian philosopher.

· Took up the problem of God’s omniscience and the effect it might have on moral freedom.

· Completed The Consolation of Philosophy whilst in prison awaiting execution for treason.

· Concerned with the contention that, if God knows the future, God is wrong to reward or punish our behaviour (as our behaviour would seemingly be to some extent pre-determined), yet the Bible teaches divine reward and punishment very clearly.

· In Book V, Boethius considers the different possibilities and asks: 

How can God foreknow that things will happen, if they are uncertain?

If God knows something will happen, when in fact it is uncertain, then surely God’s knowledge is mistaken?

If God knows that something might happen, but then again it might not, then surely it can hardly be called knowledge as God knows no more than you or I?

If God firmly knows things, then they become inevitable, and things which seem fair – such as the reward of good and punishment of the bad – become unfair.

· Boethius concludes from this that he must have made a mistake and notes that he is forgetting that God sees things in a different way from the way we do.

· Humans exist within time, with a fixed past and an uncertain future.  The uncertain future gives humans genuine free will.  

· God, however, is timeless and so does not have a past, a present and a future.  His knowledge transcends all temporal change and abides in the immediacy of his presence, that is God can look down on us, moving along our timelines and so has perfect knowledge of what we will freely choose to do.  He does not know what moral choices we will make in advance of our making them because there is no such thing as ‘in advance’ for God.  All events occur simultaneously for God, in His eternal presence.

· It makes no sense to talk of what God should have known in the past or what God will know in the future.  God cannot be accused of not knowing that Adam and Eve would disobey him or what monstrous moral evils humans will commit as there is no future for God.  We have genuine free choice and can be rewarded or punished with justice.

Strength - logically consistent as allows God to have omniscience in the fullest sense, without compromising human freedom and a sense of divine justice.

Weakness - Vardy argues that the position is inconsistent with God’s simplicity, as it means that God depends on human beings for God’s knowledge.  God is not a unity if God’s knowledge is not part of God’s essence (along with God’s other attributes.)  God’s knowledge becomes subject to events in time, with God timelessly seeing what happens; this allows God to have complete knowledge in one timeless act of awareness, but does so at the expense of a coherent notion of a wholly simple model of God.

(You have an extract from the Consolation of Philosophy in your notes and on Moodle)

B) The everlasting God and omniscience

If God is in time, then time passes for God, just as it does for human beings.  
God is aware of the past and of everything happening in the present.  God also knows which factors will determine the future, but the future is still the future for God.  God, of course, knows everything we do and everything we decide, but God respects our freedom.  
This response allows humans ultimate freedom, BUT problem that God cannot know the future.  God can know each individual exceptionally well and predict what will happen, but this is not the same as certain knowledge.  

Favoured by Richard Swinburne, who argues God knows all that it is logically possible to know – this does not include the future.  This position is also favoured by the Process Theology movement.  

Omnibenevolence
What does it mean for God to be omnibenevolent?  (Ahluwalia)

· Christian understanding - God’s nature is love.  This is not a new concept to Christianity, however, but is deeply rooted in Old Testament tradition.  
· Old Testament does not focus on God’s love for individuals, but rather on the collective notion of God’s love for Israel.  
· The Hebrew word used for love is ‘hesed’ (“loving-kindness”), which conveys the idea that God’s love is not caused by any special worth in an object, but simply emulates from the very nature of God Himself.  God’s love has no ‘cause’ and is simply part of God. “The Lord did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples” Deuteronomy 7:7

· In the Old Testament, Hosea God loves us tenderly, like a parent for a child, and is hurt when the child rejects the love:

When Israel was a child, I loved him,
and out of Egypt I called my son.

But the more I called Israel,

the further they went from me. (11:1-3)

Hosea was a prophet in C8th BCE, who was given the task of marrying the adulterous, Gomer, in order for Hosea to use the marriage as a symbol of God’s love for Israel.  Gomer was frequently unfaithful to Hosea, but Hosea continued to love her and take her back, even though he knew that she was unlikely to change.  

Woe to them, because they have strayed from me!
Destruction to them, because they have rebelled against me! (7:13)

· God’s love is presented as part of a stormy relationship in Hosea, but the enduring nature of this love is emphasised in the Psalms:

… steadfast love belongs to you, O Lord.  (Psalm 62:12)

Philosophical questions raised by this notion of the love of God:

Does God’s love come and go?

Does God’s love stay the same?

Can God be affected by human behaviour and be hurt, and suffer?

Does God remain unchanging?

If God loves people unconditionally and is also omnipotent, why does He not stop people from doing things that hurt them and him?

· In the New Testament: The word used for love is agape, which has connotations of showing love through action, not just love as a feeling or emotion.  The first letter of John summarises Christian understanding of God:

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God.  Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.  Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.  This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him.  (1 John 4:7-9)

· God is the source of love
· God’s love is demonstrated through the incarnation
· People could see God, through seeing God’s love in the world
· God is the source of all love
· People are required to reciprocate God’s love by loving each other
· God’s love is not the ‘Platonic’ sense of ‘Ideal’ love, but involves activity, which is shown in the sacrifice and death of Christ.  It is a perfect and unconditional love, which applies to humanity as a whole, but also to individuals: “…even the hairs on your head have been counted” (Matthew 10:30.)  
· Paul in Corinthians stresses the importance of love and explains how God’s love is revealed in the way we treat others:
“…If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.  If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.  If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.

Love is patient, love is kind.  It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.  It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.

Love never fails.”  (1 Corinthians 13:1-9)
NOTES from AS on How Christians know that God is Good (Also relevant here)
· God is understood as a perfectly good being

· Everything He does is out of goodness and love

· He is the source of all goodness and love

· Goodness of God is to be celebrated (e.g. praised in the Psalms)

Question: If God is perfectly good, is He unable to do wrong?  If He can’t do wrong, can He still be omnipotent?

God creates and sustains the world
· Everything God makes is ‘very good’ (see Creation stories)

· Chooses and forms everything and provides what is needed (e.g. water, food)

· Bible writers praise God for providing and meeting the needs of creation (e.g. harvest)

· Goodness of God seen through the beauty of nature (Psalms)

· God designed the earth for the benefit of humanity (humans treated as special from the start)

Question:  Is a good God responsible for the bad things in creation?  (Think back to implications of the Fall)

Morality
· God of the Bible is interested in moral behaviour (unlike Plato’s Form of the Good or Aristotle’s Prime Mover, which are ideas incapable of taking an interest in anything)

· God of the Bible wants humans to makes right choices (presents them with clear choices)

· He gives rules to follow even from the beginning (e.g. take responsibility for the planet and do not eat from the forbidden trees)

· God chooses the Jews as special people and gives them commandments to follow.  These rules not only cover how to worship God, but also how to behave towards one another (e.g. in family life)

· People are given free will, but it is also clear what God wants them to do; people are not forced to behave, but God does punish disobedience

· God’s anger is not focused on failure to perform religious rituals correctly, but on their moral behaviour.  When God is angry, it is often because people have ignored the needs of others (e.g. in the OT prophets or in the NT parables, such as the Sheep and the Goats)

Question: Should a good God have made people with free will or should He have made them capable of only going good and not harming one another?
Forgiveness and Compassion
· God’s goodness is shown in His forgiveness and compassion

· God takes pity on people (e.g. Hannah – married to Elkanah, who also had a wife, Peninnah.  Peninnah had a child, but Hannah was infertile.  Peninnah was boastful and Hannah got upset and turned to God for help.  God took pity and she gave birth to the prophet Samuel)

Question:  Why does a good God respond to the prayers of some and not others?

Jesus
· God’s goodness exemplified in the person of Jesus.

· God chose to come into the world, to live, to suffer, to make choices, to pay the price for sins of humanity

· Jesus gave the pattern for moral behaviour

· Through teachings, parables and miracles he taught people to love their enemies, to love their neighbours and to focus on heaven rather than material things

· God sacrificed Himself on the cross, showing His ultimate goodness; even when we suffer and we don’t understand why we can be sure of the eternal goodness of God because of this.
Euthrypho Dilemma
· Problem attributed to Plato in ‘Euthrypho’, raised question ‘Is piety loved by the goods because it is pious, or is it piety because it is loved by the gods?’

· Judeo-Christian-Islamic traditions have altered this to read, ‘Is something morally good simply because God commands it, or does God command it because it is good?’

· If something is good because God commands it, suggests the only reason some actions are better than others is the arbitrary whim of God.  If God decided murder was good, it would be good.  Also, this would make a nonsense of calling God ‘good.’  If it is good because God commands it, than to call God good is to say nothing meaningful.  (Doesn’t seem the case, e.g. Ten Commandments seem good not arbitrary)

· If God commands things which are good, because He is good, this suggests an external measure of goodness against which we can also judge God.  This means God does not control morality.  (Doesn’t seem the case, e.g. when God creates the world, God determines goodness.  Abraham’s actions are good because God commanded them, not good in themselves)

· Responses: Thomas Aquinas – both can be accepted without contradiction.  God commands things because they are good, but knows what to command because He has perfect knowledge and is entirely good.  God’s moral commands are expressions of His nature.  His nature is good, so His commands are good.  If God does something, then it can only be morally right.
Dawkins in ‘The God Delusion’
· God gives rules & provides a role model, both of which are ‘obnoxious’ ways of guiding moral behaviour

· Dawkins chooses examples from the Bible (e.g. the Abraham and Isaac story in which God seems to put them through a terrible ordeal, just to satisfy his curiosity) to support his point

· Sometimes God seems jealous and angry and appears to use people as a means to an end

· God’s punishments don’t always seem just (e.g. David and Bathsheba story)

Link these Bible quotes to key points in the above, so that you will be able to use them to illustrate your ideas in the exam.

· 
· 
· 
· 


The Justice of God

Traditional view = not only is God a loving father, but He is also a Judge who will review the lives of all those who live on Earth and, after death, will commit some to heaven and some to hell.

· Old Testament key theme: people should love God and love each other.  
· God should be obeyed and His laws are right.  
· It is right to be concerned for others, given the love that God has shown for His people.  
· God’s love = heavy responsibilities.  They are to set the standard for the rest of the world.
· God seeks moral relationships and expects people to keep His commandments.
· God expresses His love through both His judgement and His forgiveness, e.g. in the book of Amos, in which people expect to be protected from God’s punishment because of their special status, however, this proves not to be the case.  In fact, God’s chosen people were singled out for punishment because of His special love for them, “For you alone have I cared among all the nations of the world; therefore will I punish you for all your iniquities” (Amos 3:2.)  
(N.B. Some Jewish post-Holocaust theologians have argued the Jews have been especially singled out for God’s punishment and used this as explanation for C20th events.  This is not a universally attractive position, as it implies that God had involvement in the events of the Holocaust.)  
· God is seen as punishing disobedience through many generations, e.g. King Saul died and lost his kingdom because of his disobedience, the disobedience of the people of Israel led to God causing the Babylonians to destroy their King, their city, their Temple and take many leaders into captivity.  
· The judgment and justice of God is not vengeful or capricious, but is the action of a loving father. In Exodus 34 God describes himself thus: “The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation.”
· New Testament: theme of judgement is expressed clearly in the gospels, through the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (see above) and in the following passages:
· “Stop judging, that you may not be judged.” (Matthew 7:1)
· “Stop condemning and you will not be condemned.  Forgive and you will be forgiven.”  (Luke 6:37)
· “And even if I should judge, my judgement is valid, because I am not alone, but it is I and the Father who sent me.”  (John 8:16)
· “I do not seek my own glory; there is one who seeks it and he is the one who judges.”  (John 8:50)
· “Whoever rejects me and does not accept my words has something to judge him: the word that I spoke, it will condemn him on the last day.”  (John 12:48)

· The idea of God as a judge on the throne dominated Christian thought in the Middle Ages - threat of judgement and the potential punishment of hell.  The Franciscan and Protestant thinkers, however, stressed the free gift of God’s grace enabling people to be saved.  Everyone was a sinner, yet God loves everyone; God simply wants people to accept and acknowledge this love.
· The emphasis of many theologians has moved to John 12:48 and the notion that each individual should judge themselves.  People can choose selfishness and to distance themselves from God.  Others choose self-sacrifice, love, compassion and care for others, which may mean putting their own interests into second place.  Individuals will be confronted by the teaching of Jesus and this will condemn them.
· A God who will condemn people to hell is one which many people struggle with.  To behave in the right way, motivated by fear of the alternative or by self-interest to attain for yourself a place in heaven, surely removes the selflessness of compassionate behaviour.  The idea is strongly mitigated in Christian tradition by the important theme of the forgiveness of God.  God is shown as a loving father, willing to forgive and forgive again.  If people choose not to ask for God’s forgiveness, then surely they are worthy of God’s punishment?  Christianity shows God as a judge but also as a father: as a judge humans can be condemned, but as a father, God is prepared to take on the punishment, if forgiveness is asked for.  The two ideas are not incompatible. Furthermore, it would be actively unjust for God to accept unrepentant sinners – they have condemned themselves, they are not condemned by God.

Omnibenevolence and the existence of Evil and Suffering

Evil and suffering have been used by many, including Hume and J.S. Mill, to counter an all-loving, all-powerful God.  Many theologians have offered defences including the Augustinian and Irenaean theodicies explored at AS course (look at these.)
Aquinas emphasises that when we speak of the love of God, we are using analogy; we try to understand God’s love using our own notion of love, but we have to accept God is infinitely greater than us and we can only understand a tiny proportion of it.  
Building on this, the general Christian response is that we do not know why God acts the way He does, however the incarnation emphasises that God does not leave us to suffer on our own, but came to earth in a human form and suffers with us.  Jurgen Moltmann (a process theologian) wrote in his book, The Crucified God, that God does not sit outside time, but gets involved with us and shares the pains of suffering and death.  Even if we don’t understand the love of God or the reasons for suffering, we can be sure that God suffers with us and can be sure of a life after death in which all will be made plain.  

B Genesis 1:31


God saw all that he had made, and it was very good








A Psalm 100:5


 5 For the LORD is good and his love endures forever; �       his faithfulness continues through all generations.


Psalm 145:7-9 


 7 They will celebrate your abundant goodness �       and joyfully sing of your righteousness. 


 8 The LORD is gracious and compassionate, �       slow to anger and rich in love. 


 9 The LORD is good to all; �       he has compassion on all he has made.











C Genesis 1:29


Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground…


Genesis 2:15-17


You must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil...





E Matthew 25:31-46 ) The Sheep and the Goats 


 31"When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. 32All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 33He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 


 34"Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. 35For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, 36I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.' 


 37"Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry…, or thirsty…, or a stranger…, or needing clothes…, or sick or in prison…?' 


 40"The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.' 


 41"Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42For I was hungry… thirsty… a stranger… I needed clothes… I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me.' 


 44"They also will answer, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?' 


 45"He will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.' 


 46"Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life."








D Exodus 20


The Ten Commandments 


 3 "You shall have no other gods before me. 


 4 "You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. 5 You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, 6 but showing love to a thousand {generations} of those who love me and keep my commandments. 


 7 "You shall not misuse the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name. 


 8 "Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. 9 Six days you shall labour and do all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God….


 12 "Honour your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the land the LORD your God is giving you. 


 13 "You shall not murder. 


 14 "You shall not commit adultery. 


 15 "You shall not steal. 


 16 "You shall not give false testimony against your neighbour. 


 17 "You shall not covet your neighbour's house. You shall not covet your neighbour's wife, or his manservant or maidservant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbour." 








F David and Bathsheba


King David has Uriah killed so that he can marry his wife, Bathsheba.  God punishes David by killing his baby son, but he allows David to carry on as King.








H Deuteronomy 7:1-2


When the LORD your God brings you into the land you are entering to possess and drives out before you many nations…2 and when the LORD your God has delivered them over to you and you have defeated them, then you must destroy them totally. Make no treaty with them, and show them no mercy.





G Amos 2:7 


 7 They trample on the heads of the poor �       as upon the dust of the ground �       and deny justice to the oppressed. �       Father and son use the same girl �       and so profane my holy name.








K Abraham and Isaac


God commands Abraham to kill his son Isaac as a sacrifice.  Abraham takes Isaac to a mountain and makes an altar.  At the last minute, God allows an angel to intervene, revealing that it was a test of faith, which Abraham had passed.








I Matthew 5:44


Your enemies and pray for those who persecute you





J John 3:16


 16"For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son,[� HYPERLINK "http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John%203:16&version=NIV" \l "fen-NIV-26127a#fen-NIV-26127a" \o "See footnote a" �a�] that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.








