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    INTRODUCTION

    
      
        I freely admit that real Christianity. . .

        goes much nearer to Dualism than people think. . . .

        The difference is that Christianity thinks this Dark Power was created by God,

        and was good when he was created, and went wrong.

        Christianity agrees with Dualism that this universe is at war.

        But it does not think this is a war between independent powers.

        It thinks it is a civil war, a rebellion,

        and that we are living in a part of the universe occupied by the rebel.

        C. S. LEWIS, MERE CHRISTIANITY


      

    

    
      The Bible uniformly teaches that God is the Creator of all that is and the sovereign Lord of history (e.g., Gen 1:1; Deut 10:14; Ps 135:6-18; John 1:3; Acts 17:24-27; Eph 1:11; Col 1:16-17). At times he exercises unilateral control over what transpires in history, miraculously intervening to alter the course of nations or of individuals, even predestining some events long before they come to pass (e.g., Is 46:10-11; Acts 2:23; 4:28). Because God is omnipotent, his goal of acquiring a “bride” (the church) and establishing an eternal kingdom free from all evil certainly will be achieved someday (e.g., 1 Cor 15:25-28; Eph 1:16-23; Col 1:18-20; Rev 20:10). In sum, Scripture’s majestic portrayal of God is that of a sovereign, omnipotent Creator who is confidently guiding the world toward his desired end.

      Because of this clear biblical witness, many Christians have concluded that, in order for God to accomplish his goal for creation, everything that happens in world history must somehow fit into his sovereign plan. This assumption has permeated much of the church’s theology and piety throughout most of its history. It is expressed, for example, in many traditional hymns that reassure us that God is in control and is working out his purposes no matter what happens to us.1 The assumption is also expressed in clichés Christians are prone to recite in the face of suffering. When confronting tragedies such as cancer, crippling accidents or natural disasters, believers sometimes attempt to console themselves and others by uttering truisms such as “God has his reasons,” “There’s a purpose for everything,” “Providence writes straight with crooked lines,” and “His ways are not our ways.” The same assumption to some extent permeates our broader culture as well, as evidenced, for example, by the fact that insurance policies customarily refer to natural disasters as “acts of God.”

      The assumption that there is a divine reason behind everything has also been frequently espoused by some of the church’s chief theologians. For example, Augustine, arguably the most influential theologian in church history, expressed this assumption in strong terms when he wrote, “to God. . . all wills. . . are subject, since they have no power except what He has bestowed upon them. The cause of things, therefore, which makes but is not made, is God.”2 Again, “the will of the Omnipotent is always undefeated.”3 “Nothing happens unless the Omnipotent wills it to happen,” according to Augustine.4 Even evil deeds must be allowed by God for a specific good purpose.5 Hence, Augustine encouraged Christians who had been victimized by others to find consolation in the knowledge that their oppressors could not have harmed them as they did unless God allowed it for a greater good.6

      Calvin made a similar point when he wrote:

      
        Suppose a man falls among thieves, or wild beasts. . . . Suppose another man wandering through the desert finds help in his straits. . . . Carnal reason ascribes all such happenings, whether prosperous or adverse, to fortune. But anyone who has been taught by Christ’s lips. . . will look farther afield for a cause, and will consider that all events are governed by God’s secret plan.7

      

      Another classic expression of this traditional perspective came from the sixteenth-century monk Brother Lawrence, who wrote:

      
        God knows best what we need and everything He does is for our good. If we knew how much He loves us, we would always be ready to receive from Him, without equanimity, the sweet and the bitter, and even the most painful and most difficult things would be pleasing and agreeable. . . when we believe that it is the hand of God acting on us, that it is a Father filled with love who subjects us to this humiliation, grief and suffering then all bitterness. . . is forgotten and we rejoice in them. We must believe unquestioningly that. . . it is pleasing to God to sacrifice ourselves to Him, that it is by His divine Providence that we are abandoned to all kinds of conditions, to suffer all kinds of sufferings, miseries and temptations.8

      

      I call this understanding of God’s relationship to the world the “blueprint worldview,”*9 for it assumes that everything somehow fits into “God’s secret plan”—a divine blueprint. The view takes many different forms, some saying, for example, that God ordains all things, others that he simply allows tragic events to occur. But each shares the assumption that, whether ordained or allowed, there is a specific divine reason for every occurrence in history. If God wanted to prevent the event from taking place, the reasoning goes, he could have prevented it. Since he did not, he must have had a good reason for not doing so.

      
        Questioning the Blueprint Worldview

        As traditional and popular as the blueprint worldview is, it is not without significant difficulties. For one thing, this view makes it exceedingly difficult to reconcile the evil in our world with the omnipotence and perfect goodness of God. It is not easy to believe—and for some of us, not possible to believe—that there is a specific providential purpose being served by certain horrifying experiences.

        For example, dozens of small children were recently buried alive by a mudslide in Mexico. Can we conceive of a specific reason why God might have deemed it better to allow this tragedy than to prevent it? To cite another example, several years ago a young girl was abducted from her own yard in a rural town in Minnesota. Her parents now live in a perpetual nightmare, wondering every day if their daughter is alive and, if she is, what is being done to her. Can we theorize a possible “good” providential reason why God might have thought it better to allow this nightmare rather than to prevent it? Is it possible to accept the advice of Augustine, Calvin and Brother Lawrence and encourage these parents to accept this nightmare as coming from their loving Father’s hand?

        To some of us, the suggestion that God has a “higher reason” for allowing children to suffocate in mud or be kidnapped is insulting to those who experience the horror as well as to the character of God.10 Indeed, on the assumption that believing in God means accepting a “higher harmony” in which horrifying events somehow fit, some have abandoned belief in God altogether. Like Ivan in Dostoyevsky’s novel The Brothers Karamazov, these people abandon belief in God on moral grounds. “I renounce the higher harmony altogether,” Ivan announces. “It’s not worth the tears of. . . one tortured child.”11 Any design that intentionally includes the suffering of innocent children for a “greater purpose” is intrinsically immoral, he argues, and we are obliged to renounce it.

      

      
        The Warfare Worldview

        From my perspective, Ivan’s rage is justified, but his rejection of God unnecessary. For, despite the above mentioned motif stressing God’s sovereignty, Scripture does not support the view that there must be a specific divine reason behind all events. This brings us to a second and even more fundamental problem with the blueprint worldview: it is, I contend, rooted in an imbalanced reading of the Bible.

        While Scripture emphasizes God’s ultimate authority over the world, it also emphasizes that agents, whom God has created, can and do resist his will. Scripture does not teach that God controls all the behavior of free agents, whether humans or angels. Humans and fallen angels are able to grieve God’s Spirit and to some extent frustrate his purposes (e.g., Gen 6:6; Is 63:10; Lk 7:30; Acts 7:51; Eph 4:30; Heb 3:8, 15; 4:7). While his general will for world history cannot fail, his particular will for individuals often does. God does not will any individual to eternally perish, for example, yet multitudes of individuals thwart this will and choose this destiny for themselves (1 Tim 2:4; 2 Pet 3:9).

        Indeed, as I shall show in chapter one, there is a dominant motif running throughout Scripture—I have elsewhere argued that it is the central motif of Scripture—that depicts God as warring against human and angelic opponents who are able in some measure to thwart his will.12 While the previously mentioned biblical motif stresses that God is in control of the overall flow of world history, this other motif qualifies this truth by depicting God as striving to establish his will “on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:10).

        God genuinely strives against rebellious creatures. According to Scripture, the head of this rebellion is a powerful fallen angel named Satan. Under him are a myriad of other spiritual beings and humans who refuse to submit to God’s rule. Scripture refers to this collective rebellion as a kingdom (Mt 12:26; Col 1:13; Rev 11:15). It is clear that God shall someday vanquish this rebel kingdom, but it is equally clear that in the meantime he genuinely wars against it.

        This motif expresses what I call the “warfare worldview”* of the Bible. I argue that the narrative of the Bible and all events in world history are best understood against the backdrop of this worldview. The world is literally caught up in a spiritual war between God and Satan. The main difference between the warfare worldview and the blueprint worldview is that the former does not assume that there is a specific divine reason for what Satan and other evil agents do. To the contrary, God fights these opponents precisely because their purposes are working against his purposes. The reason why they do what they do is found in them, not God.

        Suffering takes on a different meaning when it is viewed against the backdrop of a cosmic war, as opposed to a context that assumes everything is part of God’s “secret plan.” In the warfare worldview we would not wonder about the specific reason God might have had in allowing little children to be buried alive in mud or a young girl to be kidnapped. Instead, we would view these individuals as “victims of war” and assign the blame to human or demonic beings who are opposing God’s will. Following Scripture, we would of course look to God for our comfort in the midst of our suffering, trust that he is working to bring good out of the evil, and find consolation in our confidence that the war will someday come to a glorious end. But we would not look to God’s purposes for the explanation of why this specific evil occurred in the first place. In a warfare worldview, this is understood to be the result of the evil intentions and activity of human and angelic agents.

      

      
        The Thesis of This Work

        As is the case with the blueprint worldview, the warfare worldview is not without difficulties. Foremost among these is the question of how this view can be reconciled with the biblical teaching that God is the all-powerful Creator of the world. Since the warfare worldview denies that God always has a specific reason for allowing evil deeds to occur, must it not deny that God is able to prevent events he wishes would not take place? We may state the dilemma as follows: It seems we must either believe that God does not prevent certain events because he chooses not to or because he is unable to. The warfare worldview denies that God always chooses not to intervene, for this would require the belief that there is a specific divine purpose behind everything. Hence the warfare worldview must accept that at least sometimes God is unable to prevent them. But how then can we continue to affirm that God is all-powerful?

        In essence, the goal of this book is to answer this question. How are we to conceive of an all-powerful God creating beings who to some degree possess the power to thwart his will, and thus against whom he must genuinely battle if he is to accomplish his will? The attempt to answer this question is the attempt to render philosophically coherent the warfare worldview of Scripture as well as the war-torn appearance of our world.

        My conviction is that, unlike the questions that the blueprint worldview raises, this question has a plausible answer. The thesis of this book is that the answer lies in the nature of love. As Father, Son and Holy Spirit, God’s essence is love (1 Jn 4:8, 16). God created the world for the purpose of displaying his triune love and inviting others to share in it (cf. esp. Jn 17:20-25). I shall argue that it was not logically possible for God to have this objective without risking the possibility of war breaking out in his creation. By definition, I will contend, the possibility of love among contingent creatures such as angels and humans entails the possibility of its antithesis, namely, war. If God wanted the former, he had to risk the latter.

        More specifically, throughout this work I will submit and defend six theses that I believe are entailed by the conviction that God created the world to invite others to share in his triune love. If accepted, these six theses make sense of the warfare worldview of the Bible and of the war-torn nature of the world.

      

      
        The Title of This Work

        As should already be clear, this work is not focused exclusively on the identity and activity of Satan. I nevertheless decided to title this work Satan and the Problem of Evil for the following three reasons.

        First, as we will see in the next chapter, the New Testament repeatedly identifies the originator and head of the rebellion against God as Satan. Indeed, although it does not locate the entire responsibility for all evil on Satan, it does trace all evil back to him. Hence, for example, the New Testament identifies illness, diseases, spiritual blindness and episodes of demonization as part of Satan’s work (Lk 13:10-17; Acts 10:38; 2 Cor 4:4; 1 Jn 3:8).13 The war that currently ravages the creation involves all angels and humans, but it is first and foremost a struggle between Satan and God. Thus, insofar as our goal is to render this cosmic struggle intelligible and understand evil in our lives in the light of it, it made sense to express it as centered on Satan and the problem of evil.

        Second, and closely related to this, because Scripture depicts Satan as being far more powerful than any of the demonic or human agents that are under him, he represents the ultimate challenge for our theodicy. The challenge of explaining how God could create beings who can resist his will and genuinely war against him is epitomized in Satan. If we can account for his existence, we shall have thereby accounted for the existence of all lesser evil agents. So again, it made sense to express the subject matter of this work as being about the connection between Satan and the problem of evil.

        Third, I will argue that there is a class of evils in the world that cannot be explained adequately except by appealing to Satan. When people inflict harm on other people, we can perhaps fully account for the evil act by appealing to their free will. But how are we to account for the fact that people as well as animals suffer from “natural” causes? While appealing to Satan is not itself sufficient to explain “natural” evil,* I shall argue that no explanation that ignores his activity is adequate.14

      

      
        Constructing a “Trinitarian Warfare Theodicy”

        I label the position I develop in this work the trinitarian warfare theodicy.* It is a warfare theodicy because it attempts to make philosophical sense of the warfare worldview of Scripture and to understand our own experience of evil in this framework.

        I call it a trinitarian warfare theodicy for two reasons. First, I want clearly to distinguish the warfare worldview I espouse and defend from the warfare worldview that most other cultures in history have in some form espoused.15 The biblical warfare worldview is unique in that it has at its foundation the belief in a triune Creator God who is all-powerful and all-good. This is why the trinitarian warfare worldview* is unique: it must reconcile the reality of spiritual war with the belief in an all-powerful and all-good God.

        Yet the belief in the omnipotent, triune God that leads to the problem of evil also leads to its solution, which constitutes the second reason I call this theodicy a trinitarian warfare theodicy. We are not talking about any omnipotent deity; we are speaking specifically of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit who created the world as an expression of love and as an invitation to love. We are speaking of the Father who sent his Son to defeat the devil and rescue humans through the power of the Spirit (1 Jn 3:8; 4:7-16). I contend that if we think consistently about the loving purposes and sovereign power of this God, we will understand why the creation had to include the possibility of the kind of war and the type of suffering we and God are now in the midst of.

      

      
        The Trinitarian Warfare Theodicy and Other Theodicies

        This work is intended to be a constructive work in philosophical theology, not primarily a polemical work. While I shall at points need to establish my perspective over and against others (especially chapters two, eight and nine), space will not allow me to interact critically and in depth with the multitude of other theodicies that have been put forth. For the purpose of clarification, however, it may prove helpful to offer an overview of how my work generally contrasts with other approaches to the problem of evil. Three points may be made.

        First, as suggested above, the trinitarian warfare theodicy contrasts with theodicies predicated on the blueprint worldview, that is, that assume there must always be a specific divine reason for each specific evil in the world. I do not deny that in the context of this war zone God sometimes may allow, or even ordain, suffering for a particular higher purpose. Scripture teaches this much. I can therefore affirm much in those traditional theodicies that explain suffering as, for example, God’s way of punishing sin, of building our character, or of contributing to some other “greater good.” However, I deny that Scripture, reason or experience requires the belief that suffering must always serve a divine purpose.

        Second, almost all theodicies predicated on the blueprint worldview affirm the reality of human and angelic free will. The church has unanimously affirmed that the angels who fell and the humans who followed them chose to do so of their own volition and that they should not have done so. These agents are morally responsible for their misdeeds. To this extent these theodicies are compatible with the trinitarian warfare theodicy advocated in this work.

        The trinitarian warfare theodicy constructed in this work differs from these theodicies, however, in its claim that agents are genuinely free only if the agents themselves are the ultimate explanations of their own free activity (see chapter two). If we understand the purpose an agent had in mind in freely carrying out a particular deed, we have understood the ultimate reason for the deed. We thus need not assume that there is also a divine reason explaining its occurrence, either as to why it was ordained or specifically allowed. Theologians who espouse some form of the blueprint worldview assign the responsibility for evil deeds to the agents doing them but the ultimate reason for why these particular evil deeds were ordained or allowed to God. I will rather argue that the ultimate reason for a deed is inextricably connected to the agent who is morally responsible for it.

        Defenders of blueprint theodicies have made valiant attempts to argue that it is logically possible to affirm that agents are free and that there is a specific divine purpose behind their behavior, whether they believe this behavior is specifically ordained or specifically allowed by God. I do not believe any of these attempts have been successful, but aside from several criticisms that shall be made in chapter two, it lies outside the parameters of this work to demonstrate this. I will be content rather to offer a view that, if accepted, renders these attempts unnecessary. That is, if we reject the assumption that there is a specific divine reason behind all free actions, attempts to demonstrate its logical possibility become superfluous.

        Third, a number of philosophers and theologians in recent times have attempted to avoid the blueprint worldview by affirming that events with no divine reason behind them can happen. On a number of different grounds these thinkers affirm that gratuitous suffering (i.e., suffering that has no specific divine reason behind it) is consistent with belief in an all-powerful God.16 To this extent, these approaches are consistent with the one I develop in this book. Indeed, I make significant use of these approaches in developing my own perspective.

        However, my approach differs from most of these approaches in at least two respects. First, the most fundamental reason why I believe suffering is often gratuitous—devoid of a divine reason—differs from these other approaches. Within my system the possibility of gratuitous suffering is necessarily built into the possibility of love for contingent creatures.

        Second, my reading of Scripture and my approach to understanding evil in the world, especially “natural” evil, leads me to place far more emphasis on the importance of nonhuman free agents than these other approaches have typically done. To be sure, a few philosophers and theologians in recent times have suggested that we need to appeal to Satan and demonic agents to account for the full scope of evil in the world (see chapter ten). But none have yet developed this thesis fully. I shall attempt to do so in this work.

      

      
        Method

        The method I employ to arrive at the six theses that constitute the core of the trinitarian warfare worldview is based on Wesley’s methodological quadrangle of Scripture, reason, experience and tradition as the criteria for theological truth.17 A brief word should be said about each of these criteria.

        First, I assume that Scripture is divinely inspired and therefore trustworthy on all matters that it intends to teach. I believe this assumption is defensible on rational and historical grounds, though it lies outside the scope of this work to demonstrate this.18 Granted, because this is a work in philosophical theology, reason will play a more dominant role than it would if this were a work in biblical theology. Still, it is my conviction that whatever we arrive at by means of reason must square with the teaching of Scripture.

        Second, as was just suggested, I assume that reason, if employed correctly, is also a trustworthy guide in seeking after truth. Scriptural revelation goes beyond reason, but I do not believe it ever goes against reason. Scripture may lead us to accept paradoxes (such as the incarnation and the Trinity), but it never requires that we accept contradictions, which are devoid of meaning.

        Third, I assume that experience has a legitimate role to play in our quest for truth. This assumption is rooted in the scriptural teaching that God is truthful and that we are made in his image. We are “wired,” as it were, to experience the world accurately. I thus believe that our theologizing and philosophizing should square with and illuminate the way we actually experience the world on a day-by-day basis. For example, I will argue in chapter two that the fact that we must assume we are self-determining with every decision we make is a very good reason to accept the conclusion that we are self-determining agents. Similarly, I shall argue in chapter four that, since we must assume that the future is partly open as well as partly settled with every decision we make, there is good reason for concluding that the future is in fact partly open and partly settled. Indeed, throughout this work I will suggest that the fact that the world looks like a war zone between good and evil is a very good reason for believing that the world is a war zone. Unless we have irrefutable reasons for thinking otherwise, we should accept that things are the way they appear.

        We must be careful here, of course, especially in these postmodern times, when some are inclined to make experience the final arbiter of all truth claims. Although we are made in God’s image and “wired” to experience the world accurately, we are also fallen. Consequently, experience can deceive us. It should therefore never be placed above or even considered apart from Scripture and reason. But when considered in the light of Scripture and reason, I believe that experience can contribute to our search for truth.

        Finally, I assume that church tradition has a dialectical role to play in our quest for truth. As a Protestant I am careful to place Scripture above tradition. I hold to the Reformation principle of sola scriptura, believing that Scripture is the final arbiter of theological truth. But I nevertheless hold that all theological and philosophical reflection must be conducted in critical dialogue with church tradition. Concerning the development of the trinitarian warfare theodicy, I find that the early postapostolic church has a great deal to contribute, insights that were obscured in the tradition after Augustine (see chapters one and ten).19

        These four assumptions constitute the method I employ as I work out the implications of love and thereby attempt to render the warfare worldview of Scripture intelligible. In short, I shall be reflecting on the nature of love in the light of Scripture, reason, experience and church tradition. As I seek to identify the a priori conditions that make love among contingent creatures possible, all four of these criteria will be employed simultaneously.

        I do so because these four criteria provide checks and balances on one another. If our thinking about the conditions of love contradict our reading of Scripture, for example, this is a sure indication that we are either reasoning improperly or interpreting the Bible incorrectly. Similarly, if our interpretation of Scripture contradicts our experience, this also is a sure indication that we are either misinterpreting Scripture or our experience. And when aspects of the church’s theological tradition come into conflict with either Scripture, reason or experience, this too is an indication that we need to question either the church’s tradition or our use of these other three criteria.

        Employing the four criteria simultaneously also ensures that our use of any of the criteria will not be myopic. Attending to our experience may illuminate aspects of Scripture that we might otherwise miss, for example, and thinking through the metaphysical implications of love among contingent creatures may bring to our awareness aspects of our experience, of Scripture or of the church’s theological tradition that we might otherwise overlook.

      

      
        Outline of My Argument

        This work is structured in two parts. Part one develops the six theses that structure the trinitarian warfare theodicy. Part two works through the implications of this theodicy in relationship to prayer, “natural” evil and the doctrine of eternal punishment.

        I will develop my argument as follows: Since my entire project is an attempt to make philosophical sense of the warfare worldview of Scripture, it will be necessary first to survey the biblical material that expresses this worldview. Unless the significance of this material is adequately appreciated, my efforts to make sense of it will not be understood. This is the primary goal of chapter one (“The World at War”). I shall also take this opportunity to root my own reflections on the problem of evil in church history by briefly discussing the manner in which the trinitarian warfare theodicy was anticipated in the thinking of the early postapostolic fathers.

        With this foundation in place, I will proceed to develop the six theses that form the core of my position. The first thesis of the trinitarian warfare theodicy (TWT1) is that love must be freely chosen. I shall argue that we can conceive of beings possessing the capacity to love only if we conceive of them as possessing self-determining freedom.* Correlatively, I argue that the warfare worldview of Scripture presupposes that angels and humans possess self-determining freedom. Many today argue that this concept of freedom is implausible, incoherent or theologically misguided. Chapter two (“The Free Fall”) thus spells out TWT1 and defends it against these objections.

        In chapters three (“A Risky Creation”) and four (“A Question of Balance”) I develop and defend the second thesis of the trinitarian warfare theodicy. I argue that love entails risk (TWT2). God could not have created a world in which creatures possess a measure of self-determining freedom without risking some loss. His free creatures might not choose as he wants them to choose. On both theological and philosophical grounds, however, many object to the concept of a risk-taking God. I therefore set forth the biblical and philosophical case for viewing risk as a legitimate and important attribute of God. In the course of making my case I will address the implications of attributing risk to God for our understanding of God’s knowledge of, and relationship to, the future.

        The next two chapters develop and defend the remaining four theses of the trinitarian warfare theodicy. In chapter five (“Love and War”) I submit the thesis that love, and thus freedom, entails that we are to some extent morally responsible for one another (TWT3). We could not have the capacity to love unless we also possessed the power to influence one another, for better or for worse. I further argue that the power to influence for the worse must be roughly proportionate to our power to influence for the better (TWT4). I address a number of possible objections in the course of developing these two theses and conclude that accepting them renders intelligible aspects of Scripture and of our experience that are otherwise difficult to understand.

        I develop the final two theses of the trinitarian warfare theodicy in chapter six (“No Turning Back”). I contend that not only does love entail freedom but that this freedom must be, within limits, irrevocable (TWT5). This thesis, if accepted, explains why God cannot always prevent evil deeds he would otherwise prevent. To some extent God places an irrevocable limitation on himself with his decision to create beings who have the capacity to love and who are therefore free. I further argue, however, that this limitation is not infinite, for our capacity to freely choose love is not endless (TWT6). Angels and humans are finite beings who thus possess only a finite capacity to embrace or thwart God’s purposes for our lives. This final thesis of the trinitarian warfare theodicy renders intelligible why God must genuinely war against rebellious creatures at the present time, though he is certain to overcome them in the future.

        Having established the framework of the trinitarian warfare theodicy in part one, I spend the next six chapters (part two) applying it to various issues important for any theodicy. Chapter seven (“Praying in the Whirlwind”) addresses whether or not the trinitarian warfare theodicy makes sense of the Scripture’s teaching regarding the urgency of petitionary prayer. I argue that it does so better than any alternative.

        The next three chapters address the problem of “natural” evil. This is where the centrality of Satan and his rebellious army within the trinitarian warfare theodicy is most clearly seen. I argue that ultimately there is no such thing as “natural” evil (which is why I place quotation marks around the word). In my view, all evil ultimately derives from the wills of free agents. What cannot be attributed to the volition of human agents should be attributed, directly or indirectly, to the volition of fallen angels.

        In chapters eight (“Red in Tooth and Claw”) and nine (“When Nature Becomes a Weapon”) I review and critique seven different ways philosophers and theologians have attempted to explain “natural” evil. I attempt to show that while there are important principles found in each of these views, they are all inadequate as a comprehensive explanation for “natural” evil because they fail to recognize and emphasize the wills of spiritual agents behind the forces of nature. I then attempt to provide this missing element in chapter ten (“This an Enemy Has Done”).

        Finally, arguably the most challenging aspect of the problem of evil is the reality of hell—at least as it has traditionally been conceived. If earthly suffering is hard to reconcile with an all-loving God, how much more difficult is it to reconcile the reality of hopeless eternal suffering with this understanding of God? The issue is of particular interest to us because it does not seem that the trinitarian warfare theodicy could be of any value in resolving this dilemma. Gratuitous suffering at the present time is inevitable and intelligible, I argue, because we are presently engaged in a cosmic war, and the possibility of the suffering we consequently experience was metaphysically required by the possibility of love. But what explains suffering—unending suffering—once the war has ceased? Unlike suffering in this present age, it seems that suffering in hell can only exist because God wills it.

        The final two chapters of this book address this challenging issue. In chapter eleven (“A Clash of Doctrines”) I examine why the church has traditionally believed that hell is characterized by eternal, conscious suffering and discuss the problems involved in this view. I then examine an increasingly popular understanding of hell called annihilationism,* which avoids these problems by maintaining that unsaved people and rebellious angels are eternally extinguished, not tormented, by God after being judged for their sins. While the view has much to be said for it, however, it also has some problems of its own.

        In the final chapter of this book (“A Separate Reality”) I propose an alternative model of hell that modifies both the traditional and the annihilationist models, retaining the value but avoiding the difficulties found in both. Utilizing Karl Barth’s concept of “the nothingness” (das Nichtige*) as well as insights from C. S. Lewis, I attempt to construct an internally consistent and experientially plausible model of hell that allows us to say both that those who reject God’s love suffer eternally, in one sense, and that they have been annihilated, in another sense.20

      

      
        The Style of This Work

        Finally, a word should be said about the style of this work. As in God at War, the first volume in this Satan and Evil series, I have attempted to make this work as accessible to nonspecialists as possible without compromising its academic integrity. I believe that the subject matter is too important to be restricted to specialists in philosophical theology. Besides, most of what is said in highly specialized philosophical works can, with some effort, be translated into common language without much loss of meaning or precision.

        I have thus attempted to balance concerns for popular communicability with concerns for academic rigor. Whenever possible, I have “tucked” technical discussions that are likely to be of interest only to specialists in the notes. Laypersons could bypass this material without losing much of the substance of this work, though it is possible that certain questions may arise for them that are only addressed in the notes.

        Despite my efforts to use ordinary language as much as possible, however, lay readers should be forewarned that several sections in the body of this work required more technical jargon than the rest of the work. The middle subsection of chapter two (“A Philosophical Objection”) is the most technical section of this work. It contains a rather philosophical defense of self-determining freedom. I deemed this defense indispensable inasmuch as this conception of freedom is foundational to the central thesis of this work. Nevertheless, lay readers who already agree that humans possess self-determining freedom (i.e., who agree that compatibilism* is misguided) may want to consider this section optional and skip forward to the next subsection (“A Theological Objection”).

        Beyond this, a few sections of chapters four and nine deal with philosophical issues that some may consider demanding. Sections of chapter twelve may be difficult for some as well, simply because of the heavily nuanced nature of the discussion. I encourage lay readers not to worry too much about this. This material is important, but I believe the articulation and defense of the trinitarian warfare worldview sustained throughout this work can be adequately understood even if this particular material is not.

        Having said all this, and having laid out the map of how we shall proceed, we now embark on the project. Our first step is to survey the warfare worldview of the Bible and of the early postapostolic church.

      

    

  






PART I





  

  
1

    THE WORLD AT WAR

    The Warfare Worldview of the Bible & the Early Church


  
    
      And war broke out in heaven; Michael and his angels fought

      against the dragon. The dragon and his angels fought back,

      but they were defeated, and there was no longer any place for them in heaven.

      The great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent,

      who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—

      he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him.

      REVELATION 12:7-9

    

    
      No one. . . who has not heard what is related of him who is called “devil,”

      and his “angels,” and what he was before he became a devil,

      and how he became such, and what was the cause of the simultaneous apostasy

      of those who are termed his angels, will be able to ascertain the origin of evils.

      ORIGEN, FIRST PRINCIPLES


    

    
      No theodicy that does not take the Devil fully into consideration

      is likely to be persuasive.

      JEFFREY B. RUSSELL, MEPHISTOPHELES


    

    
      War is the father of all and the king of all.

      HERACLITUS


    

  

  
    As noted in the introduction, this work is an attempt at making philosophical sense of the warfare worldview of the Bible. How can the scriptural depiction of God striving to accomplish his will against agents who genuinely resist it be reconciled with Scripture’s uniform testimony that God is all-powerful? The answer, I will argue, lies in the necessary conditions of creatures possessing the capacity to love. Before exploring these conditions, however, we must first have an adequate appreciation of the biblical material that gives rise to the question.

    Toward this end, I first consider various ways the Old Testament expresses a warfare worldview. I then discuss the manner in which Jesus’ ministry reflects a warfare worldview, followed by an examination of how it gets reflected throughout the remainder of the New Testament. I conclude with a brief examination of the warfare mindset reflected in the writings of the postapostolic fathers. This chapter’s thesis is that, as much as Scripture emphasizes God’s control of the world, this pervasive warfare motif suggests that he does not control everything. One important implication of this is that one cannot posit a specific divine reason for the behavior of beings who resist God’s will.

    
      The Warfare Worldview of the Old Testament

      In sharp contrast to the New Testament, Satan plays a minor role in the Old Testament. Instead, the warfare worldview in the Old Testament is expressed in terms of God’s conflict with hostile waters, with cosmic monsters, and with other gods. We will examine these three motifs in this order.

      Rebuking hostile waters. Like their ancient Near Eastern neighbors, ancient Jews believed that the earth was founded on and encircled by water (e.g., Ps 104:2-3, 5). And, as was the case with these neighbors, ancient Israelites often depicted these waters as a chaotic or hostile force. This was one of the ways ancient authors expressed the conviction that there was something that opposes God and his creation in the cosmic environment of the earth. The Creator thus had to fight to preserve the order of creation.

      Whereas other cultures credited one of their chief god(s) with preserving order against hostile forces of chaos, biblical authors always acknowledge Yahweh as the earth’s defender. It is Yahweh’s “rebuke” (i.e., not the rebuke of a pagan god) that causes the hostile waters to “flee.” It is “at the sound of [his] thunder” that “they take to flight” (Ps 104:7). Indeed, these hostile waters take flight at the very sight of God (Ps 77:16).

      Moreover, it was the Lord who assigns these rebel waters a “boundary that they may not pass” (Ps 104:9, cf. Job 38:6-11; Prov 8:27-29). It is the Lord and none other who defeats these enemies, who tramples on the sea with his warring horses (Hab 3:15), and who sits enthroned above “the mighty waters” (Ps 29:3-4, 10).

      In sum, as Jon Levenson notes, the view here is that “the Sea [is] a somewhat sinister force that, left to its own, would submerge the world and forestall the ordered reality we call creation. What prevents this frightening possibility is the mastery of YHWH, whose blast and thunder. . . force the Sea into its proper place.”1

      Biblical authors are of course confident that the Lord is capable of containing, and ultimately defeating, these rebel waters. But there is no suggestion here that Yahweh’s war against these forces is prescripted or inauthentic. To the contrary, as a number of exegetes have noted, biblical authors exalt God’s sovereignty precisely because they are certain that these raging forces are real, formidable foes.2

      Leviathan and Rahab. Another common ancient Israelite way of expressing the Creator’s warfare against anticreational forces was to depict them as cosmic monsters. Here too the Jews share much in common with the mythology of their Near Eastern neighbors. The two most frequently mentioned “monsters” in the Old Testament are Leviathan and Rahab.

      As in Canaanite mythology, Leviathan was believed to be a ferocious, twisting serpent of the sea encircling the earth. He had (on some accounts) many heads (Ps 74:14) and could blow smoke out of his nose(s) and fire out of his mouth(s) (Job 41:18-21). Humans could not defeat or control this beast, for human weapons were useless against a creature of such power. Indeed, this monster could eat iron like straw and crush bronze as if it were decayed timber (Job 41:26-27).

      Nevertheless, biblical authors were confident that Leviathan was no match for Yahweh. At the time of creation as well as in subsequent battles against Israel’s enemies, Yahweh “broke the heads of the dragons in the waters [and] crushed the heads of Leviathan” (Ps 74:13-14). Looking forward to God’s ultimate victory wherein all of creation would be freed from evil, Isaiah writes: “On that day the LORD with his cruel and great and strong sword will punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting serpent, and he will kill the dragon that is in the sea” (Is 27:1).3

      Given the mythical-poetic nature of this literature, we should not suppose any contradiction between the claim that Leviathan’s heads were crushed in the primordial past and the claim that someday Yahweh will kill this dragon. The point of such passages is that the Creator has had and will continue to have strong opposition from cosmic forces and that he has been able and will continue to be able to contain, and ultimately defeat, these forces.

      Rahab is portrayed in similar terms. This cosmic creature inhabiting the waters that encircle the earth threatened the whole earth but was no match for Yahweh. When Yahweh expressed his wrath against evil, “the helpers of Rahab bowed beneath him” (Job 9:13). In the primordial past Yahweh’s power “churned up the sea,” his wisdom “cut Rahab to pieces,” and his hand “pierced the gliding serpent” (Job 26:12-13 NIV). The psalmist also celebrated Yahweh’s sovereignty over “the raging of the sea” by announcing that he had “crushed Rahab like a carcass” and “scattered [his] enemies with [his] mighty arm” (Ps 89:9-10). In similar fashion Isaiah reassured himself that Yahweh would “awake” to deliver Israel by remembering that in the primal past he had “cut Rahab in pieces” and “pierced the dragon” (Is 51:9).

      Contrary to the convictions of most contemporary Western people, but in keeping with the basic assumptions of ancient people and primordial people groups today, Old Testament authors did not draw a sharp distinction between “spiritual” and “physical” realities. The world “above” and the world “below” were seen as intertwined. Hence biblical authors frequently see battles between nations as participating in God’s ongoing battle with cosmic forces. For example, the evil character and threatening power of Rahab on a cosmic level was understood to be revealed in and channeled through the evil character and threatening power of Egypt (Ps 87:4; Is 30:7; cf. Jer. 51:34; Ezek 29:3; 32:2).

      For this reason, Israel’s defeat of an opponent was sometimes construed as the Lord once again defeating cosmic forces of chaos (Is 17:12-14). When Yahweh freed the children of Israel from Egypt, for example, this was considered his defeat of the raging waters (Hab 3:12-13; cf. Nahum 1:4).4 And when he further delivered Israel by parting the Red Sea, this was seen as a new application of Yahweh’s victory over Rahab (Ps 77:16; Is 51:9-10).5

      Conversely, Israel’s defeat by an enemy could be described as being devoured by the mighty sea serpent (Jer 51:34, cf. v. 55). Similarly, David identified the enemies who opposed him with the forces that have opposed God since the beginning of creation (Ps 93:3-4). Moreover, when David’s life was threatened he asked the Lord to reenact his primordial victory over sinister cosmic forces on his behalf. He called on Yahweh to deliver him “from my enemies and from the deep waters. Do not let the flood sweep over me, or the deep swallow me up” (Ps 69:14-15). Again he asks, “Stretch out your hand. . . set me free and rescue me from the mighty waters, from the hand of aliens” (144:7).

      As before, biblical authors were confident of the Lord’s ultimate sovereignty over his cosmic foes and thus over their earthly foes. But biblical authors also assumed that the Lord nevertheless entered into genuine battle against his foes, just as they assumed that they must enter into genuine battle against their foes.

      Battle among the “gods.” Beyond cosmic waters and monsters, Old Testament authors also assumed the existence of multitudes of other powerful heavenly beings called “gods,” the “sons of God” or, less frequently, “angels.”6 Together they formed a “heavenly council” in which decisions affecting humans were made (1 Kings 22:20; Job 1:6; 2:1; Ps 82:1; 89:7). They were supposed to carry out God’s will and fight on God’s behalf (2 Sam 5:23-24; 2 Kings 2:11; 6:16-17; Ps 34:7; 68:17; 82:1-8; 103:20; Dan 7:10). For our purposes, the most significant aspect of these gods, however, is that they were considered personal agents who exercised a significant influence on the flow of history and who did not necessarily carry out Yahweh’s will. Because they were personal agents, they could choose to oppose God’s will—and sometimes they did.

      For example, in opposition to God’s will, some of these “sons of God” copulated with human women and produced hybrid giants in the days prior to the flood (Gen 6:1-4).7 The author(s) of Genesis provided this account in part to explain why the Lord started over with the human race at this point. Similarly, a “prince of Persia” opposed God’s will by delaying his response to one of Daniel’s prayers (Dan 10). The Lord had to dispatch another powerful angel to battle this “prince” in order to get the message through.

      Along similar lines, a national god named Chemosh was apparently able to rout Israel on behalf of the Moabites when the king of Moab sacrificed his son to him (2 Kings 3:21-27).8 Indeed, a case can be made that all the “gods of the nations” were originally servants of God assigned to care for particular nations. But instead of using their position to lead the nation to Yahweh, they made themselves the object of the nation’s allegiance.9

      Perhaps the most disclosive passage reflecting both the personal nature of these beings as well as their significant influence over what transpires on earth is Psalm 82. Here we find the psalmist proclaiming:

      
        God has taken his place in the divine council;

        in the midst of the gods he holds judgment:

        “How long will you judge unjustly

        and show partiality to the wicked?

        Give justice to the weak and the orphan;

        maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute.

        Rescue the weak and the needy;

        deliver them from the hand of the wicked.”. . .

         

        I say, “You are gods,

        children of the Most High, all of you;

        nevertheless, you shall die like mortals,

        and fall like any prince.” (Ps 82:1-4, 6-8)

      

      This passage depicts a discussion that transpired in the heavenly council. These gods (perhaps national gods) had apparently been given various duties to perform among humans: to help administer justice, to defend the weak, and to help the poor. But at least some of these gods had rebelled and decided to serve the wicked instead. Consequently, Yahweh threatened them with the same fate that befalls mortals and earthly princes. Though they were truly gods, if they did not conform to God’s will, they would die like the mortals they were supposed to protect.10

      The point is that Old Testament authors did not assume that things always went as God planned in the heavenly realm any more than they always went as he planned on earth. While the Lord always accomplishes his general will in the end, there is often significant opposition along the way. His sovereignty, in other words, is a sovereignty that has to be defended.

    

    
      Warfare in the Ministry of Jesus

      The theme of God striving to establish his sovereign will (his kingdom) on earth over and against forces that oppose him becomes far more pronounced in the New Testament. In keeping with the apocalyptic climate of the time, we read much more about angels at war with God and other angels, about demons that torment people and, most importantly, about the powerful being who leads this rebellion against the Creator. His name, of course, is Satan.

      Jesus’ view of the satanic kingdom. A theme that underlies Jesus’ entire ministry is the apocalyptic assumption (already intimated in the Old Testament, as we have seen) that creation has been seized by a cosmic force and that God is now battling this force to rescue it. Jesus understood himself to be the one in whom this battle was to be played out in a decisive way. The assumption is evident in almost everything Jesus says and does.

      Jesus refers to Satan as “the prince” (archōn) of this present age three times (Jn 12:31; 14:30; 16:11). The term archōn was used in secular contexts to denote the highest official in a city or region.11 In short, Jesus acknowledges that Satan is the highest power of this present fallen world, at least in terms of his present influence. When Satan offers Jesus all “authority” over “all the kingdoms of the world,” Jesus does not dispute his claim that it was his to offer (Lk 4:5-6). Other writings explicitly teach that the whole world is “under the power of the evil one” (1 Jn 5:19), for Satan is “the god of this world” (2 Cor 4:4) and “the ruler of the power of the air” (Eph 2:2).

      Jesus addresses this evil “prince” as the leader of a relatively unified and pervasive army of spiritual powers and demons. Satan is thus called “the ruler of the demons” (Mt 9:34), and fallen angels are called “his angels” (Mt 25:41). On the basis of this assumed military unity, Jesus refutes the Pharisees’ contention that he exorcises demons by the power of Satan rather than the power of God. If this were so, Jesus argues, Satan’s kingdom would be working against itself (Mk 3:24) and could not exhibit the power it exhibits in this world.

      Correlatively, Jesus taught that those who wish to make headway in tearing down this evil kingdom and in taking back the “property” of this kingdom must first tie up “the strong man” who oversees the whole operation (Mk 3:27). This could only be done when “one stronger than he attacks him and overpowers him” and thus “takes away his armor in which he trusted” (Lk 11:22). This, in a nutshell, is what Jesus understood himself to be doing by his teachings, healings, exorcisms and especially by his death and resurrection. His whole ministry was about overpowering the “fully armed” strong man who guarded “his property” (Lk 11:21)—the earth and its inhabitants who rightfully belong to God.

      Demonstrating the kingdom of God. Jesus tied up the strong man so that he (and later, his church) could pillage the strong man’s kingdom. In fact, this is what Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom of God is all about. In the context of Jesus’ ministry, it is a warfare concept. “If it is by the finger of God that I cast out the demons,” Jesus teaches, “then the kingdom of God has come to you” (Lk 11:20). Where God reigns, Satan and his demons cannot. Put otherwise, if the earth is to become the domain in which God is king (the kingdom of God), then it must cease being the domain in which Satan is king. This is what Jesus came to accomplish. He came to “destroy the works of the devil” (1 Jn 3:8; cf. Heb 2:14) and to establish God’s domain on earth.

      Every exorcism and every healing—the two activities that most characterize Jesus’ ministry—marked an advance toward establishing the kingdom of God over and against the kingdom of Satan.12 Consequently, in contrast with any view that would suggest that disease and demonization somehow serve a divine purpose, Jesus never treated such phenomenon as anything other than the work of the enemy. He consistently treated diseased and demonized people as casualties of war. Furthermore, rather than accepting their circumstances as mysteriously fitting into God’s sovereign plan, Jesus revolted against them as something that God did not will and something that ought to be vanquished by God’s power.

      When confronted with a woman who had a deformed back, for example, Jesus did not wonder why God had allowed this to happen. Rather, he immediately diagnosed her as being bound by Satan and freed her from this bondage (Lk 13:11-16). Indeed, many times Jesus diagnosed illnesses as being directly caused by demons, as when he cast out demons of muteness or deafness (Mk 9:25; Lk 11:14). In other cases no exorcism was performed, but Jesus nevertheless opposed the illness as something that was not part of God’s kingdom. He assumed that it was at least the indirect result of Satan’s pervasive influence in the world. Hence Peter later summarized Jesus’ healing ministry by noting that he “went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil” (Acts 10:38). All sickness and disease was considered a form of satanic oppression, and so in freeing people from it Jesus demonstrated the presence of the kingdom of God.

      It is curious that the evil one to whom the Bible directly or indirectly attributes all evil has played a rather insignificant role in the theodicy of the church after Augustine. This, I contend, is directly connected to the fact that the church generally accepted the blueprint worldview that Augustine espoused. If we assume that there is a specific divine reason for every particular event that transpires, including the activity of Satan, then the ultimate explanation for evil cannot be found in Satan. It must rather be found in the reason that God had for ordaining or allowing him to carry out his specific activity.13 The New Testament, I submit, does not share this assumption.

    

    
      Warfare in the New Testament Church

      Jesus’ entire ministry, we have seen, reflects the belief that the world had been seized by a hostile, sinister lord. Jesus had come to take it back. Contrary to any view suggesting that everything has a divine purpose behind it, Jesus’ ministry indicated that God’s purposes for the world had to be fought for and won. Jesus taught his disciples to pray that God’s will would be done “on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:10). This presupposes that, to a significant extent at least, God’s will is not now being done on earth.

      According to the New Testament, Jesus in principle defeated Satan and established God’s kingdom. Through his ministry of exorcism and healing, and especially through his death and resurrection, he destroyed the power of the devil (1 Jn 3:8; Heb 2:14), disarmed the principalities and powers (Col 2:14-15), and put all God’s enemies under his feet (Eph 1:22; Heb 1:13). But the New Testament does not on this account conclude that Satan has ceased being in control of this world. This is the paradox of the already-not yet tension* within the New Testament.14 While Satan has in principle been defeated by Christ, God’s victory has not yet been fully realized on the earth. Applying this victory to the rest of the world is the primary business of the church, the body of Christ.

      As was the case with Jesus’ ministry, and as has always been the case with God’s good purposes for the world, the church’s efforts to apply God’s victory to the world invariably encounters strong opposition from the enemy. Though they believed him to be mortally wounded, New Testament authors never underestimated the power and craftiness of this foe.

      Consequently, New Testament authors refer to Satan, demons, fallen angels and various levels of evil principalities and powers as being quite active in the world (Eph 1:21; 3:10; Col 1:16). In addition, exorcism and healing continued to play an important role in the ministry of the early church (Acts 3:1-10; 8:6-7, 13; 14:3, 8-10; 19:11-12; 28:5). The world was conceived of as being in bondage to the evil one (Gal 1:4; Eph 5:16; 1 Jn 5:19). In the thinking of these New Testament writers, Satan’s influence continued to be so pervasive that putting someone outside the church as a disciplinary measure was tantamount to turning that one over to Satan (1 Cor 5:1-5; 1 Tim 1:20; cf. 1 Tim 5:15).

      The New Testament authors also portrayed the devil as “a roaring lion” who “prowls around, looking for someone to devour” (1 Pet 5:8). He was regarded as “the tempter” who influences people to sin (1 Thess 3:5; cf. Acts 5:3; 1 Cor 7:5; 2 Cor 11:3) and the deceiver who blinds the minds of unbelievers (2 Cor 4:4). Satan and his legions were understood to be behind all types of false teaching (Gal 4:8-10; Col 2:8; 1 Tim 4:1-5; 1 Jn 4:1-2; 2 Jn 7). He could appear as an “angel of light” (2 Cor 11:14) and even perform “lying wonders, and every kind of wicked deception for those who are perishing” (2 Thess 2:9-10).

      Paul understood that Satan, because of his ongoing power and in spite of his mortal wound, was able to hinder the work of the church, as when he prevented Paul from preaching at Thessalonica (1 Thess 2:18). Satan discourages Christians and entraps church leaders (1 Thess 3:5; 1 Tim 3:7). He establishes strongholds of deception in the minds of believers, which Christians must war against (2 Cor 10:3-5). For this reason Paul warns us that warriors of God must never be “ignorant of [Satan’s] designs” (2 Cor 2:11). Indeed, Paul summarizes the Christian life as a battle “against the cosmic powers of this present darkness” (Eph 6:12; cf. vv. 10-18).

      In sum, the world of the New Testament authors was a world at war. Granted, they expressed great confidence that Jesus had in principle defeated Satan and that Satan and all who followed him would eventually be defeated when Christ is enthroned as Lord of the cosmos. But they were just as certain that in this present fallen world order God does not always get his way. He desires all to be saved, for example, but many will perish (1 Tim 2:3-4; 2 Pet 3:9). Similarly, God wants believers to be conformed to the image of Christ, but our minds and behavior are usually to some degree conformed to the pattern of the world and under demonic strongholds (Rom 12:2; 2 Cor 10:3-5). God’s Spirit can be, and frequently is, resisted by our wills (Eph 4:30; 1 Thess 5:19). Clearly, the Lord and his church continue to face strong opposition in carrying out God’s will as we seek to establish his kingdom on the earth.

    

    
      The Warfare Worldview of the Postapostolic Church

      The warfare worldview of the Bible was adopted and even expanded by the first generation of believers who succeeded the apostles. Their reflections on evil differ significantly from the theology of the post-Augustinian church. They generally assume that the final explanation for evil is to be found in the free wills of Satan, fallen angels and human beings, as opposed to concluding that every particular evil has a divine purpose behind it.

      A mediated providence. While the postapostolic fathers unequivocally affirmed that God is sovereign over the world, they also believed that his providential control was mediated by angels who possessed free will. Justin Martyr summarizes the prevailing view:

      
        God, when He had made the whole world, and subjected things early to man. . . committed the care of men and of all things under heaven to angels whom He appointed over them. But the angels transgressed this appointment.15

      

      Along the same lines, Athenagoras notes that the “office of the angels is to exercise providence for God over the things created and ordered by Him.” In his view, then, God exercises a “universal and general providence of the whole,” but the control of “the particular parts are provided for by the angels appointed over them.”16 Likewise, Origen argues that every particular aspect of the earth, from the growing of fruit to the flow of streams and the purity of the air, are under “the agency and control of certain beings whom we may call invisible husbandmen and guardians.”17

      For these authors everything within the physical creation is under the mediated authority of some divinely appointed spiritual agent. While sovereignly ruling the creation in a “universal and general” sense, God does not ordinarily micromanage the affairs of creation.

      Angels as free moral agents. Unfortunately, as Justin noted above, some of “the angels transgressed this appointment.” These divinely appointed administrators were free moral agents who could, and to some extent did, rebel against the divine order. Pre-Augustinian writers stress the freedom and moral responsibility of both angels and humans as the ultimate explanation for their rebellious behavior.18 Athenagoras expresses this consensus well: “Just as with men, who have freedom of choice as to both virtue and vice, so is it among the angels.” He continues:

      
        Some free agents, you will observe, such as they were created by God, continued in those things for which God had made and over which He had ordained them; but some outraged both the constitution of their nature and the government entrusted to them.19

      

      Because they were free, they could rebel, and for Athenagoras and other early fathers, this is the ultimate explanation for why creation now exists in a war-torn condition.

      Tatian argues along similar lines. He stresses the all-important role of freedom within God’s creation:

      
        The Logos. . . before the creation of men, was the Framer of angels. And each of these two orders of creatures was made free to act as it pleased, not having the nature of good, which again is with God alone, but is brought to perfection in men through their freedom of choice, in order that the bad man may be justly punished. . . but the just man be deservedly praised. . . . Such is the constitution of things in reference to angels and men.20

      

      Unlike God, who alone possesses goodness as an inherent quality, contingent beings such as angels and humans must bring it “to perfection. . . through their freedom of choice.” Moral virtue, in other words, cannot be built into contingent beings as a matter of necessity. For Tatian, this freedom explains why things have gone wrong in creation.

      
        When men attached themselves to one who was more subtle than the rest [Satan, referring to Gen 3:1], having regard to his being the first-born, and declared him to be God, though he was resisting the law of God, then the power of the Logos excluded the beginner of the folly and his adherents from all fellowship with Himself. And so he who was made in the likeness of God [humans]. . . becomes mortal; but that first-begotten one through his transgression and ignorance becomes a demon; and they who imitated him are. . . become a host of demons, and through their freedom of choice have been given up to their own infatuation.21

      

      Tatian’s references to Satan being God’s “first-born,” to Satan being “more subtle” than humans, and to humans making Satan their “God” give us some idea of the remarkable authority and sinister nature he believed this fallen angel to have. When Satan rebelled of his own free will, multitudes of angels chose to follow him, thereby becoming demons. Consequently, according to Tatian, the earth is now under the power of Satan and is populated by multitudes of demons.22 Indeed, Tatian elsewhere states that human life is life in slavery to ten thousand demonic tyrants.23 Such was the common view of the early church.

      For Tatian, the tragic nature of the world in its present condition is the result of angels and humans misusing their free will. The reason God gave them free will was because they, being contingent beings, could not possess “the nature of good” as a matter of necessity. If moral virtue was the goal, freedom had to be the means. Hence, evil as a possibility is built into the possibility of moral virtue.

      Irenaeus provides yet another example of this postapostolic emphasis on the freedom and authority of angels. After reiterating the pre-Augustinian view of divine sovereignty by saying “there is no coercion with God, but a good will is present with Him continually,” he continues:

      
        And in man, as well as in angels, [God] has placed the power of choice (for angels are rational beings), so that those who had yielded obedience might justly possess what is good, given indeed by God, but preserved by themselves. On the other hand, they who have not obeyed shall, with justice, be not found in possession of the good, and shall receive condign punishment: for God did kindly bestow on them what was good. . . but [they] poured contempt upon His super-eminent goodness.24

      

      For Irenaeus, God’s providential will is unequivocally and unambiguously good. There is no “mystery” as to how God’s goodness might lie behind children being buried in mudslides or kidnapped. In his view, this goodness is reflected in the fact that God gave humans and angels the gift of freedom. But for Irenaeus this bestowal involves an element of risk. It means that “rational beings” have the capacity either to go along with God’s providential design or not. For Irenaeus, this risk did not in any way compromise God’s sovereignty, for neither Irenaeus nor any other pre-Augustinian theologian defined God’s sovereignty merely in terms of control. Many of these early authors argue explicitly against this notion.25 Thus with perfect consistency Irenaeus and other postapostolic fathers affirm that the Creator is omnipotent even though he does not always get his way. Things go wrong, sometimes very wrong, and when they do these early fathers do not look for a divine reason to explain it.26

      God’s moral rule. This understanding of sovereignty and free will is articulated clearly in Origen. In response to the pagan claim that “whatever happens in the universe, whether it be the work of God, of angels, [or] of other demons. . . is regulated by the law of the Most High God,” Origen argues:

      
        This is. . . incorrect; for we cannot say that transgressors follow the law of God when they transgress; and Scripture declares that it is not only wicked men who are transgressors, but also wicked demons and wicked angels. . . . When we say that “the providence of God regulates all things,” we utter a great truth if we attribute to that providence nothing but what is just and right. But if we ascribe to the providence of God all things whatsoever, however unjust they may be, then it is no longer true that the providence of God regulates all things.27

      

      The point is that the law of God’s providence is a moral law, not a deterministic law. To say that “God regulates all things” is not to say that “God controls all things.” Rather, God’s governance is one that is consistent with “the preservation of freedom of will in all rational creatures.”28 Hence, God’s sovereign will “regulates all things” not by controlling events but by imposing a moral law on them, such as the law that sin has consequences. If God’s sovereignty in fact included sin, Origen argues, then it would no longer be a rule by moral law; that is, it would no longer be true that the “providence of God [morally defined] regulates all things.” This line of thought is very close to Athenagoras’s view, alluded to above, that God’s providence is “general and universal,” not meticulous. It is antithetical, however, to the blueprint model of providence that came to dominate the church’s theologizing after Augustine.

      Fallen angels and the problem of evil. We have seen that for the authors of this period the ultimate explanation for evil was located in the free will of creatures, not in any mysterious purposes of God. To be sure, all these fathers agree that God gave these creatures their freedom. But insofar as they address the topic, they also agree that God is not responsible for the fact that this freedom gives creatures the power to resist his will, if they so choose. As Tatian argued, the possibility of abusing freedom had to exist in order for the possibility of using it correctly to exist. When creatures abuse their God-given freedom to oppose God, the ultimate reason for their misdeed is found in them, not in God who gave them the gift they now abuse.

      This perspective significantly influenced the way these early fathers addressed the problem of evil. Justin Martyr brings out this significance as clearly as anyone. After repeating the common theme that God appointed angels as morally responsible agents in charge of administering segments of his cosmos, he declares:

      
        But the angels transgressed this appointment. . . . They afterwards subdued the human race to themselves. . . and among men they sowed murders, wars, adulteries, intemperate deeds, and all wickedness. Whence also the poets and mythologists, not knowing that it was the angels and those demons who. . . did these things. . . ascribed them to God himself, and to those who were accounted to be his very offspring.29

      

      This passage is significant for a number of reasons, not least of which is the fact that Justin is in this context expressly giving his explanation for the problem of evil raised by various opponents. The specific objection he addresses is the issue of how Christians can claim that God is “our helper” when, in fact, they are being viciously “oppressed and persecuted.”30 Reflecting the warfare worldview of the New Testament, Justin’s answer is that this persecution is to be expected, for the world has been besieged by fallen angels and demons. The reason these angels fell and besieged the earth is to be found in their own free decisions. Pagan “poets and mythologists” do not understand this, however, and so mistakenly attribute “all wickedness” that fallen angels and demons perform to “God himself.”

      Origen argues along similar lines. Not only does Origen agree with Justin that persecutions are demonically inspired, he develops the general understanding of the relationship between the freedom of authoritative angels and evil in the world to the furthest extent found in the early church.31 In discussing the problem of evil and, more specifically, while explaining why the problem has been unsolvable to pagan philosophers, Origen writes:

      
        No one. . . who has not heard what is related of him who is called “devil,” and his “angels,” and what he was before he became a devil, and how he became such, and what was the cause of the simultaneous apostasy of those who are termed his angels, will be able to ascertain the origin of evils. But he who would attain to this knowledge must learn more accurately the nature of demons, and know that they are not the work of God so far as respects their demoniacal nature, but only in so far as they are possessed of reason; and also what their origin was, so that they became beings of such a nature, that while converted into demons, the powers of their mind remain.32

      

      If Satan and demons are evil, Origen suggests, it is not because God created them that way. They made themselves that way by the God-given power of their own volition. Then, most significantly, against the Gnostic understanding that matter is evil Origen adds:

      
        Evils do not proceed from God. . . . But to maintain that matter. . . is the cause of evils, is in our opinion not true. For it is the mind of each individual which is the cause of the evil which arises in him, and this is evil. . . while the actions which proceed from it are wicked, and there is, to speak with accuracy, nothing else in our view that is evil.33

      

      For Origen, the key to understanding evil in the world is found in a biblical understanding of the origin of Satan and demons. “No one. . . who has not heard what is related of him who is called ‘devil,’ and his ‘angels’. . . will be able to ascertain the origin of evils.” The crucial ingredient in understanding the devil is understanding that all evil—the only real evil there is!—originates in the will of self-determining creatures. It cannot be traced back to the Creator.

      For these early fathers this was as true of “natural” evil as it was of moral evil. Against all who attributed “natural” disasters to God, for example, Origen insists, “famine, blasting of the vine and fruit trees, pestilence among men and beasts: all these are the proper occupations of demons.”34 So too demons are “the cause of plagues. . . barrenness. . . tempests. . . [and] similar calamities.”35 Similarly, Tertullian argues that “diseases and other grievous calamities” are the result of demons whose “great business is the ruin of mankind.”36

      For these early authors, there really is no such thing as “natural” evil, if by that one means evil that arises from natural or impersonal causes. Rather, it was generally assumed that there was an evil will behind all evil.

      The fall of the “prince of matter.” Perhaps the most comprehensive integration of the view of angels as free mediators of God’s providence with the problem of evil is found in the second-century apologist Athenagoras. According to this insightful early writer, Satan was originally “the spirit which is about matter who was created by God, just as the other angels were. . . and entrusted with the control of matter and the forms of matter.”37 This spirit, however, has chosen to exercise its freedom to abuse “the government entrusted to [him]” and thus, “the prince of matter, as may be seen merely from what transpires, exercises a control and management contrary to the good that is in God.”

      From this premise, and against Euripides and other ancient pagan authors, Athenagoras further argues that the presence of evil in the world does not imply that there is no Supreme Being “to whom belongs the administration of earthly affairs.” Athenagoras is clearly sympathetic to this atheistic perspective to the point of conceding that, given the vast amount of evil in the world, it does seem as though there is no Supreme Administrator. But he rather argues that this evil is not due to God’s absence but to Satan’s presence. The earth is afflicted by “a ruling prince” and “the demons his followers” who are, of their own free volition, incessantly working against the good administration of the Creator.38 The world looks like a war zone because it is a war zone. The will of the Supreme Administrator is not the only will that affects things.

      This second-century identification of Satan with “the spirit about matter” who is in control of “matter and the forms of matter” constitutes a profound development of the biblical warfare worldview. Evil is not simply something that happens within the (otherwise pristine) cosmos; it rather is a force that corrupts the cosmos itself! There is something hostile to God that has affected creation to the core, and God must fight it.

      While not endorsing any of the particulars of Athenagoras’s view, I believe it is essentially biblical. It is consistent with the biblical motif that God fights against cosmic threatening waters and powerful chaotic monsters such as Leviathan and Rahab. It constitutes another way of saying that Satan is “the ruler of the power of the air” (Eph 2:2), “the ruler [archōn] of this world” (Jn 12:31; 14:30; 16:11), and the “god of this world” (2 Cor 4:4). It is another way of explaining why Christians must fight against spiritual “rulers,” “authorities,” “powers of this present darkness” and “forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Eph 6:12).

      As “may be seen merely from what transpires”—just look around, Athenagoras is saying—something other than God’s will and design is at work in creation. From mudslides that bury children alive to diseases that kill multitudes of people, it is clear—at least it was clear to Athenagoras and the early church—that God’s good will is not being uniformly carried out in history. Atheists argue on this basis that there is no Creator. Early church fathers rather argued on this basis, and from God’s Word, that there is a Creator God but that he must battle a formidable opponent who has of his own volition made himself evil.

      If this opponent was indeed the one originally entrusted with matter itself, and if the powers and demons who follow him were originally assigned other areas of creation to guard, then it is not surprising that creation is corrupt to the core. When morally responsible free agents choose to oppose God’s will, all that they are responsible for suffers accordingly. In Athenagoras’s view, matter itself has been polluted with an evil influence, and the whole physical realm suffers accordingly.

    

    
      Conclusion

      In this chapter we have seen that the Bible exhibits a strong warfare motif and that this motif was embraced in the early church. Neither the New Testament nor the early postapostolic fathers assume that there must be a divine purpose behind evil deeds. They treat agents as the final explanations of their own behavior. Insofar as the early fathers reflect further than this, they suggest that the possibility of evil is built into the nature of freedom and that creatures had to possess freedom if they were to be capable of moral virtue.

      My conviction is that these early fathers were headed in the right direction. Unfortunately, in my view, this direction was significantly lost with the advent of Augustine’s blueprint theology. The church, of course, continued to assign the blame for evil on free agents, including angels and demons. But to a large extent it ceased viewing agents as the ultimate explanation of their own behavior. The theodicy I construct in this work is an attempt to continue in the direction of the church fathers who preceded Augustine.

      The place to begin reclaiming this perspective is with the concept of freedom assumed by the early church. Hence, in the next chapter I defend the notion that we possess self-determining freedom and therefore function as the ultimate explanations of our own behavior. I shall argue that our capacity for love requires this kind of freedom.

    

  





  

  
2

    THE FREE FALL

    Free Will & the Origin of Evil


  
    
      The greatest gift that God. . . made in Creation,

      and the most formidable to His Goodness,

      and that which he prizes the most, was the freedom of the will.

      DANTE, THE DIVINE COMEDY


    

    
      The Devil’s favorite axiom is the deterministic excuse for evil.

      JEFFREY B. RUSSELL, MEPHISTOPHELES


    

    
      Free will is what has made evil possible.

      Why, then, did God give [creatures] free will?

      Because free will, though it makes evil possible,

      is also the only thing that makes possible any love or goodness or joy worth having.

      C. S. LEWIS, MERE CHRISTIANITY


    

    
      We have to believe in free will. We have no choice.

      ISAAC SINGER


    

  

  
    My goal in this chapter is to begin to make philosophic sense of the warfare worldview of the Bible and the war-torn nature of the world by reflecting on the nature of love. How is it that God created a world in which he must genuinely fight to accomplish his will and in which his will is in fact sometimes thwarted? How is it that God created a world that is so radically out of sync with his character? Why should one assume that love holds the key to unlocking this mystery? Because love is the reason God created the world.

    
      The Goal of Creation

      God is love (1 Jn 4:8, 16). His essence is constituted by perfect love eternally shared between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit (e.g., Jn 17:24). Throughout its narrative the Bible shows us that God created the world out of his triune love with the goal of acquiring for himself a people who would participate in and reflect the splendor of his triune love. More specifically, God’s goal from the dawn of history has been to have a church, a bride, who would say yes to his love, who would fully receive this love, embody this love, and beautifully reflect this triune love back to himself. In the words of H. D. McDonald, “The world is built for [God’s] love. God is the Great Cosmic Lover. . . . He is the ultimate Agape. . . . He loves and wants to be loved by us.”1 Expressing and expanding the unfathomable triune love that God eternally is was the chief end for which God created the world.2

      This ultimate goal of creation is beautifully expressed in Jesus’ prayer in John 17:

      
        I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are one. I in them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me because you loved me before the foundation of the world. . . . I made your name known to them, and I will make it known, so that the love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them. (Jn 17:20-24, 26)

      

      In essence, Jesus prays that his people—among whom he would wish to include the whole world (Jn 3:16; 12:32; 1 Tim 2:4; 2 Pet 3:9)—would participate in the triune love of God, reflect this love back to God, and manifest this love toward each other. He longs for people who are indwelt by the triune love of God and who dwell within the triune love of God. This is the kingdom of God that the biblical narrative articulates and toward which world history is driving.

      If love is the goal, what are its conditions? What must creatures be like if they are to be capable of participating in the love of the Trinity? My hope is that in answering this question we will arrive at an understanding of how and why the omnipotent Creator could have and would have created a world that could come under Satan’s evil dominion and be as saturated with suffering and evil as our present world is.

      In this chapter I will submit what I regard to be the first condition of love: it must be freely chosen. It cannot be coerced. Agents must possess the capacity and opportunity to reject love if they are to possess the genuine capacity and opportunity to engage in love. This, I shall argue, is confirmed by Scripture, reason and experience.

      After putting forth my thesis, I next explore its implications. I first offer a critique of compatibilism*—the view that morally responsible freedom is compatible with determinism. Against this view, I argue that Scripture’s warfare motif and the war-torn nature of the cosmos is explicable only on the assumption that angels and humans possess self-determining freedom, a view that is sometimes referred to as libertarian or incompatibilistic freedom.*3 Following this, I examine a number of objections that have been raised against this understanding of freedom. These objections can be classified into three groups. I first consider a scientific objection, namely, that modern science suggests that we do not determine our own choices. Next I consider a philosophical objection that argues that the notion of self-determining freedom is incoherent. Finally I conclude by addressing a theological objection that contends that self-determining freedom conflicts with the biblical teaching that humans are fallen and can be saved only by grace through faith.

      As mentioned in the introduction, my critique of compatibilism and defense of self-determining freedom in this chapter are unavoidably somewhat technical. Lay readers with little philosophical background may find this section demanding. While I encourage all readers to persevere, I want to acknowledge that this material may be considered optional to those who do not need to be convinced of the philosophical viability of the concept of self-determining freedom. After the opening section (“Love and Freedom”), these readers might consider skipping down to the last subsection (“A Theological Objection”).

    

    
      LOVE AND FREEDOM

      
        Love in Contingent Agents

        The first thesis of the trinitarian warfare theodicy is that love must be chosen (TWT1). If God’s goal is to have agents participate in his triune love, these agents must possess the capacity to refuse his love. This is not to say that God must possess the capacity not to love. As church tradition has almost unanimously affirmed, God is a necessary being whose essence could not be other than it is. His character is therefore unalterable (Mal 3:6; Heb 1:12; Jas 1:17). God cannot fail to love for the same reason that he cannot lie (Heb 6:18). As we saw Tatian argue in the last chapter, however, it seems that this cannot hold true for contingent beings such as humans and angels. By definition, a contingent being could be other than it is. By definition, therefore, a contingent being could not be necessarily loving or virtuous.

      

      
        Scripture and the Possibility of Saying No

        I believe that Scripture confirms this insight. Volumes could, of course, be written on this topic, but presently it must suffice simply to summarize the biblical data pertaining to creaturely freedom. The very fact that throughout Scripture people and angels sometimes say no to God implies that God created agents with the capacity to say no to him. Moreover, I see nothing in Scripture that requires us to believe, as some would argue, that this no is itself part of God’s design. For example, Scripture repeatedly affirms that God does not want any person to be lost (e.g. 1 Tim 2:4; 4:10; 2 Pet 3:9). But it also states in no uncertain terms that multitudes of people will in fact be lost. From this it seems reasonable to conclude that if God could have designed the world in such a way that all would say yes to him and no one would be lost, he would have done so. The fact that he did not do so suggests that he could not do so. The possibility of saying no to God must be metaphysically entailed by the possibility of saying yes to him.

        As I read it, the biblical narrative repeatedly confirms this point. Granted, there are biblical texts that can be interpreted to support a compatibilist perspective, but doing so renders the biblical motif of God’s frustration over human stubbornness in the face of his loving-kindness incoherent.4 People can and do resist God (e.g., Is 63:10; Acts 7:51; Heb 3:8, 15; 4:7, cf. Eph 4:30). The Lord is frequently grieved, sometimes even amazed, at how “stiff-necked” people are in resisting him (e.g., Ex 33:3, 5; 34:9; Deut 9:6, 13; 10:16; 31:27; Judg 2:19; 2 Kings 17:14; 2 Chron 30:8; 36:13; Neh 9:16; Is 46:12; 48:4; Jer 7:26; Hos 4:16).5 In my view, the entire biblical narrative describes God’s sometimes frustrating but ultimately victorious pursuit of a people who will accept and be transformed by his loving lordship.

        As far as I can see, there are only two possible stances we can take regarding this material. We may conclude that God intentionally designed the world to be grieving and frustrating to him. The implication of this conclusion is that God’s design for the world included rebellion, sin and all its horrors, for these are the things that grieve and frustrate him. Or we may conclude that God prefers not to be grieved or frustrated and prefers the world to be free from sin. However, he created a world in which this grief over sin was possible simply because he could not rule this possibility out if he wanted a world that contained the possibility of love.

        The first supposition is difficult on a number of accounts. For one thing, it is hard to understand why anyone, including God, would choose to be grieved and frustrated if one possessed the power and wisdom to avoid such an outcome. Even more to the point, Scripture unanimously informs us that God does not want sin and suffering in his creation. This is why throughout the biblical narrative God strives to get rid of it and is genuinely grieved when it persists. The second supposition carries with it no such difficulties. It simply suggests that love must be chosen. If the possibility of saying no to God’s love is a necessary correlary to the possibility of saying yes to God’s love, then there is no mystery in the fact that people often say no and that God is genuinely grieved and frustrated when they do so.

      

      
        Our Experience of Love and Freedom

        Experience confirms TWT1 as well, I believe. Is it possible to force people to love? Powerful people may be able to force others to do just about anything. Through psychological or physical torture, they may succeed in forcing them to curse their own children or deny their faith. They may even succeed in forcing others to act and say loving things to them. But no one can force another person to actually love them.

        But God created us, someone might respond, so he need not coerce us to love him. He could simply create us with an unquenchable desire to love him. In this case we would choose to love God simply by virtue of how we were created. I suggest that this supposition also conflicts with our experience.

        Consider this analogy: Suppose I were able to invent a computer chip that could interact with a human brain in a deterministic fashion, causing the person who carries the chip to do exactly what the chip dictates without the person knowing this. Suppose further that I programmed this chip to produce “the perfect wife” and inserted it in my wife’s brain while she was sleeping. The next morning she would wake up as my idea of the perfect wife. She would feel, behave and speak in a perfectly loving fashion. Owing to the sophistication of this chip, she would believe that she was voluntarily choosing to love me in this fashion, though in truth she could not do otherwise.

        Would my wife genuinely love me? I think not. Proof of this is that I (and hopefully all husbands) would eventually find this “love” unfulfilling. I would know that my wife was not experiencing these loving feelings or engaging in this loving behavior on her own. In reality, I would simply be acting and speaking to myself through this sophisticated computer chip. My wife’s behavior would not be chosen by her, so she would not really be loving me at all. She would become the equivalent of a puppet. If I want love from her, she must personally possess the capacity to choose not to love me.

        If God desires a bride made up of people who genuinely love him—who do not just act lovingly toward him—he must create people who have the capacity to reject him. He must endow agents with self-determination. They, not he, must determine whether or not they will love him and each other. And this, I submit, explains why God created a world in which evil was possible. If love is the goal, it could not be otherwise. God chose to create a world in which evil was possible only in the sense that he chose to create a world in which love was possible. The possibility of evil is not a second decision God makes; it is implied in the single decision to have a world in which love is possible. It is, in effect, the metaphysical price God must pay if he wants to arrive at a bride who says yes to his triune love.

      

      

        The Nature of Self-Determining Freedom

        The nature of the freedom TWT1 postulates is self-determining freedom. It is distinct from compatibilistic freedom, which I will discuss below. This conception of freedom affirms that “given the same causal conditions, [free agents] could have chosen or done otherwise than we did.”6 “The agent might have done otherwise,” Robert Kane argues, “all past circumstances (including the agent’s motives and willings) and all laws of nature remaining the same.”7

        In this view, we see, the total set of antecedent causes does not determine a truly free action. While factors outside the agent are influential in every decision an agent makes, such factors are never coercive when the decision is in fact free. Thus, appealing to factors external to the agent can never exhaustively explain the free choice of the agent. In light of all influences and circumstances, agents ultimately determine themselves.8

        In this sense, free agents are the “ultimate creators and sustainers of their own ends or purposes.”9 Our basic intuitions regarding the nature of personhood, moral responsibility, human dignity and individuality depend on the conviction that our deeds are in our control. It is up to us. Again, as Kane argues:

        
          The source or ground (arche) of action [is]. . . in the agent or self, and not outside the agent. . . . If we were to trace the causal or explanatory chains of action backward to their sources, they would terminate in actions that can only and finally be explained in terms of the agent’s voluntarily or willingly performing them.10

        

        This view of freedom, I submit, is the one presupposed in Scripture and the one required if love is to be possible for contingent creatures. We must possess the power to do otherwise. We must be able to determine ourselves in relation to God’s invitation to participate in his triune love and in relation to all our morally responsible actions.11 However, many argue that this view of freedom is both unnecessary and untenable. Thus I will now briefly discuss the nature of compatibilistic freedom and three sets of objections raised against the concept of self-determining freedom.

      

    

    
    
      COMPATIBILISTIC FREEDOM

      
        The Nature of Compatibilistic Freedom

        According to compatibilism, an agent need not be self-determining to be genuinely free. Agents are free if there is nothing that constrains them from doing what they want. But they need not be—and, most would argue, cannot be—free to determine what they want. As Bertrand Russell argued, “you can act as you please, [but] you can’t please as you please.”12 Most compatibilists argue that this concept of freedom is sufficient to render agents morally responsible for their actions.

        Throughout Christian tradition, compatibilists have frequently held that God ultimately orchestrates the disposition of each agent though each agent is morally responsible for how he or she acts on this disposition.13 To return to an example cited in the introduction, Augustine taught that when a person unjustly suffers at the hands of another person, “he ought not to attribute [his suffering] to the will of men, or of angels, or of any created spirit, but rather to His will who gives power to wills,” for in God “resides the power which acts on the wills of all created spirits, helping the good, judging the evil, controlling all, granting power to some, not granting it to others”14 Though God ultimately controlled the event, however, Augustine believed that the perpetrator was nevertheless morally responsible for acting as he or she did. The free decision of the criminal functions as the immediate explanation and locus of responsibility for the misdeed, but God “who gives power to wills” and was thus ultimately in control of the crime functions as the final explanation of the event. We must now consider whether or not this view of freedom is plausible.

      

      
        Self-Determining Freedom and Moral Responsibility

        This view of freedom has a number of difficulties, two of which are presently worth mentioning. First, this view does not adequately explain moral responsibility. As Robert Kane and others have argued, the intelligibility of our convictions about moral responsibility depends on the supposition that the agent is the final cause and explanation for his or her own behavior.15 Unless agents have the power “to be the ultimate creators (or originators) and sustainers of their own ends or purposes,” he argues, our sense of morally responsible self-determination cannot be rendered intelligible.16 In other words:

        
          when we trace the causal or explanatory chains of action back to their sources in the purposes of free agents, these causal chains must come to an end or terminate in the willings (choices, decisions, or efforts) of the agents, which cause or bring about their purpose.17

        

        If agents are to be free and morally responsible, Kane is arguing, the buck must stop with them in terms of what ultimately produces and thus explains their behavior. They must be, to some extent, self-determining beings. The power to decide between alternatives, to turn possible courses of actions into actual courses of action, must ultimately lie within themselves.

        In a very real sense a theist might say that self-determining, morally responsible agents must possess something of God’s power to create new realties.18 They create the reality of what they do and thus who they become. Their choices create new states of affairs that would not have otherwise existed. It seems that this must be true for agents to be truly responsible for what they do and who they become.

        But if we follow the compatibilist conviction that causal chains can be traced beyond an agent’s willing “to heredity or environment, to God, or to fate, then “the ultimacy would not lie with the agents but with something else.”19 Kane refers here to the “ultimacy” of the explanation for why a deed is what it is and thus the “ultimacy” of who is responsible for the deed being what it is. Separating responsibility and ultimate explanation, as the compatibilist view does, undermines the authenticity of both freedom and moral responsibility.20

        The mere fact that there is nothing outside of agents that prevents them from doing what they want is not sufficient to render moral responsibility intelligible. Simply being able to do what you want does not render one free or morally responsible if the want itself is outside of one’s control. My earlier analogy of the computer chip inserted into my wife’s brain illustrates the point. The fact that there were no external restraints on the way my computerized wife loved me does not thereby make her free in loving me, for the ultimate source and explanation of her “perfect” love resided outside of herself. If I rather programmed this computer chip to cause her to murder someone, no jury would convict her of the crime. For her love to be genuine and for her moral responsibility to be intelligible, the ultimate source and explanation for her deeds must reside within herself.

      

      

        Compatibilist Freedom and the Problem of Evil

        The failure to consistently affirm agents as the ultimate producers and ultimate explanations of their own actions intensifies the problem of evil, which is the second difficulty with compatibilism. If the ultimate explanation for why anything and everything is the way it is lies in God, not free agents, then it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that God is ultimately responsible for everything.21 For the same reason it is also difficult to render intelligible the warfare motif of Scripture within this view.22 If Augustine is correct in holding that every will that opposes God actually fulfills God’s will in its very act of opposition, is not God’s battle against Satan and all who follow him ultimately disingenuous?23

        From my perspective, compatibilism and the problem of evil are inextricably connected. God’s character is rendered ambiguous to the extent that the warfare between God and Satan’s kingdom is rendered disingenuous, and this warfare is rendered disingenuous to the extent that the self-determining freedom of those who oppose God is denied. If we agree that agents are self-determining, however, there is no difficulty understanding why God’s character is not impugned by the evil in the world and, not coincidentally, why the war between God and Satan’s kingdom is rendered authentic.

      

      
        Compatibilist Objections to Self-Determining Freedom

        Though the compatibilist understanding of freedom has its difficulties, it still is preferable, in the minds of many, to the concept of self-determining freedom, which they regard as at best implausible, at worst incoherent. In defense of TWT1 I must now address these charges.

        A scientific objection: genes, environment and self-determination. Some have argued that the self-determining conception of freedom conflicts with certain aspects of modern science. More specifically, recent research regarding the role of genes and environment in influencing human personality and behavior suggests to many that everything about humans is exhaustively determined by factors outside of, and antecedent to, the agents. On this basis, many argue that our subjective experience of self-determination is illusory.24 If we had exhaustive knowledge of the variables responsible for the formation of any particular agent, and if we possessed exhaustive knowledge of every experience that the agent would undergo during her lifetime, the behavior of the agent would be perfectly predictable.

        Galen Strawson summarizes the essence of this argument:

        
          (1) It is undeniable that one is the way one is as a result of one’s heredity and experience. (2) One cannot somehow accede to true responsibility for oneself by trying to change the way one is as a result of heredity and experience. For (3), both the particular way in which one is moved to try to change oneself, and the degree of one’s success in the attempt at change, will be determined by how one already is as a result of heredity and experience.

        

        If the premise of this argument (1) is accepted, the conclusion seems unavoidable. There is no place for self-determining freedom. And if this is so, it seems that the first thesis of the trinitarian warfare theodicy must be abandoned. I do not think the premise of the argument is valid, however. I offer six arguments against it.

        Angelic freedom. First, as a preliminary word, one could argue that even if the premise were accepted it would not logically require abandoning the trinitarian warfare approach to evil altogether, for in Scripture and among the postapostolic fathers evil was not just a human phenomenon. It was first of all the result of the misuse of angelic free will. Whatever else may be true about angels, they are not tied to genes and environment the way humans are. Hence, though the position would be admittedly odd, one could in principle accept that humans are not free in a self-determining sense while affirming that angels are and that evil in the world is ultimately the result of their free activity.

        Inconclusive evidence. We need not embrace such an odd position, however, for the evidence supporting genetic or environmental determinism is simply not conclusive, which is my second argument. While empirical evidence proves that genes and environment strongly influence human behavior, this evidence fails to prove that these factors determine our behavior.

        Indeed, some research suggests evidence to the contrary. According to several recent studies on criminal behavior, for example, there is often no discernable criminal tendency in the family history of a convicted criminal and no childhood environmental factors that would explain the criminal’s mindset. In many cases, a criminal is best described as a “victimizer, a molder of his environment, rather than a mere product of that mold.”25 Hence, while genetic and environmental influences may contribute to a person developing criminal characteristics, there is nothing that requires us to believe that this influence is determinative. In some cases, at least, it is at least as true to say that criminals make themselves as it is to say that they are made by forces outside of themselves.

        Determinism and moral responsibility. The third argument against the scientific objection to self-determinism has already been made in our earlier critique of compatibilism, namely, that if genes and environment determine behavior, how could we hold others morally responsible for what they do? How can criminals be held any more responsible for their behavior than they are for, say, the color of their eyes or texture of their hair? We do not blame others for unalterable features of their appearance because we understand that the cause of this feature lies outside of themselves. But this means that if behavior is determined by factors outside of our control, we have no more moral responsibility for it than we do our eye color.

        As noted above, our fundamental sense of moral responsibility is that agents can only be held responsible for their behavior if they could have done otherwise. Kane formalizes this assumption when he writes:

        
          An agent is ultimately responsible for some E’s [event or state] occurring only if. . . something the agent voluntarily. . . did or omitted, and for which the agent could have voluntarily done otherwise, either was, or causally contributed to, E’s occurrence and made a difference to whether or not E occurred.26

           

          Only if things could have been different, and only if it was ultimately up to the agent to make this difference, can we consistently say that things should have been different and that it is the agent’s fault for their not being different.27 If all our behavior is determined by our genes or our environment (or God, for that matter), however, we cannot with logical consistency affirm this. As Peter Van Inwagen argues, the fact that we all assume that we are morally responsible thus constitutes “an unsurpassably good reason for believing in free will.”28

        

        The self-refuting nature of physical determinism. Fourth, if everything about us is genetically and environmentally determined, then of course a person’s belief that everything about us is genetically and environmentally determined must itself be genetically and environmentally determined. But as C. S. Lewis and others have argued, it is not clear that physically determined effects of physically determined causes can possess any truth value.29 Chemical reactions and environmental effects just occur; they are neither true nor false. We do not assess a belch or a clap of thunder in terms of its truth value.

        If this is so, however, and if the physical determinist is correct, then the assertion that everything about humans is genetically and environmentally determined cannot be true or false. The assertion itself is simply a physically determined phenomenon. It too “just occurs.” Though the thought process behind the assertion is far more complex than a belch, it can possess no more truth value than a belch. Both are reducible to chemical reactions. Hence, if the belief that everything is physically determined is true, the assertion that everything is physically determined cannot be. In other words, the position is self-refuting, and hence necessarily false.

        Explaining the phenomenon of freedom. Fifth, if the goal of any philosophical or scientific theory is to render puzzling phenomenon intelligible, then compatibilism must be judged to be a poor theory. Not only does it fail to explain our basic sense of morality, it also fails to explain our phenomenological experience of ourselves as self-determining personal agents. Indeed, compatibilism dismisses this as illusory.30

        Now, compatibilists often point out that we also experience ourselves as significantly affected by factors outside our control. We do not choose our parents, for example, nor do we choose our environment, our basic personality traits, our basic physical traits or even many of our life experiences. Much of life, past and present, happens to us. This is true, and defenders of self-determining freedom have sometimes damaged the plausibility of their own case by minimizing these facts.31

        Nevertheless, it is equally clear though ultimately denied by compatibilists, that within the parameters set by these externally determined factors we uniformly experience ourselves as self-determining, morally responsible agents. Within the parameters of all the variables that are beyond my control but that contribute to who I am at this present moment, I experience myself as having a degree of “say-so” in what will transpire in the next moment.32 Within the parameters given to me I experience the future as a realm of possibilities whose actualization depends on me. I may not even theoretically believe that this is true; I may be a determinist. But this is nevertheless how we experience the world, and it is this experience that needs explaining.

        This sense of self-determination amidst other-determination is not a peripheral matter. It is inextricably bound to our sense of value and worth. Robert Nozick refers to this when he writes:

        
          Without free will, we seem diminished, merely the playthings of external forces. . . . Determinism seems to undercut human dignity, it seems to undermine our value. . . . If our actions stem from causes before our birth, then we are not the originators of our acts and so are less valuable.33

        

        This sense of being an “originator” lies at the core of the human experience and our sense of worth.34 While a great deal of the world in which we live and even a good deal of our own lives is determined by forces outside of our control, the conviction that we possess self-determination remains. However much of life may be decided for us, some aspects of our life are decided by us. We have some degree of genuine say-so in what happens in our lives and in the world, and it is this that most fundamentally gives our lives dignity and worth. The failure of compatibilism to account for this fundamental feature of our experience seriously challenges its plausibility.

        Determinism and the pragmatic criterion for truth. This leads to my final response to the scientific objection to self-determining freedom. Determinism cannot be illustrated or verified in our experience of decision making. This not only casts doubt on the truthfulness of the theory; it casts doubt on its very meaningfulness.35

        It is unclear how one could make a decision in a manner that would illustrate the conviction that the decision is exhaustively determined by forces outside of oneself. Decision making requires that we deliberate between options, and, as Richard Taylor points out, it seems “one can deliberate only about what he believes to be within his own power.”36 The act presupposes the conviction that we are not determined, that it is up to us to determine which option shall be taken.37 It is, it seems, virtually impossible to deliberate and illustrate any other belief.

        For this reason, I argue, no one can genuinely deliberate about what is empirically, metaphysically or logically impossible—or at least about what one believes to be empirically or logically impossible.38 For example, I am unable genuinely to deliberate about whether or not I should fly on my own power to work each morning, for I do not believe that I am able to fly on my own power. Nor do I (or can I) deliberate about possible courses of action I might take regarding a decision that is already past, for I cannot believe that it is now up to me to do anything about it. But I do genuinely deliberate some mornings about whether I should have eggs or cereal for breakfast, for I believe that both of these options are within my power to decide.

        Now, if I genuinely believe that everything about me is determined by factors outside myself, whether this determination comes from genes, environment, fate or God, then I also believe that it is empirically or metaphysically impossible for me to do other than what I shall do. If I am a determinist, I must believe that it is never really up to me to determine things one way or another. Yet with every act of deliberation I engage in, I presuppose that this belief is untrue.

        I thus conclude that it is impossible ever to illustrate one’s belief that determinism is true by how one chooses between options. Strict Calvinists and deterministic behaviorists alike simply do not and cannot live in congruity with their beliefs about the nature of the world and of themselves. This strongly suggests that deterministic views are false, if not meaningless.

        On the basis of these six arguments I conclude that the charge that modern genetic and sociological research has discounted self-determining freedom is mistaken.

        A philosophical objection: to be caused or not to be caused, that is the question. We have not yet addressed the most fundamental objection to the concept of self-determining freedom. A number of philosophers argue that this notion is incoherent.39 Obviously, if they are correct the first thesis of the trinitarian warfare theodicy is invalidated. Thus, in this section I will discuss this objection and contend that self-determining freedom can be rendered coherent.

        The most forceful argument for the incoherence of self-determining freedom goes as follows: Either a person’s decisions are caused or not. If they are caused, then they are determined and thus are not free in an incompatibilist sense. If they are uncaused, however, they still are not free, for, as Kant taught us, an uncaused event is inconceivable.40 Even if uncaused decisions were conceivable, however, they still would not be free. They would rather be random and capricious. Uncaused decisions could be no more “free” and could possess no more moral quality to them than the involuntary twitching of an eyelash.41

        Nozick nicely summarizes the argument when he writes:

        
          If an uncaused action is a random happening, then this no more comports with human value than does determinism. Random acts and caused acts alike seem to leave us not as the valuable originators of action but as an arena, a place where things happen, whether through earlier causes or spontaneously. . . . If our actions were random, like the time of radioactive decay of uranium 238 emitting an alpha particle, their being thus undetermined would be insufficient to ground human value or provide a basis for responsibility and punishment.42

        

        As far as I can see, Nozick’s argument is irrefutable. I must agree that if self-determining freedom is either incoherent or capricious, it cannot serve as a viable reckoning of our conviction that we are free and morally responsible agents. For reasons I shall now give, however, I do not believe that self-determining freedom needs to be construed as either incoherent or capricious, for I do not believe that it needs to be construed as being uncaused.

        The freedom of God. My first observation is a preliminary one. I want to argue that the implications of denying self-determining freedom conflict with a central aspect of the historic Christian understanding of God, for the church has always ascribed to God self-determining freedom. The orthodox teaching of the church has been that God’s decisions to create the world, to intervene in the world’s affairs, and certainly to save the world were neither capricious nor caused by something outside of God. As Father Solokowski has insightfully argued, the most distinctive aspect of the traditional conception of God is that there is no necessity that attaches to his decisions to create or interact with the world. God is not forced to create and interact with the world, and he does not need to create and interact with the world.43 If God decides to do so, it is a matter of sheer grace, and grace is as far removed from necessity as it is from capriciousness.44 God’s gracious decision to create and interact with the world can only be conceived of as a self-determining act.

        Now, someone might argue that God might enjoy this sort of self-determining freedom but that humans and angels do not. Indeed, I would submit that this has been the position most commonly assumed by Christian compatibilists, for no one has wanted to affirm that God’s decision to create and interact with the world was necessary or capricious. This reply does not support the contention that self-determining freedom is incoherent, however. It rather presupposes that it is coherent, for it is applied to God. Moreover, if it is coherent when applied to God, how does it become incoherent when applied to humans?

        Indeed, if humans lack a logically consistent concept of self-determining freedom, what provides the analogical ground by which we can talk about God’s gracious self-determining freedom? A concept devoid of all experiential content is vacuous. If we assume that it is meaningful to claim that nothing outside God’s will caused him to create and interact with the world, that he could have done otherwise, and that his decisions are not capricious, then we must affirm that we experience something like this sort of freedom. In short, unless we were free in a self-determining sense, we could never meaningfully say that God is.

        This argument stands even if we find it difficult to explain self-determining freedom. An inexplicable concept may be meaningful as long as it has an experiential basis and is not self-contradictory. We routinely experience and speak of self-consciousness, for example, even though it continues to prove difficult to explain. So too we experience self-determining freedom in every act of deliberation and in every moral judgment we make, and orthodox Christians at least assume it is intelligible to talk about self-determining freedom when they say that God created the world freely. But it is admittedly a difficult phenomenon and concept to explain.

        The nature of causation. My second reply to the objection that self-determining freedom is incoherent concerns the concept of causation employed in this argument. The argument that self-determining freedom is equivalent to uncaused randomness works only on the assumption that causation is inherently deterministic. That is, the argument only works if saying that “x causes y” is equivalent to saying that “y is determined by x.” But as a number of philosophers have argued, there is no logically necessary reason for concluding this.

        Peter Van Inwagen illustrates the dubiousness of equating the concepts of causality and determination in the following scenario:

        
          Suppose someone throws a stone at a window and that the stone strikes the glass and the glass shatters in just the way we would expect glass to shatter when struck by a cast stone. Suppose further that God reveals to us that the glass did not have to shatter under these conditions, that there are possible worlds having exactly the same laws of nature as the actual world and having histories identical with that of the actual world in every detail up to the instant at which the stone came into contact with the glass, but in which the stone rebounded from the intact glass. It follows from what we imagine God to have told us that determinism is false. But does it also follow that the stone did not break the glass, or that the glass did not break because it was struck by the stone? It is not easy to see why we should say this follows.45

        

        As Van Inwagen goes on to argue, it is principally because of an assumption that “instances of causation simply are instances of universal, exceptionless laws” that we tend to suppose that “to cause” and “to determine” are equivalent concepts.46 But this assumption is not necessary, as the hypothetical revelation of God in the above instance makes clear. In addition, the fact that we can understand causation in this instance without any deterministic connotations demonstrates the intelligibility of a nondeterministic concept of causation.

        It is not logic alone, however, that demonstrates the intelligibility of non-deterministic causation; the concept is also supported by fundamental features of quantum mechanics.* The only concept of causation that has consistently proven useful at a quantum level is statistical, probabilistic and nondeterminative in nature.

        We can, for example, specify ahead of time the range of possible behaviors of a quantum particle given a certain set of causal conditions, and we can thus specify a probability to the various possible behaviors of a quantum particle under these conditions. But we cannot predict in detail the behavior of any particular particle given those same causal conditions. The regularity of the world, at least at a quantum level, is intelligible in the light of causal conditions but not exhaustively predictable on the basis of these conditions.

        Unless one wishes to maintain that quantum physicists perpetually talk nonsense, this observation must be taken as demonstrating that an intelligible understanding of the relationship between cause and effect need not include a deterministic understanding of cause and effect. It also demonstrates that a behavior need not be futuristically predictable to be retroactively intelligible. At a quantum level it simply is not the case that an exhaustive knowledge of the causal conditions would produce the ability to predict the future perfectly. Causal conditions render their particular effects intelligible but not necessary.

        Now, if this much is true of the fundamental physical properties of the world, why think that something like this cannot be true at an anthropological level—especially since our experience of ourselves as free agents lies at the very core of our self-identity, as was argued above.47 Our actions have causal conditions—they are not capricious—and these causal conditions specify the parameters within which our behavior must operate and render our free actions retrospectively intelligible once they have been completed. Indeed, they do the latter because they do the former. But these causal conditions (including our reasons and desires) do not meticulously determine our particular actions. Given the exact same set of conditions, we could have done otherwise. It was up to us as free agents to decide.

        Kane highlights this insight as the key to understanding self-determining freedom when he notes:

        
          What is required [for the intelligibility] of free choices. . . is not that they be completely explicable in terms of the past, but that they possess a “teleological intelligibility” or “narrative continuity” which is to say the choices can be fit into meaningful sequences.48

        

        Hence, free actions are not capricious, for they are retroactively intelligible. They possess a “narrative continuity” with what preceded them. But neither are they necessitated, for they are to some extent unpredictable. As Leibniz first recognized (but unfortunately did not himself carry out consistently), reasons can incline without necessitating.49 Free actions can thus be judged reasonable and noncapricious without denying that other courses of action were possible, given the same antecedent conditions.50 Hence, given identical conditions no one could have precisely predicted the free act. But given that the free act has occurred, it is perfectly intelligible in the light of the conditions that gave rise to it.

        Let me again note that this is true whether or not we are able to give an adequate explanation for how self-determining freedom actually works. If the data we are trying to explain require the postulation of self-determining freedom, then that is grounds for accepting it. Here quantum physics provides another helpful analogy. Though the concept of indeterministic causation is conceptually difficult, it is necessary for explaining phenomena at a quantum level. But does not the phenomenon of the human self require it just as strongly? And if the concept of indeterministic causation is intelligible at a quantum level, how does it all of a sudden become unintelligible at an anthropological level?

        We should, I think, rather conclude just the opposite. That is, the reason that indeterministic causality is intelligible at a quantum level is because it is intuitively intelligible at the anthropological level. Just as we can only talk about “higher” realities such as God by extending concepts rooted in our experience upward, so we can only talk about “lower” realities such as quantum particles by extending concepts rooted in our experience downward. We can analogically describe quantum particles acting freely because all people experience themselves as being to some extent free—even when their own belief systems deny it.51

        Indeterminism and the principle of sufficient reason. Perhaps a stronger argument can be made against self-determining freedom by maintaining, not that it violates the concept of causality, but that it violates the principle of sufficient reason. That is, one might argue that incompatibilist freedom cannot specify a sufficient reason why a given option A was chosen over and against another option B.52 Or, conversely, if one can specify a sufficient reason why A was chosen over B, then, it seems, the choice of A was determined.

        In short, it seems that the only way that the sufficient reason for A is “sufficient” to render A intelligible is by rendering it determinate in the light of the reason that makes it intelligible. What else could “sufficient” mean here? Items x, y, z are sufficient to render ß intelligible if and only if they render intelligible the fact that ß occurs rather than -ß. But this is what the concept of self-determining freedom seems to deny. It holds that given all antecedent conditions, ß or -ß could have occurred. The conditions sufficient to bring about ß are also sufficient to -ß. But is this not tantamount to admitting that there is no reason why ß was chosen over -ß? Hence, the choice of that ß is irrational.

        This is a strong argument, but I do not believe it is decisive. It is based on a mistaken, necessitarian understanding of sufficient reasons. Proof that this necessitarian understanding is mistaken is that it results in a self-contradiction and the collapse of all modal distinctions.53

        My argument, in a nutshell, is as follows: If (a) every contingent event has a sufficient reason, and (b) every sufficient reason necessitates what it explains, then (c) the totality of contingent events must have a sufficient reason (from a), and thus (d) the totality of contingent events is necessitated (from b). It seems that d constitutes a logical contradiction, however. For what is contingent is by definition not necessitated. Indeed, if all things are necessitated, then the very concept of contingency loses meaning. This would seem to entail further that its contrast—necessity—loses all meaning as well.54 The modal distinction between necessity and contingency has collapsed. Either premise a or premise b must be mistaken. Either the principle of sufficient reason is not to be universally applied (a) or it does not necessitate what it explains (b).

        It does not seem that a is misconstrued. The notion of a contingent event occurring without a sufficient reason does indeed seem unintelligible (though some defenders of self-determining freedom deny this).55 Contingent events are by definition what they are because of something else, and this something else is what constitutes the sufficient reason for their being what they are. The only thing that could conceivably lack a sufficient reason would be something that was noncontingent, something that was, so to speak, “its own reason,” something that could not be other than it is and thus something that did not owe its being to something else. If anything like this is conceivable (and I am convinced that it is), it could only be God.56 By definition, it could be nothing in this contingent world.

        Sufficient reason and the parameters of intelligibility. The problem, therefore, seems to lie with premise b. We need to question the assumption that ß has a “sufficient reason” if and only if its occurrence over and against -ß has been rendered intelligible. Is there anything incoherent with the supposition that two differing events, ß and -ß, could have identical sufficient reasons? Is there something incoherent in the belief that sufficient reasons may govern more than one event? I do not see that there is. As Randolf Clarke has argued, actions do not necessarily require a “contrastive rational explanation” (why this rather than that) to be rational, that is, to have a sufficient reason.57

        Consider an artist painting a landscape. Let us suppose that in the midst of her scenery she paints a wolf of a certain size, shape and color. Now, what is the sufficient reason for her incorporating that particular wolf into her painting? It is undoubtedly the fact that the wolf “fit” the aesthetic aim of her work. Were we somehow able perfectly to analyze her aesthetic aim (and all other relevant influences, of course) we would thereby have identified the comprehensive sufficient reason that adequately renders this whole painting, with its particular wolf, intelligible.

        But does this mean that we would have attained an understanding of why this artist painted exactly this particular wolf and not, for example, a wolf that was slightly darker, a hair taller, perhaps looking in a slightly different direction, and the like? The answer may be yes, if in fact the aim of her work centered on that particular wolf. Otherwise the answer would undoubtedly be no. A different wolf, and perhaps even a different animal altogether, may have satisfied her aesthetic aim just as well. In other words, the aesthetic aim that functions as the sufficient reason for the particular wolf that was actually painted could have functioned just as well as the sufficient reason for a number of other possible variations on that theme.

        There are, however, obvious limits to this. Given the artist’s aesthetic aim, it is possible that a significantly different looking wolf, or a significantly different kind of animal, or the absence of an animal altogether would not have fit. These variations lie outside the parameters within which possible aesthetic themes are intelligible in the light of the artist’s particular aesthetic aim.

        Hence, we may conclude that the sufficient reason for this particular painting with this particular wolf could have functioned as the adequate explanation for a range of similar paintings but not as the sufficient reason for any painting outside these parameters. This example suggests that sufficient reasons, no less than the previously discussed concept of causality, may specify parameters of intelligibility for a range of possibilities rather than one necessary actuality.

        The sufficient reason for self-determining choices. To return to our original question, I would suggest that whether or not a sufficient reason renders ß as opposed to -ß intelligible depends on how broadly or narrowly ß is defined. As a formal principle, however, nothing requires us to hold that the sufficient reason for ß must exclude -ß.

        In this light, it seems that defenders of self-determining freedom need not deny that free actions have a sufficient reason any more than they need deny that self-determining actions have a cause. An act of freedom (as with a quantum event) always has a sufficient reason that renders it retroactively intelligible, but it does so without rendering it futuristically predictable. Prior to the event, even an exhaustive knowledge of the surrounding circumstances could not have given us a determinate knowledge of what shall certainly occur—for the act is free. But once the act occurs, one can review all the factors and at least hypothetically discover the sufficient reason behind the act—for the act is free, not capricious. In short, the free act is intelligible, but not necessitated, by its sufficient reason.

        The concept of free agency. Still, compatibilists might insist that if free actions are futuristically unpredictable but retroactively intelligible, then there must be something that transitions the unpredictable future into the retroactively intelligible past. In other words, if either ß or -ß could occur, and if either ß or -ß would be intelligible given the sufficient reason that governs both of them, then we must yet discover what it is that actually brings about ß rather than -ß. And the answer, one must note, cannot be the sufficient reason for ß or -ß all over again. We are looking for whatever it is that brings about the actuality of one rather than the other. If neither antecedent causal conditions nor present sufficient explanations determine the present, what does?

        The answer most defenders of self-determining freedom give to these difficult questions is simply “the free agents.” Free actions are not deterministically caused by the sum total of antecedent conditions, for they are free and not determined. Neither are they uncaused, for they are free and not capricious. Rather, insofar as they are free, they are caused by the agent who initiates them. The agent (together with all attending conditions) could be the sufficient reason for either ß or -ß, and, if the choice between ß or -ß is truly free, the agent alone ultimately decides the matter.

        Hence, the agent is understood to be a volitional center of causation, an originating agent, an enduring, creative “I” who can deliberate between options and choose one of them, setting in motion a chain of causality that it is not itself an effect of. As Richard Taylor argues, “some. . . causal chains. . . have beginnings, and they begin with the agents themselves.”58 Only on such a supposition can we view agents as the ultimate originators and ultimate explanation of their own actions, which, as we saw earlier, is the precondition for our being morally responsible.

        Some attempt to argue that this concept of agent causation is incoherent, but their arguments are generally the same as those offered against incompatibilist freedom that we have already refuted.59 Having said this, it must be admitted that this concept goes beyond what can be ascertained by empirical or reductionistic analysis. It is an irreducible transcendental postulate* that we must accept if we are to explain, not dismiss, the fact that we experience ourselves as free, morally responsible agents.60

        On the basis of these arguments I conclude that the charge that self-determining freedom is incoherent is not compelling.

        A theological objection. Thus far we have been concerned with scientific and philosophical objections to the concept of self-determining freedom. We must now consider a third objection. Some theologians argue that this concept is inconsistent with the biblical understanding of original sin and of salvation by grace alone. If humans can and must of their own will choose to accept or reject God’s love revealed in Christ, then, they argue, we cannot affirm with Scripture that we are “dead” in sin (Eph 2:1) and “by nature children of wrath” (Eph 2:3). Nor can we affirm with Paul that we are saved by God’s grace, through faith alone (Eph 2:8-9). If a self-determining decision is required for us to be saved, the argument goes, then faith is a “meritorious work” that we carry out.

        This argument is articulated by, among others, R. C. Sproul, currently one of the most prolific exponents of this line of thinking.

        
          Why say that Arminianism “in effect” makes faith a meritorious work? Because the good response people make to the gospel becomes the ultimate determining factor in salvation.

        

        He continues:

        
          I often ask my Arminian friends why they are Christians and other people are not. They say it is because they believe in Christ while others do not. Then I inquire why they believe and others do not? “Is it because you are more righteous than the person who abides in unbelief?” They are quick to say no. “Is it because you are more intelligent?” Again the reply is negative. They say that God is gracious enough to offer salvation to all who believe and that one cannot be saved without that grace. But this grace is cooperative grace. Man in his fallen state must reach out and grasp this grace by an act of the will, which is free to accept or reject this grace. Some exercise the will rightly (or righteously), while others do not. When pressed on this point, the Arminian finds it difficult to escape the conclusion that ultimately his salvation rests on some righteous act of the will he has performed. He has “in effect” merited the merit of Christ.61

        

        In the end, Sproul and other such Calvinists argue that grace is only grace if God regenerates people without any cooperation on their part, which is what God must do if indeed we are truly “dead” in our sin prior to his saving work. Obviously, corpses cannot cooperate with God. While we cannot presently address all the complex issues that surround this debate, two brief responses should be made.

        The problem of unconditional election. First, as many Calvinists freely admit, if there is nothing in the human subject that explains why a person is or is not saved, then the ultimate explanation for why any person is or is not saved must lie in God. Note further that this explanation must have nothing whatsoever to do with the person that would lead God to choose one way or the other. God chooses who will and will not be saved based on nothing other than his desire to save or not save someone. This is the classic Calvinistic doctrine of unconditional election.

        As Arminians have argued, however, this view is problematic from a scriptural perspective. As we noted at the beginning of this chapter, Scripture uniformly teaches that God loves everyone and thus desires all to be saved. Though God’s people have always had trouble accepting it, Scripture consistently portrays God’s love as universal and impartial (Acts 10:34; cf. Deut 10:17-19; 2 Chron 19:7; Job 34:19; Is 55:4-5; Mk 12:14; Jn 3:16; Rom 2:10-11; Eph 6:9; 1 Pet 1:17).62 The Lord explicitly tells us that he is not arbitrary or unfair (Ezek 18:25). He “does not willingly afflict or grieve anyone” (Lam 3:33). He takes no delight in the destruction of any wicked person but rather desires all to repent (Ezek 18:23, 32; 33:11). Peter tells us that God is patient, “not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance” (2 Pet 3:9). Paul tells us that God “desires everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim 2:4). God desires to be “the Savior of all people” (1 Tim 4:10), and thus, in the words of John, Christ died as “the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world” (1 Jn 2:2). It was because “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son,” and he did this “so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life” (Jn 3:16, emphasis added).

        This central motif of Scripture, a motif that reflects the very character of God, is undermined for the sake of a logical inference in the classical Calvinistic doctrine of unconditional election. Sproul and others infer that grace is incompatible with choosing for or against God and thus further infer that God unilaterally chooses who will or will not be saved. Nothing in Scripture explicitly teaches this, however. When a logical inference contradicts an explicit, unambiguous, pervasive teaching of Scripture, we must question the premise from which the inference is made or the logic of the inference itself.

        Is a gift that is accepted less of a gift? The problem, I submit, lies in the premise. The conclusion that we cannot attribute our salvation to God’s grace if we have to choose is mistaken. A gift is not less of a gift because it is accepted. For example, a woman recently donated several million dollars to help some Minnesotans who had been devastated by spring floods. Would we not consider it absurd if someone claimed that her gift was not really a gift because the unfortunate victims of this flood chose to accept it?

        So it is, I believe, with God’s offer of salvation. The sacrificial gift is offered to all and is no less a gift because we must choose to accept it.

        Is faith a work? Scripture seems to confirm this perspective. Throughout both the Old and New Testaments we find the Lord pleading with people to make a choice to accept his offer of salvation and to enter into a covenantal relationship with him. The motif is succinctly expressed in Deuteronomy, when the Lord, after laying out the terms of his covenant, challenges the people of Israel:

        
          See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. If you obey the commandments of the LORD your God that I am commanding you today, by loving the LORD your God, . . . then you shall live. . . . But if your heart turns away and you do not hear, . . . I declare to you today that you shall perish. . . . I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live. (Deut 30:15-19)

        

        We see that whether the children of Israel are blessed or cursed depends on what they choose to do. God graciously offers them life and pleads with all of them to accept it. But they are individually and collectively free to choose death. In my view, every passage that portrays the Lord or one of his spokespersons pleading with people to believe in the Lord, to obey his decrees, not to resist the Holy Spirit or to repent of their sins is suggesting the same thing. So is every passage that depicts people as morally responsible for their decisions. These texts are suggesting that it is ultimately up to people as morally responsible agents to choose to accept or reject God’s offer of salvation.63

        The fact that Scripture sees no conflict between this emphasis on human choice and the graciousness of God’s offer suggests that there is no conflict. This implies that anyone who concludes that there is a conflict between grace and free choice is drawing unwarranted inferences from the biblical teaching on grace or the need for human choice.

        Along these same lines, Scripture never portrays a choice to receive a gift from God as a “work.” When New Testament authors stress that salvation is not arrived at by “works,” as first-century Jews they are referring to works of the law.64 They are saying that God’s righteousness does not come by external obedience to the law, as some Jews of their day supposed. God’s righteousness cannot be earned. It can come only as a gift (Rom 4:4-16). But the New Testament nevertheless also teaches that the gift must be accepted. One must choose to place one’s trust (faith) in God’s gracious provision. This choice is not in any sense the cause of their salvation, but it is a condition that must be met for the gift of salvation to be applied to their life.

        If people are not made righteous before God, the New Testament does not teach that this was because God decided to pass them over. They stand condemned before God solely on the grounds that they refused to meet the condition of placing their trust in Christ. If they are hardened against God, it is because of their unbelief (Rom 11:20, cf. Rom 10:3; 11:7, 25). This does not imply that they are less righteous or less intelligent than those who choose to accept the gift, as Sproul suggests. It only implies that out of the moral center of their being these people chose to resist the Holy Spirit and refused to submit to Christ as Savior and Lord (see, e.g., Lk 7:30).

        Is the work of the Holy Spirit irresistible? Christians have usually believed that because we are slaves to sin and to Satan (Jn 8:34; Rom 6:16), we could never choose to accept God’s offer of salvation unless God graciously enabled us to do so. Does this view not conflict with the idea that we are self-determining agents in the process of salvation? I do not believe that it does.

        I agree that Scripture teaches that believers choose to place their trust in Christ only because the Father “draws them” and the Spirit enables them (Jn 6:44, 65; 1 Cor 12:3; Eph 2:8). But I, along with other Arminians, deny that the Father draws us and the Spirit enables us in an irresistible manner. God graciously makes it possible for us to believe. But he does not make it necessary for us to believe. It is one thing to claim that without the Holy Spirit we cannot believe and quite another to say that with the work of the Holy Spirit we must believe. Scripture affirms the former but not the latter.

        In the Arminian view, Scripture denies that the Holy Spirit works irresistibly by insisting that God’s love is universal; by placing the responsibility for deciding for or against God on the person, not on God; and by explicitly informing us that people can and do resist the Holy Spirit (e.g., Is 63:10; Acts 7:51; Heb 3:8, 15; 4:7; cf. Eph 4:30). The fact that the Lord is frequently grieved, frustrated and even amazed at how stiff-necked people are toward him suggests the same (e.g., Ex 33:3, 5; 34:9; Deut 9:6, 13; 10:16; 31:27; Judg 2:19; 2 Kings 17:14; 2 Chron 30:8; 36:13; Neh 9:16; Is 46:12; 48:4; Jer 7:26; Hos 4:16).

        Sproul thus seems mistaken in claiming that people who affirm self-determining free will cannot consistently affirm the Protestant doctrine of sola gratia.* There is no merit in accepting a gift, especially if even the ability to accept the gift is itself a gift. We can thus consistently affirm that God desires all to be saved and that everyone who is saved is saved solely by God’s grace; on the other hand, everyone who is not saved has only himself or herself to blame.
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