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If the Moral Law were independent of God’s will, then he, no less than
we, would be under an obligation to obey it. Believing that such a result
would be incompatible with divine sovereignty, some theists look with favor
' on the view that God creates whatever moral laws there are by issuing com-
. mands. But as soon as we ask why God commands this rather than that,
R4 divine command theorists face a familiar dilemma. Either God has morally

f good reasons for his commands — reasons not created by divine fiat, or he
o does not have such reasons. If he does, then there are independent truths
- about what it would be good for God to command, and his sovereignty is
' still compromised. But if he does not have such reasons, then his commands
: are, from the moral point of view at least, completely arbitrary, and we have
! ' no obligation to obey them.
In response to this familiar line of attack, advocates of the divine com-
, mand theory need to do one of two things. Either bite the bullet, admitting
L that God’s commands are not backed by any further moral reasons, while
insisting that we nevertheless have an obligation to obey them, or else try to
show that the moral values that rationalize God’s commands are not inde-
. pendent of God and do not compromise his sovereignty. It is this latter
approach that I want to take a close look at here.
‘Here is a fairly typical statement of the view I want to consider, taken
from an article by William Lane Craig.

... God’s moral nature is expressed in relation to us in the form of
divine commands which constitute our moral duties or obligations.
Far from being arbitrary, these commands flow necessarily from His
moral nature.'

' From a paper delivered at the 1996 meeting of the Christian Theological Research
Fellowship in New Orleans. This paper can be found at http://home.apu.eduw/~CTRF/papers/
1996 _papers/craig.html and at http://www.leaderu.com/offices/billcraig/docs/meta-eth.htmi
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As I understand it, the proposal goes something like this. God is not
under the moral law — he is the supreme source of all moral requirements,
and moral obligation is constituted entirely by God’s commands. These
commands are not arbitrary, however, because they are rooted — not in some
reality independent of God — but in his own perfect moral nature.

It might seem that this merely puts off the problem of divine sover-
eignty. Must there not be some independent standard of moral goodness by
which God’s nature is correctly judged to be good? Craig’s answer is that
God’s moral nature is itself the ultimate standard of moral goodness.

God’s moral nature is what Plato called the “Good.” He is the locus
and source of moral value. He is by nature loving, generous, just,
faithful, kind, and so forth.?

If we ask what makes it so that love, generosity, justice, faithfulness,
and kindness are good, Craig’s answer would appear to be that these quali-
ties are good because they are united in God’s nature. There is no standard
of goodness apart from God. God’s moral nature — his character, as we
might say — plays the role of the “Good” in Plato’s Republic. It, and noth-
ing else, is the true Ultimate.

In his paper, “Some Suggestions for Divine Command Theorists,”
William P. Alston develops a somewhat similar suggestion about the relation
between God’s commands and God’s goodness — recommending it to divine
command theorists as a possible solution to the arbitrariness problem.’

So far from being arbitrary, God’s commands are an expression of his
perfect goodness. Since He is perfectly good by nature, it is impossi-
ble that God should command us to act in ways that are not for the
best.*

And in response to the objection that this presupposes a standard of good-
ness independent of God, Alston writes:

... we can think of God Himself, the individual being, as the supreme
standard of goodness. . . Goodness supervenes on every feature of
God, not because some general principles are true but just because
they are features of God.*

2 bid.

* William P. Alston, Divine Nature and Human Language (Ithaca, NY and London: Comell
Univ. Press, 1989), 253-73. Page references are to this volume. Reprinted from Michael D.
Beatty,-ed., Christian Theism and the Problems of Philosophy (Notre Dame, IN and London:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 303-26. It should be noted that Alston does not him-
self endorse a divine command theory of morality. Rather, he defends this view as the best
approach for someone who isso committed.

* Tbid., 266. ‘

3 Ibid., 268-9.
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There is one significant difference between Alston’s formulation of this
solution and Craig’s. In Craig’s formulation, “God’s moral nature” is said
to be the ultimate standard of moral goodness.  In Alston’s, it is God himself
who is so identified.

The importance of the distinction becomes apparent when we consider
what it is for God (or anyone) to have a nature. One fairly standard account
is this. A person’s nature is that set of properties which she possesses in
every possible world in which she exists. To say that God is “by nature lov-
ing, generous, just, faithful, kind” is to say that he possesses these properties
in every world in which he exists. In the special case of God, that is gener-
alty thought to be every possible world.

If, then, we identify the ultimate standard of moral goodness (not moral
obligation) with God’s moral nature, it seems that we are identifying it with
a set of properties — and it is these properties, not God or God’s existence,
that are doing the real work in our theory of value. It is of course wonder-
ful that there is a supreme being who possesses all these wonderful proper-
ties. But it is hard to see why they would have been any less wonderful or
any less suited to the task of grounding moral value if there had never been

a being who possessed all of them.

We. could put the problem in the form of a Euthyphro-like dilemma. Is
God good because he has these properties? Or are they good because God
has them? If we take the former view, then God is not the ultimate standard
of goodness. His properties are. Even if, per impossible, God did not exist,
there would still be the (same) standard of goodness — viz., that complex of
properties which together constitute God’s moral nature. Anything having
that set of properties would be morally good — whether or not God existed.

This is too close for comfort to the result that the divine command the-
ory was supposed to help us avoid. God may command us not to kill, steal,
covet, and so on, because God is good. But God is good only because he
satisfies requirements of goodness that do not depend on the existence,
much less on the will, of God. He is good only because he has the proper-
ties on which goodness supervenes.

I mention one solution to this problem only to put it to one side. Those
who accept the doctrine of divine simplicity can pass unscathed between the
horns of this dilemma. If God is God’s nature, the problem disappears.
Since God’s nature is not something over and above God, there can be no

¢ I here assume a Platonist view of properties, according to which the properties that make
up God’s nature would exist even if they were not instantiated. Many theists would, of course,
insist that the complex of properties making up God’s nature is necessarily instantiated. They
may be right, but I do not think this affects the view that I am defending — viz., that it is the
properties themselves — rather than their instances, if any — that constitute the ultimate standard
of moral goodness.







