Omnipotence

P.T. Geach |

It is fortunate for my purposes that English has the two words ‘almighty’
and ‘omnipotent’, and that apart from any stipulation by me the words
have rather different associations and suggestions. ‘Almighty’ is the familiar
word that comes in the creeds of the Church; ‘omnipotent’ is at home rather
in formal theological discussions and controversies, e.g. about miracles
and about the problem of evil. ‘Almighty’ derives by way of Latin ‘omni-
potens’ from the Greek word ‘pantokrator’; and both this Greek word, like
the more classical ‘pankratés’, and ‘almighty’ itself suggest God’s having
power over all things. On the other hand the English word ‘omnipotent’
would ordinarily be taken to imply ability to do everything; the Latin word
‘omnipotens’ also predominantly has this meaning in Scholastic writers,
even though in origin it is a Latinization of ‘pantocrator’. So there already
is a tendency to distinguish the two words; and in this paper I shall make
the distinction a strict one. I shall use the word ‘almighty’ to express God’s
power over all things, and I shall take ‘omnipotence’ to mean ability to do
everything.

I think we can in a measure understand what God’s almightiness
implies, and I shall argue that almightiness so understood must be ascribed
to God if we are to retain anything like traditional Christian belief in God.
The position as regards omnipotence, or as regards the statement ‘God can
do everything’, seems to me to be very different. Of course even ‘God can
do everything’ may be understood simply as a way of magnifying God by
contrast with the impotence of man. McTaggart described it as ‘a piece of
theological etiquette’ to call God omnipotent: Thomas Hobbes, out of
reverence for his Maker, would rather say that ‘omnipotent’ is an attribute
of honour. But McTaggart and Hobbes would agree that ‘God is omni-
potent’ or ‘God can do everything’ is not to be treated as a proposition that
can figure as premise or conclusion in a serious theological argument. And
I too wish to say this. I have no objection to such ways of speaking if they
merely express a desire to give the best honour we can to God our Maker,
whose Name only is excellent and whose praise is above heaven and earth.
But theologians have tried to prove that God can do everything, or to
derive conclusions from this thesis as a premise. I think such attempts have
been wholly unsuccessful. When people have tried to read into ‘God can
do everything’ a signification not of Pious Intention but of Philosophical
Truth, they have only landed themselves in intractable problems and hope-
less confusions; no graspable sense has ever been given to this sentence

Philosophy 48 1973 7

https://doi.org/10.1017/50031819100060381 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819100060381

P. T. Geach

that did not lead to self-contradiction or at least to conclusions manifestly
untenable from a Christian point of view.

I shall return to this; but I must first develop what I have to say about
God’s almightiness, or power over all things. God is not just more powerful
than any creature; no creature can compete with God in power, even
unsuccessfully. For God is also the source of all power; any power a
creature has comes from God and is maintained only for such time as God
wills. Nebuchadnezzar submitted to praise and adore the God of heaven
because he was forced by experience to realize that only by God’s favour
did his wits hold together from one end of a blasphemous sentence to the
other end. Nobody can deceive God or circumvent him or frustrate him;
and there is no question of God’s trying to do anything and failing. In
Heaven and on Earth, God does whatever he will. We shall see that some
propositions of the form ‘God cannot do so-and-so’ have to be accepted as
true; but what God cannot be said to be able to do he likewise cannot will
to do; we cannot drive a logical wedge between his power and his will,
which are, as the Scholastics said, really identical, and there is no applica-
tion to God of the concept of trying but failing.

I shall not spend time on citations of Scripture and tradition to show that
this doctrine of God’s almightiness is authentically Christian; nor shall I
here develop rational grounds for believing it is a true doctrine. But it is
quite easy to show that this doctrine is indispensable for Christianity, not
a bit of old metaphysical luggage that can be abandoned with relief. For
Christianity requires an absolute faith in the promises of God: specifically,
faith in the promise that some day the whole human race will be delivered
and blessed by the establishment of the Kingdom of God. If God were not
almighty, he might will and not do; sincerely promise, but find fulfilment
beyond his power. Men might prove untamable and incorrigible, and might
kill themselves through war or pollution before God’s salvific plan for
them could come into force. It is useless to say that after the end of this
earthly life men would live again; for as I have argued elsewhere, only the
promise of God can give us any confidence that there will be an after-life
for men, and if God were not almighty, this promise too might fail. If
God is true and just and unchangeable and almighty, we can have absolute
confidence in his promises: otherwise we cannot—and there would be
an end of Christianity.

A Christian must therefore believe that God is almighty; but he need not
believe that God can do everything. Indeed, the very argument I have just
used shows that a Christian must not believe that God can do everything:
for he may not believe that God could possibly break his own word. Nor
can a Christian even believe that God can do everything that is logically
possible; for breaking one’s word is certainly a logically possible feat.

It seems to me, therefore, that the tangles in which people have enmeshed
themselves when trying to give the expression ‘God can do everything’ an
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intelligible and acceptable content are tangles that a Christian believer has
no need to enmesh himself in; the spectacle of others enmeshed may sadden
him, but need not cause him to stumble in the way of faith. The denial
that God is omnipotent, or able to do everything, may seem dishonouring
to God;butwhen we see where the contrary affirmation, in its various forms,
has led, we may well cry out with Hobbes: ‘Can any man think God is
served with such absurdities? . . . As if it were an acknowledgment of the
Divine Power, to say, that which is, is not; or that which has been, has
not been.’

I shall consider four main theories of omnipotence. The first holds that
God can do everything absolutely; everything that can be expressed in a
string of words that makes sense; even if that sense can be shown to be
self-contradictory, God is not bound in action, as we are in thought, by
the laws of logic. I shall speak of this as the doctrine that God is absolutely
omnipotent.

The second doctrine is that a proposition ‘God can do so-and-so’
is true when and only when ‘so-and-so’ represents a logically consistent
description.

The third doctrine is that ‘God can do so-and-so’ is true just if ‘God
does so-and-so’ is logically consistent. This is a weaker doctrine than the
second; for ‘God is doing so-and-so’ is logically consistent only when
‘so-and-so’ represents a logically consistent description, but on the other
hand there may be consistently describable feats which it would involve
contradiction to suppose done by God.

The last and weakest view is that the realm of what can be done or brought
about includes all future possibilities, and that whenever ‘God will bring
so-and-so about’ is logically possible, ‘God can bring so-and-so about’ is
true.

The first sense of ‘omnipotent’ in which people have believed God to be
omnipotent implies precisely: ability to do absolutely everything, every-
thing describable. You mention it, and God can do it. McTaggart insisted
on using ‘omnipotent’ in this sense only; from an historical point of view
we may of course say that he imposed on the word a sense which it, and
the corresponding Latin word, have not always borne. But Broad seems
to me clearly unjust to McTaggart when he implies that in demolishing
this doctrine of omnipotence McTaggart was just knocking down a man of
straw. As Broad must surely have known, at least one great philosopher,
Descartes, deliberately adopted and defended this doctrine of omnipotence:
what I shall call the doctrine of absolute omnipotence.

As Descartes himself remarked, nothing is too absurd for some philo-
sopher to have said it some time; I once read an article about an Indian
school of philosophers who were alleged to maintain that it is only a
delusion, which the wise can overcome, that anything exists at all—so
perhaps it would not matter all that much that a philosopher is found to
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defend absolute omnipotence. Perhaps it would not matter all that much
that the philosopher in question ws a very great one; for very great philo-
sophers have maintained the most preposterous theses. What does make
the denial of absolute omnipotence important is not that we are thereby
denying what a philosopher, a very great philosopher, thought he must
assert, but that this doctrine has a live influence on people’s religious
thought—I should of course say, a pernicious influence. Some naive
Christians would explicitly assert the doctrine; and moreover, I think
McTaggart was right in believing that in popular religious thought a
covert appeal to the doctrine is sometimes made even by people who would
deny it if it were explicitly stated to them and its manifest consequences
pointed out.

McTaggart may well have come into contact with naive Protestant
defenders of absolute omnipotence when he was defending his atheist faith
at his public school. The opinion is certainly not dead, as I can testify from
personal experience. For many years I used to teach the philosophy of
Descartes in a special course for undergraduates reading French; year by
year, there were always two or three of them who embraced Descartes’
defence of absolute omnipotence con amore and protested indignantly when
I described the doctrine as incoherent. It would of course have been no
good to say I was following Doctors of the Church in rejecting the doctrine;
I did in the end find a way of producing silence, though not, I fear, con-
viction, and going on to other topics of discussion; I cited the passages of
the Epistle to the Hebrews which say explicitly that God cannot swear by
anything greater than himself (vi. 13) or break his word (vi. 18). Fortu-
nately none of them ever thought of resorting to the ultimate weapon
which, as I believe George Mavrodes remarked, is available to the defender
of absolute omnipotence; namely, he can always say: ‘Well, you’ve stated
a difficulty, but of course being omnipotent God can overcome that
difficulty, though I don’t see how.” But what I may call, borrowing from
C. S. Lewis’s story, victory by the Deplorable Word is a barren one; as
barren as a victory by an incessant demand that your adversary should
prove his premises or define his terms.

Let us leave these naive defenders in their entrenched position and
return for a moment to Descartes. Descartes held that the truths of logic
and arithmetic are freely made to be true by God’s will. To be sure we
clearly and distinctly see that these truths are necessary; they are necessary
in our world, and in giving us our mental endowments God gave us the
right sort of clear and distinct ideas to see the necessity. But though they
are necessary, they are not necessarily necessary; God could have freely
chosen to make a different sort of world, in which other things would have
been necessary truths. The possibility of such another world is something
we cannot comprehend, but only dimly apprehend; Descartes uses the simile
that we may girdle a tree-trunk with our arms but not a mountain—but we
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can touch the mountain. Proper understanding of the possibility would be
possessed by God, or, no doubt, by creatures in the alternative world, who
would be endowed by God with clear and distinct ideas corresponding to
the necessities of their world.

In recent years, unsound philosophies have been defended by what I may
call shyster logicians: some of the more dubious recent developments of
modal logic could certainly be used to defend Descartes. A system in which
‘possibly p’ were a theorem—in which everything is possible—has indeed
never been taken seriously; but modal logicians have taken seriously
systems in which ‘possibly possibly p’, or again ‘it is not necessary that
necessarily p’, would be a theorem for arbitrary interpretation of ‘p’. What
is more, some modern modal logicians notoriously take possible worlds very
seriously indeed; some of them even go to the length of saying that what
you and I vulgarly call the actual world is simply the world we happen to
live in. People who take both things seriously—the axiom ‘possibly possibly
p’ and the ontology of possible worlds—would say: You mention any
impossibility, and there’s a possible world in which that isn’t impossible
but possible. And this is even further away out than Descartes would wish
to go; for he would certainly not wish to say that ‘It is possible that God
should not exist’ is even possibly true. So a fortiori a shyster logician could
fadge up a case for Descartes. But to my mind all that this shows is that
modal logic is currently a rather disreputable discipline: not that I think
modal notions are inadmissible—on the contrary, I think they are indis-
pensable—but that current professional standards in the discipline are
low, and technical ingenuity is mistaken for rigour. On that showing,
astrology would be rigorous.

Descartes’ motive for believing in absolute omnipotence was not con-
temptible: it seemed to him that otherwise God would be subject to the
inexorable laws of logic as Jove was to the decrees of the Fates. The nature
of logical truth is a very difficult problem, which I cannot discuss here.
The easy conventionalist line, that it is our arbitrary way of using words
that makes logical truth, seems to me untenable, for reasons that Quine
among others has clearly spelled out. If I could follow Quine further in
regarding logical laws as natural laws of very great generality—revisable in
principle, though most unlikely to be revised, in a major theoretical
reconstruction—then perhaps after all some rehabilitation of Descartes on
this topic might be possible. But in the end I have to say that as we cannot
say how a non-logical world would look, we cannot say how a supra-logical
God would act or how he could communicate anything to us by way of
revelation. So I end as I began: a Christian need not and cannot believe
in absolute omnipotence.

It is important that Christians should clearly realize this, because other-
wise a half-belief in absolute omnipotence may work in their minds sub-
terraneously. As I said, I think McTaggart was absolutely right in drawing
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attention to this danger. One and the same man may deny the doctrine of
absolute omnipotence when the doctrine is clearly put to him, and yet
reassure himself that God can certainly do so-and-so by using merely the
premise of God’s omnipotence. And McTaggart is saying this is indefens-
ible. At the very least this ‘so-and-so’ must represent a logically consistent
description of a feat; and proofs of logical consistency are notoriously not
always easy. Nor, as we shall see, are our troubles at an end if we assume
that God can do anything whose description is logically consistent.

Logical consistency in the description of the feat is certainly a necessary
condition for the truth of ‘God can do so-and-so’: if ‘so-and-so’ represents
an inconsistent description of a feat, then ‘God can do so-and-so’ is
certainly a false and impossible proposition, since it entails ‘It could be the
case that so-and-so came about’; so, by contraposition, if ‘God can do
so-and-so’ is to be true, or even logically possible, then ‘so-and-so’ must
represent a logically consistent description of a feat. And whereas only a
minority of Christians have explicitly believed in absolute omnipotence,
many have believed that a proposition of the form ‘God can do so-and-so’ is
true whenever ‘so-and-so’ represents a description of a logically possible
feat. This is our second doctrine of omnipotence. One classic statement of
this comes in the Summa Theologica Ia q. xxv art. 3. Aquinas rightly says
that we cannot explain ‘God can do everything’ in terms of what is within
the power of some agent; for ‘God can do everything any created agent can
do’, though true, is not a comprehensive enough account of God’s power,
which exceeds that of any created agent; and ‘God can do everything God
can do’ runs uselessly in a circle. So he puts forward the view that if the
description ‘so-and-so’ is in itself possible through the relation of the
terms involved—if it does not involve contradictories’ being true together
—then ‘God can do so-and-so’ is true. Many Christian writers have
followed Aquinas in saying this; but it is not a position consistently
maintainable. As we shall see, Aquinas did not manage to stick to the
position himself.

Before I raise the difficulties against this thesis, I wish to expose a
common confusion that often leads people to accept it: the confusion
between self-contradiction and gibberish. C. S. Lewis in The Problem of
Pain says that meaningless combinations of words do not suddenly acquire
meaning simply because we prefix to them the two other words ‘God can’,
and Antony Flew has quoted this with just approval. But if we take
Lewis’s words strictly, his point is utterly trivial, and nothing to our
purpose. For gibberish, syntactically incoherent combination of words, is
quite different from self-contradictory sentences or descriptions; the latter
certainly have an intelligible place in our language.

It is a common move in logic to argue that a set of premises A, B, C
together yield a contradiction, and that therefore A and B as premises yield
as conclusion the contradictory of C; some logicians have puritanical
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objections to this manoeuvre, but I cannot stop to consider them; I am
confident, too, that neither Aquinas nor Lewis would share these objections
to reductio ad absurdum. If, however, a contradictory formula were gibber-
ish, reductio ad absurdum certainly would be an illegitimate procedure—
indeed it would be a nonsensical one. So we have to say that when ‘so-and-
so’ represents a self-contradictory description of a feat, ‘God can do
so-and-so’ is likewise self-contradictory, but that being self-contradictory
it is not gibberish, but merely false.

I am afraid the view of omnipotence presently under consideration owes
part of its attractiveness to the idea that then ‘God can do so-and-so’ would
never turn out false, so that there would be no genuine counterexamples to
‘God can do everything’. Aquinas says, in the passage I just now cited:
‘What implies contradiction cannot be a word, for no understanding can
conceive it.” Aquinas, writing seven centuries ago, is excusable for not being
clear about the difference between self-contradiction and gibberish; we
are not excusable if we are not. It is not gibberish to say ‘a God can bring
it about that in Alcald there lives a barber who shaves all those and only
those living in Alcald who do not shave themselves’; this is a perfectly
well-formed sentence, and not on the face of it self-contradictory; all the
same, the supposed feat notoriously is self-contradictory, so this statement
of what God can do is not nonsense but false.

One instance of a description of a feat that is really but not overtly
self-contradictory has some slight importance in the history of conceptions
of omnipotence. It appeared obvious to Spinoza that God can bring about
everything that God can bring about, and that to deny this would be flatly
incompatible with God’s omnipotence (Ethics 1.17, scholium). Well, the
italicized sentence is syntactically ambiguous. ‘Everything that God can
bring about God can bring about’ is one possible reading of the sentence,
and this is an obvious, indeed trivial predication about God, which must
be true if there is a God at all. But the other way of taking the sentence
relates to a supposed feat of bringing about everything that God can bring
about—all of these bringable-about things together—and it says that God
is capable of this feat. This is clearly the way Spinoza wishes us to take the
sentence. But taken this way, it is not obvious at all; quite the contrary, it’s
obviously false. For among the things that are severally possible for God
to bring about, there are going to be some pairs that are not compossible,
pairs which it is logically impossible should both come about; and then
it is beyond God’s power to bring about such a pair together—let
alone, to bring about all the things together which he can bring about
severally.

This does not give us a description of a logically possible feat which God
cannot accomplish. However, there is nothing easier than to mention feats
which are logically possible but which God cannot do, if Christianity is
true. Lying and promise-breaking are logically possible feats: but Christian
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faith, as I have said, collapses unless we are assured that God cannot lie
and cannot break his promises.

This argument is an ad hominem argument addressed to Christians; but
there are well-known logical arguments to show that on any view there
must be some logically possible feats that are beyond God’s power. One
good example suffices: making a thing which its maker cannot afterwards
destroy. This is certainly a possible feat, a feat that some human beings
have performed. Can God perform the feat or not? If he cannot there is
already some logically possible feat which God cannot perform. If God can
perform the feat, then let us suppose that he does: ponatur in esse, as medi-
eval logicians say. Then we are supposing God to have brought about a
situation in which he has made something he cannot destroy; and in that
situation destroying this thing is a logically possible feat that God cannot
accomplish, for we surely cannot admit the idea of a creature whose
destruction is logically impossible.

There have been various attempts to meet this argument. The most
interesting one is that the proposition ‘God cannot make a thing that he
cannot destroy’ can be turned round to ‘Any thing that God can make he
can destroy’—which does not even look like an objection to God’s being
able to do everything logically possible. But this reply involves the very
same bracketing fallacy that I exposed a moment ago in Spinoza. There,
you will remember, we had to distinguish two ways of taking ‘God can
bring about everything that God can bring about’:

A. Everything that God can bring about, God can bring about.
B. God can bring about the following feat: to bring about everything
that God can bring about.

And we saw that A is trivially true, given that there #s a God, and B
certainly false. Here, similarly, we have to distinguish two senses of ‘God
cannot make a thing that its maker cannot destroy’:

A. Anything that its maker cannot destroy, God cannot make.
B. God cannot bring about the following feat: to make something that
its maker cannot destroy.

And here A does contrapose, as the objectors would have it, to ‘Anything
that God can make, its maker can destroy’, which on the face of it says
nothing against God’s power to do anything logically possible. But just as
in the Spinoza example, the B reading purports to describe a single feat,
bringing about everything that God can bring about (this feat, I argued, is
impossible for God, because logically impossible): so in our present case,
the B reading purports to describe a single feat, making something that its
maker cannot destroy. This, as I said, is a logically possible feat, a feat that
men sometimes do perform; so we may press the question whether this is
a feat God can accomplish or not; and either way there will be some
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logically possible feat God cannot accomplish. So this notion of omni-
potence, like the Cartesian idea of absolute omnipotence, turns out to
be obviously incompatible with Christian faith, and moreover logically
untenable.

Let us see, then, if we fare any better with the third theory: the theory
that the only condition for the truth of ‘God can do so-and-so’ is that ‘God
does so-and-so’ or ‘God is doing so-and-so’ must be logically possible. As
I said, this imposes a more restrictive condition than the second theory:
for there are many feats that we can consistently suppose to be performed
but cannot consistently suppose to be performed by God. This theory
might thus get us out of the logical trouble that arose with the second
theory about the feat: making a thing that its maker cannot destroy. For
though this is a logically possible feat, a feat some creatures do perform, it
might well be argued that ‘God has made a thing that its maker cannot
destroy’ is a proposition with a buried inconsistency in it; and if so, then
on the present account of omnipotence we need not say ‘God can make a
thing that its maker cannot destroy’.

This suggestion also, however, can easily be refuted by an example of
great philosophical importance that I borrow from Aquinas. ‘It comes
about that Miss X never loses her virginity’ is plainly a logically possible
proposition: and so also is ‘God brings it about that Miss X never loses
her virginity’. All the same, if it so happens that Miss X already has lost
her virginity, ‘God can bring it about that Miss X never loses her virginity’
is false (Ia q. xxv art. 4 ad 3 um). Before Miss X had lost her virginity, it
would have been true to say this very thing; so what we can truly say about
what God can do will be different at different times. This appears to imply
a change in God, but Aquinas would certainly say, and I think rightly, that
it doesn’t really do so. It is just like the case of Socrates coming to be shorter
than Theaetetus because Theaetetus grows up; here, the change is on the
side of Theaetetus not of Socrates. So in our case, the change is really in
Miss X not in God; something about her passes from the realm of possi-
bility to the realm of fait accompli, and thus no longer comes under the
concept of the accomplishable—deficit a ratione possibilium (Aquinas, loc.
cit., ad 2 um). I think Aquinas’s position here is strongly defensible; but if
he does defend it, he has abandoned the position that God can do every-
thing that it is not a priori impossible for God to do, let alone the position
that God can bring about everything describable in a logically consistent
way.

Is it a priori impossible for God to do something wicked? And if not,
could God do something wicked? There have been expressed serious
doubts about this: I came across them in that favourite of modern moral
philosophers, Richard Price. We must distinguish, he argues, between
God’s natural and his moral attributes: if God is a free moral being, even
as we are, it must not be absolutely impossible for God to do something

I5

https://doi.org/10.1017/50031819100060381 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819100060381

P. T. Geach

wicked. There must be just a chance that God should do something
wicked: no doubt it will be a really infinitesimal chance—after all, God has
persevered in ways of virtue on a vast scale for inconceivably long—but
the chance must be there, or God isn’t free and isn’t therefore laudable for
his goodness. The way this reverend gentleman commends his Maker’s
morals is so startling that you may suspect me of misrepresentation; I can
only ask any sceptic to check in Daiches Raphael’s edition of Price’s work!
Further comment on my part is I hope needless.

A much more restrained version of the same sort of thing is to be found
in the Scholastic distinction between God’s potentia absoluta and potentia
ordinata. The former is God’s power considered in abstraction from his
wisdom and goodness, the latter is God’s power considered as controlled
in its exercise by his wisdom and goodness. Well, as regards a man it makes
good sense to say: ‘He has the bodily and mental power to do so-and-so,
but he certainly will not, it would be pointlessly silly and wicked.” But does
anything remotely like this make sense to say about Almighty God? If not,
the Scholastic distinction I have cited is wholly frivolous.

Let us then consider our fourth try. Could it be said that the ‘everything’
in ‘God can do everything’ refers precisely to things that are not in the
realm of fait accompli but of futurity? This will not do either. If God can
promulgate promises to men, then as regards any promises that are not yet
fulfilled we know that they certainly will be fulfilled: and in that case God
clearly has not a potentia ad utrumque—a two-way power of either actualizing
the event that will fulfil the promise or not actualizing it. God can then only
do what will fulfil his promise. And if we try to evade this by denying that
God can make promises known to men, then we have once more denied
something essential to Christian faith, and we are still left with something
that God cannot do.

I must here remove the appearance of a fallacy. God cannot but fulfil his
promises, I argued; so he has not a two-way power, potentia ad utrumque,
as regards these particular future events. This argument may have seemed
to involve the fallacy made notorious in medieval logical treatises, of
confusing the necessity by which something follows—necessitas consequen-
tiae—with the necessity of that very thing which follows—necessitas
consequentis. If it is impossible for God to promise and not perform, then
if we know God has promised something we may infer with certainty that
he will perform it. Surely, it may be urged, this is enough for Christian
faith and hope; we need not go on to say that God cannot not bring about
the future event in question. If we do that, are we not precisely committing
the hoary modal fallacy I have just described?

I answer that there are various senses of ‘necessary’. The future occurr-
ence of such-and-such, when God has promised that such-and-such shall
be, is of course not logically necessary; but it may be necessary in the sense
of being, as Arthur Prior puts it, now unpreventable. If God Aas promised
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that Israel shall be saved, then there is nothing that anybody, even God,
can do about that; this past state of affairs is now unpreventable. But it is
also necessary in the same way that if God has promised then he will
perform; God cannot do anything about that either—cannot make himself
liable to break his word. So we have as premises ‘Necessarily p’ and
‘Necessarily if p then q’, in the same sense of ‘necessarily’; and from these
premises it not merely necessarily follows that g—the conclusion in the
necessitated form, ‘Necessarily q° with the same sense of ‘necessarily’,
follows from the premises. So if God has promised that Israel shall be
saved, the future salvation of Israel is not only certain but inevitable; God
must save Israel, because he cannot not save Israel without breaking his
word given in the past and he can neither alter the past nor break his word.

Again, in regard to this and other arguments, some people may have felt
discomfort at my not drawing in relation to God the sort of distinction
between various applications of ‘can’ that are made in human affairs: the
‘can’ of knowing how to, the ‘can’ of physical power to, the ‘can’ of
opportunity, the ‘can’ of what fits in with one’s plans. But of course the
way we make these distinct applications of ‘he can’ to a human agent will
not be open if we are talking about God. There is no question of God’s
knowing how but lacking the strength, or being physically able to but not
knowing how; moreover (to make a distinction that comes in a logical
example of Aristotle’s) though there is a right time when God may bring
something about, it is inept to speak of his then having the opportunity to
do it. (To develop this distinction: if ‘x’ stands for a finite agent and ‘so-
and-so’ for an act directly in x’s power, there is little difference between
‘At time t it is suitable for x to bring so-and-so about’ and ‘It is suitable for
x to bring so-and-so about at time t’; but if ‘x> means God, the temporal
qualification ‘at timet’ can attach only to what is brought about; God
does not live through successive times and find one more suitable than
another.)

These distinct applications of ‘can’ are distinct only for finite and
changeable agents, not for a God whose action is universal and whose mind
and character and design are unchangeable. There is thus no ground for
fear that in talking about God we may illicitly slip from one sort of ‘can’
to another. What we say God can do is always in respect of his changeless
supreme power.

All the same, we have to assert different propositions at different times
in order to say truly what God can do. What is past, as I said, ceases to be
alterable even by God; and thus the truth-value of a proposition like
‘God can bring it about that Miss X never loses her virginity’ alters once
she has lost it. Similarly, God’s promise makes a difference to what we can
thereafter truly say God can do; it is less obvious in this case that the real
change involved is a change in creatures, not in God, than it was as regards
Miss X’s virginity, but a little thought should show that the promulgation
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or making known of God’s intention, which is involved in a promise, is
precisely a change in the creatures to whom the promise is made.

Thus all the four theories of omnipotence that I have considered break .
down. Only the first overtly flouts logic; but the other three all involve
logical contradictions, or so it seems; and moreover, all these theories have
consequences fatal to the truth of Christian faith. The last point really
ought not to surprise us; for the absolute confidence a Christian must have
in God's revelation and promises involves, as I said at the outset, both a
belief that God is almighty, in the sense I explained, and a belief that there
are certain describable things that God cannot do and therefore will not do.

If I were to end the discussion at this point, I should leave an impression
of Aquinas’s thought that would be seriously unfair to him; for although in
the passage I cited Aquinas appears verbally committed to our second
theory of omnipotence, it seems clear that this does not adequately represent
his mind. Indeed, it was from Aquinas himself and from the Summa
Theologica that 1 borrowed an example which refutes even the weaker
third theory, let alone the second one. Moreover, in the other Summa
(Book II, c. xxv) there is an instructive list of things that Deus omnipotens
is rightly said not to be able to do. But the mere occurrence of this list
makes me doubt whether Aquinas can be said to believe, in any reasonable
interpretation, the thesis that God can do everything. That God is almighty
in my sense Aquinas obviously did believe; I am suggesting that here his
‘omnipotens’ means ‘almighty’ rather than ‘omnipotent’. Aquinas does
not say or even imply that he has given an exhaustive list of kinds of case in
which ‘God can do so-and-so’ or ‘God can make so-and-so’ turns out false;
so what he says here does not commit him to ‘God can do everything’ even
in the highly unnatural sense ‘God can do everything that is not excluded
under one or other of the following heads’.

I shall not explore Aquinas’s list item by item, because I have made open
or tacit use of his considerations at several points in the foregoing and do not
wish to repeat myself. But one batch of items raises a specially serious
problem. My attention was drawn to the problem by a contribution that the
late Mr Michael Foster made orally during a discussion at the Socratic
Club in Oxford. Aquinas tells us that if ‘doing so-and-so’ implies what he
calls passive potentiality, then ‘God can do so-and-so’ is false. On this
ground he excluded all of the following:

God can be a body or something of the sort.
God can be tired or oblivious.

God can be angry or sorrowful.

God can suffer violence or be overcome.
God can undergo corruption.

Foster pointed out that as a Christian Aquinas was committed to asserting
the contradictory of all these theses. Contra factum non valet ratio; it’s no

18

https://doi.org/10.1017/50031819100060381 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819100060381

Omnipotence

good arguing that God cannot do what God has done, and in the Incarna-
tion God did do all these things Aquinas said God cannot do. The Word
that was God was made flesh (and the literal meaning of the Polish for this
is: The Word became a body!); God the Son was tired and did sink into
the oblivion of sleep; he was angry and sorrowful; he was bound like a thief,
beaten, and crucified; and though we believe his Body did not decay, it
suffered corruption in the sense of becoming a corpse instead of a living
body—Christ in the Apocalypse uses of himself the startling words ‘I
became a corpse’, ‘egenomeén nekros’, and the Church has always held that
the dead Body of Christ during the triduum mortis was adorable with Divine
worship for its union to the Divine Nature.

Foster’s objection to Aquinas is the opposite kind of objection to the ones
I have been raising against the various theories of omnipotence I have
discussed. I have been saying that these theories say by implication that
God can do certain things which Christian belief requires one to say God
cannot do; Foster is objecting that Aquinas’s account says God cannot do
some things which according to Christian faith God can do and has in fact
done.

It would take me too far to consider how Aquinas might have answered
this objection. It would not of course be outside his intellectual milieu; it
is the very sort of objection that a Jew or Moor might have used, accepting
Aquinas’s account of what God cannot do, in order to argue against the
Incarnation. I shall simply mention one feature that Aquinas’s reply would
have had: it would have to make essential use of the particle ‘as’, or in
Latin ‘secundum quod’. God did become man, so God can become man
and have a human body; but God as God cannot be man or have a body.

The logic of these propositions with ‘as’ in them, reduplicative proposi-
tions as they are traditionally called, is a still unsolved problem, although
as a matter of history it was a problem raised by Aristotle in the Prior
Analytics. We must not forget that such propositions occur frequently in
ordinary discourse; we use them there with an ill-founded confidence that
we know our way around. Jones, we say, is Director of the Gnome Works
and Mayor of Middletown; he gets a salary as Director and an expense
allowance as Mayor; he signs one letter as Director, another as Mayor. We
say all this, but how far do we understand the logical relations of what we
say? Very little, I fear. One might have expected some light and leading
from medieval logicians; the theological importance of reduplicative
propositions did in fact lead to their figuring as a topic in medieval logical
treatises. But I have not found much that is helpful in such treatments as I
have read.

I hope to return to this topic later. Meanwhile, even though it has nothing
directly to do with almightiness or omnipotence, I shall mention one
important logical point that is already to be found in Aristotle. A super-
ficial grammatical illusion may make us think that ‘A as P is Q’ attaches the
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predicate ‘Q’ to a complex subject ‘A as P’. But Aristotle insists, to my
mind rightly, on the analysis: ‘A’ subject, ‘is, as P, Q’ predicate—so that we
have not a complex subject-term, but a complex predicate-term; clearly,
this predicate entails the simple conjunctive predicate ‘is both P and Q’
but not conversely. This niggling point of logic has in fact some theological
importance. When theologians are talking about Christ as God and Christ
as Man, they may take the two phrases to be two logical subjects of predica-
tion, if they have failed to see the Aristotelian point; and then they are
likely to think or half think that Christ as God is one entity or Gegenstand
and Christ as Man is another. I am sure some theologians have yielded to
this temptation, which puts them on a straight road to the Nestorian heresy.

What Aquinas would have done, I repeat, to meet Foster’s objection in
the mouth of a Jew or Moor is to distinguish between what we say God can
do, simpliciter, and what we say God as God can do, using the reduplicative
form of proposition. Now if we do make such a distinction, we are faced
with considerable logical complications, particularly if we accept the
Aristotelian point about the reduplicative construction. Let us go back to
our friend Jones: there is a logical difference between:

1. Jones as Mayor can attend this committee meeting.
2. Jones can as Mayor attend this committee meeting

as we may see if we spell the two out a little:

1. Jones as Mayor has the opportunity of attending this committee meeting
2. Joneshasthe opportunity of (attending this committee meeting as Mayor).

We can easily see now that 1 and 2 are logically distinct: for one thing, if
Jones is not yet Mayor but has an opportunity of becoming Mayor and then
attending the committee meeting, 2 would be true and 1 false. And if we
want to talk about what Jones as Mayor cannot do, the complexities pile up;
for then we have to consider how the negation can be inserted at one or
other position in a proposition of one of these forms, and how all the results
are logically related.

All this is logical work to be done if we are to be clear about the implica-
tions of saying that God can or cannot do so-and-so, or again that God as
God can or cannot do so-and-so. It is obvious, without my developing the
matter further, that the logic of all this will not be simple. It’s a far cry
from the simple method of bringing our question ‘Can God do so-and-so?’
under a reassuring principle ‘God can do everything’. But I hope I have made
it clear that any reassurance we get that way is entirely spurious.

University of Leeds
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