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Is Morality Based on
- God’s Commands?

This set of essays considers twa major theistic views on the relation between God
and morality. The first view, endorsed by Janine Marie idziak, is known as the
“divine command theory.” It answers the above guestion affirmatively: an act is
marally right because Ged commands it and morally wrong because God forbids it.
Craig Boyd and Raymond VanArragon defend 2 view known as the "natural faw
theory.” It answers the question negatively: human nature determines what is right
or wrong so that, roughly, an act is morally right because it hetps to fulfill human
nature and morally wrong because it prevents this fulfillment. Idziak and Boyd and
VanArragon draw out their theories and define them against popular objections.

Divine Commands Are the Foundation
of Morality

Janine Marie Idziak

In Plato’s Euthyphro Socrates raises the question, “Is what is holy holy because the
gods approve it, or do they approve it because it is holy?™ This question is the begin-
ning of a debate among philosophers and theologians about the foundation of moral-
ify. Is an action right (or wrong) because God commands or prohibits it, or does God
command (or prohibit) the action because it is already right {or wrong)?

1 In Janine Marie Idziak (ed.), Divine Command Morality: Historical and Contemporary Readings |New
York and Toronte: Edwin Mellen, 1980), p. 41.
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A divine command ethicist takes the position that the standard of right and wrong
is the commands and prohibitions of Ged. According to the divine command theory
[DCT), “an action or kind of action is right or wrong if and only if and because it is
commanded or forhidden by God."* This ethical theory maintains that “what ultimately
makes an action right or wrong is its being commanded or forbidden by God and
nothing else,™ An ethics of divine commands is frequently expressed in terms of right
and wrong being determined by the will of God.

While divine command ethics bases morality on God, an alternative approach to
ethics bases right and wrong on human naeture. This is natural law ethics. According
to natural law theory, the basic principles of morals are objective, accessible to reason,
and based on human nature.* An action is right if it serves to fulfill human nature,
and wrong if it goes against human nature” Qur human nature includes various
inclinations and tendencies. The task of reason is “to discover, sort out, and orde:
these inclinations in accord with appropriate human fulfillment.™ This essay wil
present the case that an ethics of divine commands provides a more plausible accoun
of the foundation of morality than does natural law theory. [t will do this by setting
out a wide range of m_.mcn...mim previding positive support for the divine commarnc
theory, drawing comparisons with natural law theory. Several ohjections against th
divine command position of particular appeal to natural law ethicists will also b
answered.

1 Arguments for Divine Command Ethics

In the history of divine command ethics, forma! arguments in support of this ethica
theory are presented which draw from the realm of metaphysics. Various philosopher
and theologians from the Middle Ages, thc Reformation, and the Puritan era invoker
the concept of God as first and uncaused cause in defense of an ethics of divine com
mands. One ‘example is the Puritan theologian John Preston, who reasoned in th
following way. God is the first cause. God's status as first cause implies that Ged i
uncaused: that is, that God cannot be causally affected by anything. If God were b
choose something because God perceived it 1o possess goodness or justice, then Gor
would be causally affected by something external to himself, which is jmpossible
Therefore, it is not the case that God wills something because it is good or just; rathe
something is good or just because God wills it.”

In the Middte Ages, Peter of Ailly took the familiar cosmological argument for th
existence of God and constructed an analogue of it supporting an ethics of divin
commands. *Just as the divine will is the first efficient cause in the class of efficier

3 W K Frankena, Ethics, 2nd edn (Englewood Cliffs, MJ: Prentice-Hall, 1973), p. 28.

3 Ibid.

4 D. I. O"Connor, Aquings and Natural Law [London: Macmillan, 1967), p. 57.

5 [Ibid., pp. 68-73,

6 Edward Collins Vacek, $J, “Divine-Command, Natural-Law, and Muiual-Love Ethics,” Theologic
Studies, 57 {1996), pp. 633-53: p. 633.

7 Janine Marie Idziak, "ln Search of ‘Good Positive Reasons' for an Ethics of Divine Commands:
Catalogue of Arguments,” Feith and Philosaphy, 6 (1989}, pp. 47-64: pp. 48-5L
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of God' and ‘'may God's will go with you' come naturally to the devout. People in certain
traditions of Christian life say these things ali day long and mean them. God's will
becomes for them the standard of everyday decisions and the background against which
life happens. Nothing furthers the supernatural point of view so effectively as the culti-
vation of such a habit. Tt can be seen as an extension of the Qur Father, as an identifi-
cation with the disposition of Christ, as the application of ‘1 came not to do my own will
but the will of my Father who is in heaven’ to our gwn human concerns. It can be made
to sum up the whole of our Christian service.'

Van Zeller goes on to say that “the merit attaching to any work is measured solely
by its conformity to the will of God.”" “I pledge myself whelly to the will of God” is
the “attitude of mind which you would expect to find in a saint.”® “The highest thing
& human will can do,” van Zeller claims, “is freely to will God’s will.”* In sum, an
ethics of divine commands can be defended as the philosophical formalization of an
tmportant theme of the spiritual life: namely, conformity to the divine will.

Furthermore, this kind of spirituality is itself biblically grounded. Van Zeller calls
our attention to the Psalms: “‘In the head of the book it is written of me; he says in
the thirty-ninth psalm, ‘that | should do your will. O my God, | have desired it, and
to have your law in the midst of my heart!"* Or again, we find “in the 142nd Psalm:
‘Teach me to do your will, for you are my God’ " Van Zelier traces the theme of
doing God's will through the New Testament gospels and epistles:

‘Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” shall enter into the kingdom of heaven;
Christ explains when pointing out that a tree is judged by its Fruits, ‘but he who does
the will of my Father who is in heaven. ... Again there is that vivid scene given by St.
Mark which shows our Lord so pressed with his work of preaching that Mary and some
of his relations have to send messages to say they would like to speak to him: ‘Who is
iy mother and my brethren? . . . whosoever shall do the wili of God, he is my brother
and my sister and my mother.

We could go through the episiles, combing them for references to the necessity for
surrender to the Father's will. *He who does the will of God, says St. John, ‘abides for
ever. ‘That doing the will of God, we read in Hebrews, 'you may receive the promise;
St Paul to the Romans: ‘Be not conformed to this world, but be reformed in the newness
of your mind, that you may prove what is the good and the acceptable and the perfect
will of God” 'Not serving the eye, 5t. Paul warns the Ephesians, ‘but as servants of Christ
doing the will of God from the heart” He tells the Colossians how Epaphras is constantly
praying for them that they ‘may stand perfect and full in all the will of God.*

Thus we have found yet another biblical grounding for an ethics of divine commands
in the biblical theme of doing the will of God.

18 Dom Hubert van Zeller, The Will of God in Other Words (Springfield, IiL: Templegate, 1964), p. 7:
italics added.

19 Ibid,, p. 1B.

20 Ibid, p. 4l.

21 Ibid, p. 58.

22 Ihid, p. 32,

23 1bid, p. 7.

24 Thid, pp. 109-10.
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2 Critique of Natural Law Ethics

Natural law theory has been the dominant ethical tradition in Roman Catholicism, A
criticism of natural law ethics which has come from the Protestant tradition is that
“patural law is unbiblical.”** Hence, the biblical bases we have found for an ethics of
divine commands seem to provide an argument in favor of this theory in opposition
to natural law ethics. However, natural law theorists might well retort that a biblical
basis can likewise be found for their ethica! system. They might cite Paul's letter to
the Romans (especially 2:14), which speaks of persons who have not heard of the
revealed law of God being “led by reason to do what the Law commands” and of a
law “engraved on their hearts.” Or again, they might point to the work of contem-
porary theologians like Josef Fuchs, who takes up the biblical concept of the
imago Dei {that is, of human beings being made in the image of God) and incorpo-
rates it into natural law theory.”® Thus, if a decisive case is to be made in favor of an
ethics of divine commands, we must inquire further. Are there additional types of
arguments which can be offered in support of an ethics of divine commands? Can we
find any ways in which an ethics of divine commands is clearly superior to natural
law theory?

Divine command ethics can be defended on the grounds that it follows from certain
heliefs we have about God's nature and status and about the character of the rela-
tionship between God and human beings. John Locke saw following divine commands
as a correlate of our dependency on God as creator. According to Locke, "It is proper
that we should live according to the precept of His [God's] will” because “we owe our
body, soud, and life — whatever we are, whatever we have, and even whatever we can
be — to Him and to Him alone.”® Since “God has created us out of nothing and, if
He pleases, will reduce us again to nothing,” we are, Locke propases, "subject to Him
in perfect justice and by utmost necessity.”™

Morecver, theists regard God as sovereign over all. There cannot he anything which
is independent dm God, to which God might be subject and which would constitute a
limitation on God.” God's dominion over the contingent has long been recognized.
Everything which is contingent “depends on God's pawer for its existence whenever
it exists.” Some philoscphers have recently gone even further, to argue that neces-
sary truths also depend on God.” An ethics of divine commands rightly extends God's
sovereignty to the moral realm.” Indeed, “when human beings stake a claim to the
independent validity of moral law, they deny God's supremacy as the only King and
the only worthy object of devotion.™

35 James M. Gustafson, Protestant and Roman Catholic Ethics: Prospects for Rapprochement (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1978], p. 103,

26 Ibid., pp. 101-3.

27 Locke, in Idziak, Divine Command Morality, p. 182,

28 Ihid. -

29 Tdziak, Divine Command Morality, p. 9.

30 Quinn, *Primacy of God's Will," p. 495.

31 Quinn, “Recent Revival,” pp. 359-61; idem, “Primacy of God's Will," pp. 495-7.

32 Quinn, “Recent Revival,” pp. 361-3; idem, “Primacy of God's Will,” pp. 495, 497-8.

33 Avi Sagi and Daniel Statman, “Divine Command Merality and Jewish Tradition,” Journal of Religions
Ethics, 23 {1995), pp. 33-67: p. 41.



Concomitantly, an ethics of divine commands satisfies the religious requirement
that God be the supreme focus of our loyalties. As Rabert Merrihew Adams has pointed
out, “If our supreme commitment in life is to doing what is right just because it is
right, and if what is right is right just because Ged wills or commands it, then surely
our highest allegiance is to God.™ .

In basing ethics on a human nature common to all people and in using the human
faculty of reason to discern ethical principles, natural law theory seems able to address
“all people of good will” independently of the particularities of the various religious
traditions.”® Such universality would seem to be an advantage of the natural law
approach to ethics. On the other hand, the anthropocentric focus of natural law ethics
leaves open the possibility of doing ethics without any reference to Geod. This criti-
cism has been forcefully stated by the contemporary ethicist Edward Collins Vacek,
RAH .

‘When Aquinas wrote, in an oft cited line, “We do not offend God except by doing some-
thing contrary to our own good,” he himself opened the possibility of making our rela-
tionship witk God superfluous for doing ethics. If the religious question of “offending
God™ depends an the prior moral question of “our own good,” then the moral question
may be settled independently. ... Natural-law ethics can preceed under a rubric of
“methodological atheism.™*

Doing ethics in complete independence of God cannot be 2 satisfactory option for a
theist. Such a stance ignores the centrality that God is supposed to have in the life
of a theist. It fails to recognize God's sovereignty over all realms and flies in the face
of the religious belief that God should be the supreme focus of human loyalties.

3 Criticisms of Divine Command Ethics Answered

On the other hand, divine command ethics has not gone without criticism from natural
law theorists. For one thing, “natural-law ethicists criticize divine-command theory
for distorting . . . the idea of God.” Vacek continues:

The intention behind this theory, as John Mahoney explains, is “to glorify the transcen-
dence and majesty of God, and his supreme freedom of activity.” The CONSequence, as
John Reeder observes, has been that this voluntaristic theery “teo radically separates God
from his own creation.” The idea of God behind this theory seems closer to that of an
Oriental potentate issuing edicts accompanied by promises and threats than to that of a
person who so loved the world as to become incamate ™

This view of the divine commané position is contradicted by the work of the
twentieth-century theologian and divine command ethicist Karl Barth. Barth explic-

34 Robert M. Adams, “A Modified Divine Command Theory of Ethical Wrongness,” in Gene Outka and
John F. Reeder, Ir {eds}, Religion ond Morality (Garden City, NY: Anchor, 1973}, pp. 318-47: p. 334.

35 Gustafson, Profestant and Roman Catholic Ethics, pp. 61-2; Vacek, “Divine-Command,” pp. 640-1.
36 Vacek, “Divine-Command,” pp, £40-1.

37 Ibid., pp. 639-40.

itly rejects the divine power as an adequate basis for adherence to divine command
ethics,” and grounds the divine command position in God's graciousness fo us in
Jesus Christ. According to Barth, the basis of God's ethical ¢laim on us lies in the fact
that “God has given us Himself.” In other words, it lies in the fact that “although He
[God] could be without us — He did not and dees not will to be without us”; in the
fact that “He has taken our place and taken up our cause.” *® [n sum, taking divine
commands as defining what we ought to do is the fitting response to the way in which
God has first reached out to us.

A frequent criticism of the divine command theory is that morality becomes an
arbitrary and capricious enterprise if right and wrong are determined solely by God's
commands or will. A corollary of this line of criticism is that God could will or
command actions which intuitively seem abhorrent and wrong to us but which would
have to be considered right because of the divine edict. These concerns about an ethics
of divine commands have been voiced by the popular spiritual writer C. 3. Lewis:

To make this position perfectly clear, one of themn even said that though God has, as it
happens, commanded us to l§ve Him and one another, He might equally well have com-
manded us to hate Him and ene another, and hatred would then have been right. It was
apparently a mere toss-up which he decided to do. Such a view in effect makes God 2
mere arbitrary tyrant.*

“The contemporary philosopher Roberi Burch has articulated the problem in the fol-
fowing way:

{Ome [objection} claims that theories like DTT make morality tnerely an arbitrary and
capricious matter. For such theories seem to imply that anything whatsoever might be
morally good if only it be willed by God. ... Yet it is absurd, so the objection goes, to
hold that such actinns as the gratuitous infliction of pain, the breach of promise for no
reason, and the termination of the life or freedom of the innocent are possibly morally
geod; and even God's willing could not make them so.*

A natural law ethicist might here claim superiority for his theory over an ethics of
divine commands. On the natural faw scheme there can be no question of arbitrari-
ness, since rightness is determined on the basis of what is in accord with human
nature and serves to fulfill it. Furthermore, the requirement of consistency with human
nature would seem to preclude certain types of actions (for example, the gratuitous
infliction of pain) from ever being considered morally right.

Divine command ethicists have developed severa! different replies to this line of
criticism. In addressing the first ohjection, one approach takes issue with the idea that
there is something reprehensible about making determinations through the will alone,

38 Barth, in Idziak, Divine Command Morality, pp. 126-7.

39 Thid, p. 130.

40 {uoted in James G. Hanink and Gary R. Mar, “What Enthyphre Couldn’t Have Said,” Faith erd
Philosophy. 4 [1987), pp. 241-61, at p. 243.

41 Robert Burch, “Objective Values and the Divine Command Theory of Marality,” Mew Schalasticism, 54
{1980}, pp. 279-304: p. 285.



—

as the words “arbitrary” and “capricious™ imply. In the Middie Ages the divine
command ethicist Andrew of Neufchateau took over from Thomas Bradwardine
descriptions of cases in which human beings perform just actions stemming not from
a decision of reason, but from a sheer choice of will. Suppose, far example, that John
has been given the power to pardor one, and only one, of two persons placed under
a death sentence. Suppose further that no relevant differences can be found between
the two condemned persons. In such a case, there is no better reason for pardoning
the one than for pardoning the other. However, John justly frees the one whom he
chooses to pardon, although reason did nat move his will to make this choice. And
from the very fact that John wills to free this particular one, the act of freeing him
is just. The same sort of situation occurs when someone is in a positiont to bestow
some gift or benefit on only one of two or more persons whe are equally worthy of
receiving it. The point of these cases is that, since we allow that Justness can stem
from sheer will in the case of human beings, there is surely nothing inappropriate or
reprehensible about the same thing occurring in the case of the divine will.2
Another, very different type of reply to the first objection coming from medieval
philosophical theology invokes the concept of the divine simplicity. Most basically,
simplicity means that there are no parts distinguishable in Ged. Thus intellect and
will are not separate faculties in God, as they are in human beings. Hence, when
God wills something to be right (as the divine command ethicist claims), God's reason
is also operating. Recognizing this takes away the sense of arbitrariness alleged to
characterize the divine command theory. Heiko Oberman has developed this line of

defense in his book on the medieval theologian and divine comnmand ethicist Gabriel
Biel:

At this point, hawever, we must remember Boehner's defense of Occam . . . - the set order
is for the Venerabilis Incepfor by no means a product solely of Ged's will; will and intel-
lect are two different names for God's essence. This defense appears to be applicable also
to Biel. Against the Thomistic emphasis on the priority of God’s intellect, the pricrity of
God's will is not stressed as much as the simplicity of God's being and the resulting unity
of his intellect and essence. As the simplicity of God’s being also implies a unity of
essence and will, God's very essence guarantees the unbreakable relation and coopera-
tion of inteltect and will in God's opera ad extra. . .. Bick constantly iries to make clear
that, whereas the will of God is the immediate cause of every act, these acts are certainly
no arbitrary products of God's will alone. On the contrary, God's will operates accord-
ing to God's essential wisdom, though this may be hidden from man®

A third type of reply addresses both of the aforementioned objections. It consists
in pointing out that what God wills and commands will be consonant with and directed
by God’s nature and character. God is “defined as perfect in knowledge, justice and
tove,” and God will “by definition will in accord with these several attributes,™ This
means, first of all, that the commands of God in establishing moral right and wrong

42  Andrew of Neufchateau, Questions on an Ethics of Divine Commands, p. xvii.

43 Heiko Augustinus Oberman, The Harvest of Medieval Theologqy: (abriel Biel ond Late Medieval
Nominalism [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, Divine Command Morality, 1963), pp. 98-,

44 Brown, in Idziak, Divine Command Merality, p. 250. .

will be anything but arbitrary and capricicus.*” Second, if God wills in accord with
the divine nature as loving, this means that God will not in fact command such acts
as the gratuitous infliction of pain. Hence, (tod commanding such intuitively abhor-
rent and jmmoral actions reduces to a mere theoretical possibility which will never
in fact be realized and, consequently, which need not trouble the divine command
ethicist.*

4 Conclusion

In sum, what can be said in favor of adopting an ethics of divine commands as our
account of the foundation of morality? First, an ethics of divine commands is bibli-
cally based. There are incidents recorded in the Old Testament in which an action
normally regarded as immoral is made the right thing to do by a divine command.
In the New Testament the central prescription to love gur neighbor as we love our-
selves goes against our natural inclinations and seems to be a duty imposed on us
by a direct divine command, Further, an ethics of divine commands is grounded in
the biblical theme of doing the will of God. Concomitantly, conformity to the will of
God is an important theme in Western spirituality. In these respects an ethics of divine
commands, as a theory of philosophical ethics, reflects the life and experience of the
religious faith community.

An ethics of divine commands follows from beliefs we have about God's nature
and status and from the character of the relationship between God and human beings.
Specifically, it is related to our dependeace on God as creator, to God's sovereignty
over all, and to the refigious requirement that God be the supreme focus of our
loyalties.

Unlike natural law theory, an ethics of divine commands does not suffer from the
defect of methodotogical atheism — that is, of making it possible to do ethics without
any reference to God. Further, it is inaccurate to denigrate an ethics of divine com-
mands on the grounds that it distorts our concept of God and makes morality arbi-
trary and capricious. It is likewise incorrect to portray an ethics of divine commands
as entailing that intuitively abhorrent acts could be made the morally right thing to
do by God. The beneficent and loving God whe does the commanding would simply
not give such commands.

Ethics Is Based on Natural Law
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Most theists believe that God commands us to perform certain acts and forbids us
from performing others. Those acts that God commands us to perform are morally

45 Thid, pp. 250-1.
46 Adams, “Modified Divine Cemmand Theoiy,” pp. 320-4.



