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What is omnipotence?


Many theists maintain that omnipotence is one of the essential qualities of God. When asked to explain what omnipotence is they will respond that omnipotent beings are ‘all powerful’, but this is a very vague explanation. It is probable that when human beings first sought to describe God there was no need to be exact; all that was necessary was to establish that God was an extremely powerful being (certainly much more powerful than man). However, it is now necessary to have a clearer understanding of this concept in order to elucidate other conundrums to be found in the philosophy of religion, such as whether God is free, or if He can be called benevolent in the face of the problem of evil.


If one adopts Descartes’ view, that an omnipotent being is capable of doing absolutely everything, then God is free to: “make it not true that all the radii of the circle are equal”
, and he could have: “made men such that they would always freely choose the good”
. Usually we would call these things logically impossible, but on Descartes’ conception of omnipotence God, as an omnipotent being, has the power to make the truths of geometry false, and contradictions true (such as that actions that one was forced to do could be ‘free’).


These are results that many have found too unpalatable to accept. For this reason alternative concepts of omnipotence have been sought. Aquinas’ conception is one such alternative. Aquinas asserted that a being is omnipotent if he is capable of bringing about any logically possible state of affairs that is consistent with his nature. The idea is that a thing is impossible: “if the predicate is incompatible with the subject” 
, and that an omnipotent being “can do all things that are possible absolutely”
. So, on this understanding, God could not make free beings do anything, as “the relation in which the very terms stand”
 is incompatible: it is meaningless to propose making a free being do anything. Equally, some have argued that God is not capable of doing evil things, for he is perfectly good, and that God is, therefore, not omnipotent. On Aquinas’ view, however, this is no problem, for doing evil things is inconsistent with God’s nature.


However, this is somewhat circular: to say that God can do whatever is consistent with his nature, is as much as to say that God can do whatever he can do. Morris offers a way around this by defining omnipotence as the possession of “every power it is logically possible to possess”
. ‘Power’ is a somewhat vague term, but he claims we can say that an agent’s power is his ability to form intentions and alter the world in response to his desires
. More importantly, though, Morris distinguishes it from skill, opportunity, practical knowledge, determination, and moral capability
. If one accepts this then one can assert that God does not require the power to do evil things in order to be omnipotent. This deals with the same problems Aquinas was trying to counter by asserting that God cannot do things contrary to his nature, but it has none of that solution’s circularity.


Any definition of omnipotence, though, must deal with paradoxes of omnipotence, such as the Paradox of the Stone. The problem is this: can an omnipotent being create a stone he cannot lift? If he can create it, he cannot lift it, and thus he is not omnipotent; but if he cannot create it he is not omnipotent either. Does this show the very concept of omnipotence to be contradictory, then? Well, on Descartes’ view, the answer is no. The Cartesian omnipotent being is capable of making contradictions true: so the omnipotent being could not only make a stone he could not lift, he could lift it as well.


What of the other two views? Well, both stipulate that omnipotent beings do not have to be able to do logically impossible actions, so the paradox does not seem to affect them either. Yet this seems strange: if the logically possible agent Joe (who is capable of making stones, but has very little strength) can make a stone he cannot lift, why can an omnipotent being not do so? Surely this goes against our pre-philosophical intuitions of what omnipotence is. The very point of calling God omnipotent is to establish him as a being whose powers are beyond those of mere mortals, yet here he does not even have the power to do things that even Joe can do.


If we are to avoid the unpalatable view that God is logically transcendent, then, there must be some other definition of omnipotence that we can turn to, where God is limited to what is logically possible, but is still more powerful than all non-omnipotent individuals. One could define this as the ability to do any logically possible task that any logically possible agent can do
. On this view, if Joe can do it, the omnipotent being can do it too, but he can also do other things that Joe cannot.


However, it could be argued that this view entails the Cartesian account of omnipotence anyway. Take the example of the stone again. Joe can create a stone that he cannot lift. Amy, however, can lift that stone. Both Joe and Amy are logically possible beings. God is an omnipotent being on the definition given above. Therefore, God can perform both Joe and Amy’s logically possible tasks. Hence, God can create a stone He cannot lift, and He can lift it. This is logically impossible, though, and it would seem that our new definition is simply a rephrasing of the Cartesian version.


The argument is faulty, however. When one asserts that God can perform Joe’s action, one merely states that God can create a stone Joe cannot lift. God does not take on Joe’s limitations simply because he possesses Joe’s abilities. There is no logical impossibility at all in saying that God can create a stone that Joe cannot lift, and lift it.


Perhaps the objector can get around this by rephrasing the problem. Suppose that Joe’s stone-making capabilities are quite extraordinary, and Joe can make a stone that God cannot lift. Then suppose that Amy can lift that stone. If God can do whatever Amy can do, and whatever Joe can do, then God can create a stone He cannot lift, and He can lift it. However, Joe’s stone-making abilities in this example are more than extra-ordinary – they are impossible. If Joe creates stones God cannot lift then he has powers greater than an omnipotent being. Similarly, if Amy lifts stones God cannot lift, then Amy has strength greater than an omnipotent being’s. By our definition, though, no logically possible being can perform logically possible actions that an omnipotent being cannot perform. Therefore this example cannot lead one to suppose that omnipotent beings are capable of making contradictions true, for the example itself is logically impossible.


Leaving the Paradox of the Stone behind, though, one might still suggest that this last conception of omnipotence allows omnipotent beings to perform contradictory actions. The argument for this would be along these lines: Jenny can bring about the logically contingent state of affairs that p. Adrian can bring about the logically contingent state of affairs that not-p. Jenny and Adrian are logically possible agents that do not co-exist, for if they did they would be one person, and it would not be possible for one person to do both p and not-p. God could then bring about both p, and not-p, which is logically impossible.


This is not right, though. If p is an event, contingent or not, it is presumably p only so far as it occurs to a certain object (or objects), o, at a certain time, t, and in a certain place, x
. Equally, not-p must also occur to o, at t, and in x, as it is simply the non-happening of p. If this is the case, then Jenny and Adrian cannot both bring about their tasks. Either p occurs to o, at t, and in x, or it does not, and that is the occurring of not-p. To clarify: if p is the exploding of a bomb at 9pm in my bedroom, and not-p is the bomb’s not exploding at 9pm in my bedroom, then Jenny cannot cause the bomb to explode if Adrian prevents it from exploding, and visa versa. It is simply not possible for both to occur. So, one cannot deduce from this example that two logically possible beings doing something which would be contradictory in one person entails capabilities in God that would be logically contradictory, as it is not possible for those two beings to perform actions of such a contradictory nature.


Does this change if we talk of something less specific than the bomb that either does, or does not explode in my room at 9pm? What if one is speaking of generalities, e.g. that there should be bombs at all? If p is there being bombs and not-p is there being no bombs then surely we can visualise that Jenny can do p, and Adrian not-p, without all the problems that were entailed when p was an event, and hence time and place specific. 

This cannot be correct, though. When we speak of the existence of bombs we surely mean their existence in space and time. However, the objector may use the following argument. Jenny having bomb making capabilities, can bring about that there are bombs at t. Adrian, having the ability to make there be no bombs, can make it that there are no bombs at t. God, having the abilities of both Jenny and Adrian, can make it so that there are bombs at t, and that there are no bombs at t. 

This argument misses an important fact, though: Jenny and Adrian cannot make it that there are both bombs and no bombs at t. Jenny is not capable of making there be bombs at t if Adrian is making there be no bombs at t (and visa versa) even though in the absence of Adrian she could make there be bombs at t. Though it is perfectly possible for an agent, to have these capabilities, the paradox only occurs when we are dealing with an agent who acts in such a way as to bring about the logically impossible (i.e. that there is both p, and not-p, at the same time). This is not altered if the actions are caused by multiple agents. 

One cannot conclude, then that a being who is omnipotent on this conception is capable of the logically impossible. Yet if this being cannot do the logically impossible, then it falls foul of the Paradox of the Stone, for it must be able to make a stone it cannot lift, and lift it, in order to be superior to Joe, yet it cannot do so because this is a contradiction. Indeed, this paradox would show that any definition of omnipotence that satisfies our pre-philosophic inclinations about its meaning, but does not include the logically impossible, is inherently contradictory. 


An unpalatable choice is before us. If one allows that God is capable of contradictory things, then he is capable of such things as making man always freely choose the good one. Accepting this forces us to face questions about God’s benevolence in the face of moral evil.  Both Morris and Aquinas’s interpretations seem to defeat the object of calling something omnipotent, for omnipotent beings are incapable of simple actions that lesser beings can do, on this conception. The position that fits best with our pre-philosophical intuitions has been shown to be unworkable. This being the case, one is inclined to dismiss omnipotence as a logically contradictory concept, and conclude that it simply is not possible for a being to be omnipotent at all.
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� I owe this definition to David Efird, whose discussion via email was essential to the refinement of the ideas expressed in this essay.


� I take it as intuitive that events are things that happen at certain places and certain times; but see my essay “Can One Set Identity Criteria for Events?” for a more detailed discussion.





