
VU Research Portal

Love, Freedom, and Evil

Williams, T.J

2011

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
Williams, T. J. (2011). Love, Freedom, and Evil: Does Authentic Love Require Free Will? [PhD-Thesis –
Research external, graduation internal, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam]. Editions Rodopi.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/08537011-788e-4761-b4d1-b0894989adc5


Love, Freedom, and Evil: 
 Does Authentic Love Require Free Will? 

 

Thaddeus Williams 
 

Summary 
 

Through the long history of reflection on Proclus' ancient query—
Si Deus est, unde malum? (“If God exists, whence comes evil?”)—the 
appeal to free will has been a perennial strategy of theists to clear 
God of blame. In recent years, the free will defense has been 
deepened by the claim that the Creator desires authentic love from 
His creatures, which can only emerge from the creature’s exercise 
of libertarian freedom. In the libertarian understanding of freedom, 
human agents have a categorical and irreducible power to act as 
first-movers to perform or refrain from performing a given action. 
We can love or refrain from love, and neither forces outside of us 
(e.g., physical laws, other people, God) nor forces inside of us (e.g., 
beliefs, reasons, desires, character) are determinative. In the abuse 
of this God-given freedom, moral evil finds its genesis. This 
“Relational Free Will Defense,” with its crucial premise that love 
requires libertarian free will, has emerged as a highly parroted, 
much cherished, though virtually unchallenged notion within the 
halls of contemporary theology. Love, Freedom, and Evil offers a 
friendly philosophical, theological, and existential challenge to the 
axiomatic status of libertarian freedom as a condition of love. This 
challenge unfolds in three parts: 
 Part 1—Evil and the Autonomous Heart—opens by 
dispelling the misnomer that there is a problem of evil. A 
taxonomy of problems is charted in the abstract and concrete 
realms. Answers to abstract problems of evil should not only be 
philosophically sound (the focus of most contemporary literature), 
but also exhibit compatibility in the realm of biblical insights and 
consistency with how we ought to existentially engage problems of 
concrete evil (emotional/personal/cultural/spiritual problems).  
 After charting history’s most pervasive response to abstract 
problems of evil—the Traditional Free Will Defense—along with 
its origins in ancient Hellenistic and early Christian thought, the 
analysis moves to the contemporary innovation of the defense; 
namely, the Relational Free Will Defense. Resting on the seemingly 
innocuous claim that true love requires libertarian free will, the 



Relational Free Will Defense has become a mainstream strategy for 
answering evil in the thinking of Vincent Brümmer, Gregory Boyd, 
Clark Pinnock, Norman Geisler, and many other contemporary 
theologians. The libertarian analysis of love forwarded by such 
theologians has moved beyond the spheres of the academy, 
permeating the world of Christian thought through popular 
publications (e.g., Rob Bell’s Love Wins), and even mainstream 
Hollywood films (e.g., Bruce Almighty).  
 I challenge the widely embraced claim that love requires 
libertarian freedom—the most crucial, load-bearing premise of the 
Relational Free Will Defense—by analyzing the conditions of 
freedom in relation to causes, necessity, and reasons.   In particular, 
I distinguish three senses of freedom and their corresponding 
senses of necessity. Physical necessity (“Necessity of the Machine”) 
and coercive necessity (“Necessity of the Gunman”) both in their 
own ways undermine meaningful love relations, rendering the 
sought after human agent either a cog in a mechanistic exchange or 
the victim of manipulation. Yet there is a third necessity often 
conflated with the first two necessities in libertarian literature. I 
dub this third necessity, “Necessity of the Heart,” in which one’s 
very character, the crucial internal nexus of desires, reasons, and 
beliefs, the tangle of teleological pushes and pulls that make us 
who we are, is not something over which we stand in a 
transcendent relation as an autonomous “I” or Leibnizian queen.  
 Libertarian freedom entails the ability to choose this way or 
that way relative not only to physical and coercive forces (i.e., the 
Machine and the Gunman), but also relative to the agent's own 
internal character and propensities (i.e., the Heart). I develop an 
account of Necessity of the Heart throughout part 1, contending 
that the elevation of libertarian freedom as a condition of true love, 
glosses over  the vital role that the human heart plays in to-love-or-
not-to-love type choices. Examples are offered from Gregory Boyd, 
Hank Hanegraaff, and Vincent Brümmer demonstrating that the 
common sense appeal of the claim that love requires libertarian 
freedom originates from a conflation of Necessity of the Machine 
and the Gunman with Necessity of the Heart. While it is true that 
“love” forced by physical causes (the Machine) or coercive agents 
(the Gunman) is hardly worthy of the four letter word, it is not so 
clear that love flowing from the very character of the agent falls 
short of authentic love. I analyze concrete cases of love from the 



inhabitants of Le Chambon in Southeastern France who saved 
about six thousand Jewish lives during the Nazi occupation.  
 Arguments from Jonathan Edwards’ Freedom of the Will are 
then contemporized to the accounts of today's libertarians (Clark 
Pinnock, J.P. Moreland), highlighting the incompatibility of being a 
true lover and a libertarian agent. The indifference entailed by the 
latter undermines the affection entailed by the former. A related 
problem emerges around the question of why such a heart-
transcending agent would choose to love rather than refrain from 
loving without resorting to David Wiggins’ quantum 
indeterminacy (“Well, that’s the way the subatomic particles 
happened to move.”) or William Hasker’s non-contrastive 
explanations (“Well, that’s the way I decided.”). There is more to 
human beings as loving agents and our choices to love than the 
libertarian freedom implicit to the Relational Free Will Defense can 
capture.  

Part 2—Freedom and the Enslaved Heart—further 
challenges core components of the Defense, asking whether or not 
three pervasive attempts to reach the theological conclusion of 
libertarian freedom from biblical premises are successful. Success is 
analyzed in terms of “depth capacity,” i.e., the ability of a given 
theological notion to be integrated through successive levels of 
biblical insight without the force of that insight exerting fatal 
logical pressure on that notion.  

The first attempt, dubbed the “Moral Imperative 
Argument,” seeks to reach the conclusion of libertarian freedom 
from the biblical premise that men are called, commanded, and 
invited to love God. The logical success of this inductive argument 
was seen to rest on the premise that “ought implies can," 
articulated by Pelagius, Erasmus, Immanuel Kant, Charles Finney, 
as well as Norman Geisler in the realm of contemporary libertarian 
theory. “Ought implies can" is seen to conflict with biblical insights 
into the compatibility of moral duty and moral inability. In 
particular, “ought implies can” drastically underestimates a lethal 
moral corruption internal to the human heart as expressed in 
John’s gospel. Norman Geisler's attempts to reconcile libertarian 
freedom with a biblical picture of moral inability by modifying the 
principle to "ought implies can with the help of divine grace" are 
addressed. The optimistic anthropology implicit to the Moral 
Imperative Argument is then critiqued, unpacking the dismal 



effects of "ought implies can" in both political and ecclesiastical 
realms. 
 The analysis then shifts to a second attempt to reach the 
libertarian conclusion; namely, the "Grievous Resistance 
Argument." This argument rests on the premise that the authentic 
divine grief that follows from the moral resistance of God’s 
creatures entails a divine passivity and human autonomy relative 
to the actualization of moral evil. Yet this crucial premise suffers 
from a conceptual oversimplification in the realm of divine feeling, 
in which a complex Both-And within God, a sovereign and 
sensitive Being  both pleased and grieved at the crucifixion, reaches 
artificial resolution. The analysis addresses innovative attempts of 
libertarian, Gregory Boyd, to reconcile libertarian freedom with the 
portrait of divine control of moral evil in Acts 4:24-30.  
       A third attempt to reach the libertarian conclusion, branded the 
“Relational Vision Argument,” requires the hidden premise that 
within authentic, interpersonal love relationships there can be no 
action of either party that renders a love-response of the other 
necessary. As defended by libertarian Clark Pinnock, this premise 
captures a very true insight into the nature of love relationships if 
indeed those relationships are construed horizontally on the 
human-to-human level. No finite human could guarantee love 
from another finite human without obliterating the essence of love 
and treading on the personhood of the beloved. This is a basic 
insight from the Relational Vision Argument and indeed the 
Relational Free Will Defense that rings true.  
 This very real limitation in the horizontal realm of human 
relationships is often projected vertically as a modal paradigm into 
which God must fit. Cases are analyzed from libertarian 
libertarians I. Howard Marshall and John Eldredge. If a case can be 
made that God transcends our interpersonal capacities such that 
He can effectually cause human love without trampling our 
humanity, then the libertarian conclusion of the Relational Vision 
Argument lacks depth capacity when submerged in the depth of 
God’s relational abilities.  
 Part 3—Love and the Reformed Heart—is precisely where 
such a case unfolds. The question driving the analysis of part 3 
forms the fulcrum of the debate surrounding not only the 
Relational Vision Argument, but on a broader view, the Relational 
Free Will Defense as a solution to abstract problems of evil. That 
question is: Does the Bible ascribe to God an ability unshared by 



finite creatures by which He draws humans into authentic love 
relationships without resorting to dehumanizing forms of necessity 
(i.e., Necessity of the Machine and the Gunman)? To approach this 
question with clarity, the general theological topography 
surrounding the question is drawn. The analysis discerns five 
theological possibilities for understanding the scope of divine 
action in the actualization of human love—Heart Persuasion, 
Cooperation, Activation, Reformation, and Circumvention.  
            With these theological possibilities defined, part 3 enters the 
domain of biblical insight. After introducing a fundamental tension 
between love as a “divine act promised” and “human act 
commanded” in the ancient Hebrew literature, a biblical analysis 
emerges from the Johannine corpus. John’s answers to the question 
of the believers’ origin, identity, and destiny do not resolve but 
reinforce this fundamental tension. Envisioning divine action as 
moving no further than Heart Persuasion, Cooperation, and 
Activation, as libertarian freedom requires, fails to sustain the 
“divine act promised” side of the tension, with the Heart 
Circumvention model of divine action losing the “human act 
commanded” side of the tension. The dual emphasis on divine 
action and human responsibility is best sustained within a non-
libertarian (i.e., compatibilist) perspective wherein divine action 
includes Heart Reformation.       
 If this conclusion is warranted then the Defense’s claim that 
love requires libertarian freedom rests on a failure to appreciate a 
crucial Creator-creature distinction in the realm of love 
actualization. Whereas finite creatures are limited in our capacity 
to actualize love in other agents, the Creator is not bound by our 
limitations. He possesses a unique access to and authority over 
human hearts, such that He can successfully reorient our inner telos 
toward love without abolishing our humanity. The foundational 
premise of the Relational Free Will Defense, therefore, maintains its 
persuasive power only to the extent that we allow our own 
ontological, interpersonal limitations to chart the contours of 
divine possibility. 
 The analysis then addresses two important objections to the 
case for Heart Reformation as a biblical insight contrary to the 
claim that love requires libertarian freedom. First, Vincent 
Brümmer draws a distinction between contributory causation and 
sufficient causation as a potential way of reconciling biblical motifs 
of divine power in love actualization with libertarian freedom. 



After raising four counterpoints to Brümmer's proposal, a second 
objection surfaces from libertarian Jerry Walls. If God possesses the 
unique ability to so reform the human heart that authentic love 
results then why, Walls objects, does this ability seem to be 
exercised with such sparsity in our love-deficient world? This 
objection is met through a strategy developed by Alvin Plantinga, 
Peter van Inwagen, and William Alston in response to atheologians 
on abstract problems of evil. Specifically, the libertarian theologian 
(like Walls) who cites the sparsity of human love as a defeater for 
belief in a God who exercises the power of Heart Reformation, 
finds himself in the same plight as atheologians like William Rowe 
and Paul Draper. Their respective cases rest on the notoriously 
difficult induction from “I can see no” to “there is no” (Alston) 
relative to the morally sufficient reasons of a Being with vast 
cognitive superiority.  
          Having addressed the important objections of Brümmer and 
Walls, the final section of part 3 questions the existential 
credentials of the Defense's claim that love requires libertarian 
freedom. I advance the “Heart Reformation Argument” in which 
prayers for love actualization form a crucial component in how we 
ought to address concrete problems of evil, just  as Paul met such 
concrete evils as sexual exploitation and freeloading in first century 
Thessalonica with a prayer—“May God cause you to increase and 
abound in love” (1 Thes. 3:12). Libertarian freedom, whether 
understood on an equiprobability, probabilistic, or hybrid model, 
undermines such prayers, leaving us without one of our most 
precious resources in living a robust relational response to the 
blitzkrieg of anti-love forces in our world. As the church in the 
twenty-first century faces anti-love forces including rampant 
consumerism, human trafficking, economic exploitation, the 
aggressive pull of egocentrism, and a host of other concrete evils—
God’s unique ability to actualize love by reforming human hearts 
is a precious resource indeed! By positing libertarian freedom as a 
condition of true love, the Relational Free Will Defense does not 
enter deep enough into this unique divine ability. Thus, a 
pervasive answer to abstract problems of evil may serve to 
compound concrete problems of evil. 
        The Epilogue of Love, Freedom, and Evil offers some closing 
reflections on how to move from libertarian freedom toward a 
more significant freedom. The overarching goal of Love, Freedom, 
and Evil is to make progress against the problems of evil, progress 



that illumines God’s goodness, humanity’s value, and the 
authenticity of love without undercutting the philosophical 
credibility of a Christian worldview, straying from biblical insights 
into reality, or derailing us in our efforts to meet the multi-fronted 
challenges of concrete evils—a goal, I hope, that those who endorse 
the Relational Free Will Defense and those who do not can pursue 
in dialogue together. 


