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 The question of divine freedom has from the beginning been at the center of the 

encounter between Greek philosophy and Biblical faith.  The Bible speaks frequently of the 

divine will (thelēma), both in the sense of determinate purpose or counsel (as in “thy will be 

done” of the Lord’s Prayer) and in the sense of an act of willing (as in the statement that God 

created the world by His will, Rev. 4:11).  Yet, important though they are, these facts alone are 

not decisive for an understanding of divine freedom.  Philosophers from Plotinus to the present 

have frequently attributed both will and freedom to God, meaning by these assertions only that 

God is absolutely unconstrained and so acts fully in accordance with His own nature.  The 

critical question for understanding what is distinctive about the Biblical tradition is whether the 

divine will, as understood there, means no more than this—i.e., the perfect and unimpeded 

expression of the divine nature—or also includes an element of spontaneous and indeterminate 

choice.   

Although the Bible offers no explicit discussion of this question, it plainly leans in the 

latter direction.  From Genesis through Revelation, the actions attributed to God seem almost 

deliberately to underscore that He could have done differently.  One thinks, for example, of the 

call given to Abraham (why him? why then?), the commandments of the Law, the cases where 

prayer is or is not answered, and so on.  There are even passages where God seems to exult in the 

sheer arbitrariness of His freedom, as in the declaration to Moses, “I will be gracious to whom I 

will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy” (Ex. 33:19) and the famous 

statement in Malachi, “Jacob have I loved, but Esau have I hated” (1:2-3), both of them cited 

prominently by St. Paul (Rom. 9:13, 15).  Such a pervasive sense that God could have done 

otherwise is surely no accident.  To suppose that God had to act in just the way that He did—
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even if the source of necessity is only a determination of His own nature—would be to subsume 

God under general causal laws, thereby effectively making Him an element within the world 

rather than its author.  Yet it is precisely God’s radical otherness in relation to the world, and 

(because of this) His independence of the causal laws and categories applicable to it, that is one 

of the Bible’s most fundamental themes.  1

 Greek philosophy had a very different orientation.  Anaxagoras, Plato, and Aristotle agree 

in identifying God with reason or intelligence (nous), a theme the Stoics too adopted, in their 

own fashion, by identifying God with the Logos.  The notion of a divine will figures in these 

philosophers only insofar as it can be identified with the fixed inclination to do that which 

rationally considered is best.  It is in this sense, for example, that the Demiurge of the Timaeus 

“wished” (eboulēthē) that all things should be as like himself as possible (29e).  Although the 

question of whether God thus understood is free was not raised during the classical era, one 

suspects that these philosophers would have seen their own view as attributing to God the only 

kind of freedom truly worth having, namely that of unimpeded reason.  Plato’s myth of the cave 

makes an implicit but powerful connection between freedom and reason, and Aristotle states 

explicitly that “we regard a man as acting voluntarily in the truest sense when he has acted 

rationally.”   Plotinus is fully in keeping with this tradition when he denies that there is any 2

diminution of freedom in the fact that Intellect and the One could not act otherwise than they do.  

The careful discussion of this subject in Enneads VI.8 identifies the will (boulēsis) of Intellect 

with its thinking (noēsis), and its essence (ousia) with its activity (energeia).   Although Plotinus 3

is reluctant to apply similar terms to the One, ultimately he affirms that the will (boulēsis), 

substance (ousia), and activity (energeia) of the One are the same.   Indeed this must be the case, 4

if such terms are to be applied to the One at all, for otherwise its unity would be imperiled. 

 The question facing Christian philosophers was not so much whether the Biblical view is 

truly different from that of the philosophers, for that much seemed obvious; it was how to 

articulate the difference.  As regards that act of creation, in particular, two of the most eminent 

early Christian thinkers, Origen and St. Augustine, gave answers that seem on the whole rather 

closer to the Greek than to the Biblical view.  Origen holds that since God has always been 

almighty, there must always have been creatures over whom He exercises power.   This is not in 5
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itself unexceptional, particularly if one adopts the common view that time is concomitant with 

the physical world.  However, Origen also holds that for God to be almighty is, like all the divine 

perfections, an essential attribute.   It would seem to follow that God must have created, since 6

otherwise He would fail to be almighty.  This impression is confirmed when Origen identifies the 

Logos, the second person of the Trinity, with “the logoi [that is, the rational plans or patterns] of 

absolutely everything, according to which all things made by God in wisdom have come to be.”   7

The Logos is here the sum of the logoi, and thus identical with the rational plan of creation.  

Since Origen also holds that God the Father could not exist without His Logos, the divine 

Wisdom, again it follows that God could not exist apart from creatures.  8

 Augustine arrived by a different route at a similar conclusion.  He asserts frequently that 

God’s will has no external cause and in that sense is unnecessitated.   However, it does have an 9

internal necessity, in that for God to create anything less than the best possible world would be a 

failure of perfect goodness.  As Augustine explains in On Free Choice of the Will: 

 It is possible for something to exist in the universe that you do not conceive with your 

reason, but it is not possible for something that you conceive by right reason not to exist.  

For you cannot conceive anything better in creation that has slipped the mind of the 

Creator.  Indeed, the human soul is naturally connected with the divine reasons on which 

it depends.  When it says, “It would be better to make this than that,” if what it says is 

true, and it sees what it is saying, then it sees that truth in the reasons to which it is 

connected.  If, therefore, it knows by right reason that God ought to have made 

something, let it believe that God has in fact done so, even if it does not see the thing 

among those that God has made.  10

He goes on to cite two key examples: the angels, whom we may be certain exist although we do 

not see them, and the souls of the damned, who also must exist since their misery “contributes to 

the perfection of the whole by ensuring that it includes even those souls who deserved to be 

made unhappy because they willed to be sinners.”   This is, I think, a repellent view, but its 11

being repellent does not necessarily make it false.  From a philosophical standpoint it has strong 
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credentials, for it is quite similar to the view of Plotinus that whatever can come forth from the 

One must do so, however incongruous or unhappy it seems in its own right.   12

 The main question I wish to ask in this paper is whether the mainstream of the Greek 

patristic tradition had an answer different from those of Origen and Augustine.  I shall argue that 

it did, and that the answer depended crucially on recognizing the analogy between human and 

divine freedom. 

 That man is free to choose either good or evil was a point frequently emphasized by the 

early Christians in opposition to the fatalism of the Stoics, Gnostics, and popular astrology.  This 

topic is already prominent in the first of the Greek Apologists, St. Justin Martyr, who states that 

human beings have been made self-determining (autexousion) like the angels, and so have the 

power to turn toward either good or evil through free choice (prohairesis eleuthera).   Similar 13

statements can be found in the later Apologists as well as St. Irenaeus, Clement, Origen, 

Methodius, and others.   The analogy with the angels is significant, for it makes clear that there 14

is no thought here of any latent determinism—for by what would the angels be determined?  

“Free choice” is therefore to be understood here in a libertarian rather than a compatibilist sense: 

human choices, like those of the angels, really are undetermined until they occur.  For similar 

reasons, the early Fathers generally saw predestination not as in any way determining human 

action, but as instead God’s response to His foreknowledge of human free choice.  15

 It is not surprising that such a view of human freedom would also have implications for 

their understanding of divine freedom.  In fact it is hard to know which influenced the other more

—whether beginning from a libertarian construal of human freedom the early Christians tended 

to understand divine freedom in the same way, or whether it was instead the Biblical portrayal of 

God’s unfettered sovereignty which shaped their understanding of human freedom.  At any rate, 

beginning with Irenaeus and Clement it became a commonplace to understand the image of God 

in man as possessing a dual meaning, referring to our possession of both reason, and free choice 

or self-determination.   These two qualities are of course related, for it is because we possess 16

reason that we are also free respecting choice (prohairesis or gnōmē).  In fact, even before the 

rise of Christianity the connection of reason and freedom, both regarded as aspects of the image 

of God, had already been drawn by Philo of Alexandria.     17
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Nonetheless, prior to the fourth century there was little explicit discussion of divine 

freedom.   The Arian controversy forced this, as so many other matters, into greater clarity.   St. 18

Athanasius was faced with the necessity of clearly distinguishing the begetting of the Son, as an 

act intrinsic to the Godhead, from the creation of creatures as beings “outside” of God.  In order 

to do so he argued that the Son’s existence flows from the essence (ousia) of the Father, whereas 

creatures are the products of the Father’s grace and will (boulēsis).  This means, he says, that the 

Son would exist even if creatures did not: “if it had pleased God not to create any creatures (ei 

doxan ēn tōi theōi mē poiēsai ta genēta), the Logos nevertheless would be with God, and the 

Father would be in Him.”   Although Athanasius does not speak of choice (prohairesis) in this 19

context, plainly he envisions that God need not have created the world, and could have created 

other creatures than He did.  The Cappadocian Fathers, the successors to Athanasius in the battle 

against Arianism, were still more explicit.  St. Basil the Great in his Hexaemeron rejects the idea 

that God created the world “without choice (aprohairetōs), as the body is the cause of shadow 

and light the cause of brightness.”   Basil’s brother, Gregory of Nyssa, likewise attributes 20

creation to “the impulse of divine choice” (hē hormē tēs theias prohaireseōs).   At the beginning 21

of his Great Catechism he explains that the divine Logos, the second person of the Trinity, 

possesses a faculty of choice (prohairetikēn dunamin) since no living thing is without choice 

(aprohaireton).     22

At the same time, however, divine choice was not seen as wholly unconstrained, for God 

is good by nature and so cannot choose evil.  Athanasius makes this point in reply to a dilemma 

posed by the Arians, that of whether the Father begot the Son by will or by necessity.  In reply he 

posits an analogy: just as God is good neither by necessity nor by will—for that would imply an 

inclination two ways, as if it were possible for God to be good or not—so likewise He is Father 

of the Son neither by necessity nor by will, but by nature.   Gregory of Nyssa similarly argues 23

that, since God is the Good, “it is not possible with God that there not be a good act of will (to 

agathon thelēma mē einai),” nor that “the good fail to be the object of the Father’s will 

(aboulēton tōi patri to agathon).”   In discussing God’s motive for creation, he explains that 24

God was moved “not by any necessity . . . but because it was fitting (edei) that neither His light 

should be unseen, nor His glory without witness, nor His goodness unenjoyed.”   As I take it, 25
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the first clause, “not by any necessity,” indicates that God exercised free choice, while the 

second, “it was fitting,” indicates that His choice was motivated—although not determined—by 

His consideration of the good. 

 All of this is essential background to considering the nature of divine freedom in the later 

and more Neoplatonic Greek Fathers, such as St. Dionysius the Areopagite and St. Maximus the 

Confessor.  Dionysius is often presented as holding to a straightforward form of emanationism, 

on which God gives forth the created world much as the sun gives forth its rays.  There is some 

basis for this in the text.  Chapter 1 of the Divine Names states that God “by His mere being 

(autōi tōi einai) is the cause of all beings,” and Chapter 4 likens God to the sun, which “without 

reasoning or choosing (ou logizomenos ē prohairoumenos) by its mere being (autōi tōi einai) 

illuminates all that are capable of sharing in its light.”   Later Dionysius adds that “love (erōs), 26

preexisting in excess in the Good, did not permit (ouk eiasen) it to remain in itself without 

offspring, but moved it to productive action.”   These passages have frequently been taken to 27

indicate that God produces beings by a necessity intrinsic to His own nature.  Eric Perl in his 

recent study of Dionysius explicitly likens Dionysius to Plotinus in this regard, arguing that for 

both authors, “to produce all things is not a ‘choice’ on God’s part,” and that “precisely as the 

Good, as the productive condition of beings, God cannot not produce.”  28

 An awareness of the background in the Greek Fathers ought, I believe, to give us pause 

before adopting these conclusions.  Recent scholarship has emphasized the degree to which 

Dionysius was indebted to the prior Greek patristic tradition, especially Clement of Alexandria, 

the Cappadocians, and Evagrius of Pontus.   In light of the apparent unanimity of this tradition 29

regarding divine choice, it would be odd if Dionysius were so thoroughly out of step.  In fact, at 

least as regards human choice he is fully in keeping with earlier authors.  At the end of Chapter 4 

of the Divine Names he argues that we are responsible for our actions because we could do 

otherwise, and in the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy he adds that we possess “self-directed self-

determination,” hē authairetos autexousiotēs.   One cannot infer from these descriptions directly 30

to any attributes of God, for Dionysius emphasizes that although creatures resemble God, God 

does not resemble creatures; still, they at least show that Dionysius is not a determinist and has 

no objection in principle to libertarian freedom.  More directly relevant is the fact that he speaks 
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frequently of the divine philanthrōpia, love for man, exhibited in the Incarnation.   Of course, in 31

the Incarnation God became a particular man at a particular place and time.  That this took place 

without some form of divine choice would be counterintuitive, to say the least, and certainly had 

not been the prevailing view. 

 It might be possible to reconcile these divergent tendencies by supposing that Dionysius 

was an emanationist as regards creation but believed that, once creation had occurred, God 

exercised choice as regards His particular actions.  Such a view would be odd, but is certainly 

possible.  However, I think a better solution is to recognize that, despite the texts quoted earlier, 

Dionysius probably did believe in free choice as regards creation as well.  There are two key 

pieces of evidence.  One is the description in Divine Names V.8 of the divine logoi, the 

paradigmatic causes of creatures, as “predeterminations (prohorismous) and divine and good acts 

of will (thelēmata)” (824C).  The concept of the divine logoi goes back to Origen and Evagrius, 

as in the passage quoted from Origen earlier, but Dionysius was the first to identify the logoi 

with acts of will.  As John of Scythopolis notes in his gloss on this passage, he was probably 

influenced at this point by Biblical usage, particularly the passage where St. Paul speaks of God 

as “having predestined (prohorisas) us . . . according to the good pleasure of His will 

(thelēmatos)” (Eph. 1:5).   The key point is that, in speaking of acts of will in the plural, 32

Dionysius seems to presuppose something like the human process of decision-making.  Notice 

how he differs at this point from Plotinus: Plotinus could in principle speak of Intellect and the 

One as possessing will, thelēma (although in practice it is a term he prefers to avoid), since he 

understands such thelēma as simply another designation for their nature.  What he does not do, 

and so far as I can see, could not consistently do, is speak of them as performing acts of will—

for how are such acts to be distinguished from one another, if not as distinct outcomes of the 

process of choice? 

 The second piece of evidence is the intriguing statement in Divine Names V.1 that “the 

divine name of the Good . . . extends both to the things that are and the things that are not (ta ouk 

onta),” whereas the name of Being extends only to the things that are (816B).  What are “the 

things that are not”?  Perl takes the phrase as referring to formless matter, but surely in that case 

Dionysius would have spoken of non-being, to mē on, rather than things that are not.   A more 33
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plausible construal is that they are things that could be and are not, the point being that anything 

God might create would be good.  To speak of God calling or making “the things that are not” to 

be was a common way of describing the act of creation, one that can be found already in Philo of 

Alexandria as well as in early Christian literature such as II Clement, the Shepherd of Hermas, 

the Clementine Homilies, and the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom.   But of course, if there are 34

things that could be but are not, then presumably the discrimination of which things to create, 

and which to leave as unrealized possibilities, has been made by divine choice. 

 What, then, are we to make of the passages which seem to suggest that God causes things 

due to a necessity of His nature?  The answer is that, although a Plotinian reading of these 

passages is possible, it is not necessary.  To state that God “by His mere being is the cause of all 

beings” may be meant to exclude, not divine choice, but merely the use of pre-existing matter 

and the assistance of subordinate agents (as the Demiurge, for example, is assisted by the lesser 

gods in the Timaeus).  The comparison of God to the sun, which “by its mere being illuminates 

all,” actually refers in context not to the creation of beings but to the bestowal on them of 

goodness, and is thus fully consistent with the reading adopted here.  Finally, that God’s love 

“did not permit Him to remain without offspring” need not be taken as referring to a necessity of 

the divine nature, but might mean only that God’s motivation to create was so strong that He 

found nothing appealing in the opposite alternative.  In the same way we might say of a young 

couple that their love “did not permit them not to remain apart,” while recognizing that in fact 

they exercised free choice and, in the relevant sense, could have done otherwise. 

 I conclude that Dionysius is on this matter, as on so many others, fully consistent with the 

prior patristic tradition.  As a final historical observation it is worth pointing out that his closest 

follower and exegete, Maximus the Confessor, took the role of the divine will in creation for 

granted.  For example, in adapting Origen’s doctrine of the divine logoi, Maximus quietly purges 

it of any necessitarian implications.  Not only does he repeat twice Dionysius’s description of the 

logoi as divine acts of will, he also carefully qualifies the identity of the many logoi with the one 

Logos.  It holds, he says, only when one sets aside “the highest, apophatic theology of the Logos, 

according to which He is neither spoken nor thought, nor in general is any of the things which 

are known along with another, since He is supersubstantial and is not participated by anything in 
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any way.”   In effect, Maximus here yokes apophaticism into the service of divine freedom.  35

Elsewhere, in his Centuries on Charity, he states that the world came into being at a time finitely 

distant in the past, “when God wished (eboulethē),” for no other reason than that God willed it to 

be so.   36

 Yet there remains, beyond these historical observations, an important philosophical 

question.  In defending his interpretation of Dionysius, Perl presents an argument which no doubt 

has motivated many to reject the very notion of divine choice.  He writes: 

 The disjunctive proposition that either God chooses between possible alternatives or he  

is necessitated to create situates God within a total framework of possibilities , as though 

the logical conditions of possibility and impossibility were prior to and more universal 

than God, conditions to which even he is subject.  This presupposition envisions God 

either as confronted with a multiplicity of logical possibilities among which he can 

choose, or as subject to a logical law such that there is only one possibility open to him.  

This is precisely the “ontic” conception of God that Plotinus, and Dionysius, are 

concerned to avoid by declaring him “beyond being.”  37

  

In reply I would make several points.  First, what is meant by “prior”?  Let us recall that Plotinus 

holds that everything which can come forth from the One must do so.   This is not merely a 38

casual aside; it is his alternative to the very view of divine choice that we have been examining.  

Without it, he has no answer to the fundamental question of why some among the many things 

that we can conceive exist, and others do not.  Presumably, what can exist and what (despite its 

logical consistency) cannot is determined by the One’s nature.  Yet if Plotinus can posit such a 

framework of possibilities, not as something prior to the One, but as implicit in the One’s nature, 

why cannot the advocate of divine choice do the same?  Certainly the framework of possibilities 

is prior to the act of choice, in the sense of being presupposed by it; this does not mean that it is 

prior to God Himself, for it is already implicit in the divine nature.   

It is also important to note that Plotinus actually goes far beyond merely positing a 

framework of possibilities corresponding to what is actual; he also subjects the One to what can 
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perhaps best be called quasi-physical laws.  Indeed, it is hard to see how he can avoid doing so if 

he is to give a meaningful account of emanation, and especially if he is to argue, rather than 

merely assert, that the One is productive.  So, for example, in the earliest treatise dealing with 

this subject, he writes: “Now when anything else comes to perfection we see that it produces, and 

does not endure to remain by itself, but makes something else . . . . How then could the most 

perfect, the first Good, remain in itself as if it grudged to give of itself or was impotent?” (V.4.1).  

Here he is clearly subjecting the One to what he takes to be a universal causal law, namely that 

things that are perfect produce; and he draws from the application of this law to the One the 

conclusion that the One must produce.   The same is true when he goes on to apply to the One 39

the theory of two acts, beginning with the proposition that “in each and every thing there is an 

activity which belongs to substance and one which goes out from substance” (V.4.2).  The One is 

here clearly as much of a “thing” as anything else; if it were not, the application of this general 

proposition to the One would be merely a deceptive piece of rhetoric.   A similar point could be 40

made about the principle, which Plotinus freely applies to the relationship between Intellect and 

the One, that whatever exists in the effect must be present in a higher mode in the cause.   Thus 41

I do not believe that Plotinus really avoids what Perl calls the “ontic” conception of God, after 

all. 

 This is not merely an ad hominem point against Plotinus; it is a caution against any 

supposition that it is possible to think or reason meaningfully about God without in some way 

subjecting Him to general propositions drawn from our own experience.  The Greek Fathers 

certainly had no illusions on this subject, for, as we have seen, they freely liken divine choice to 

human choice, while also holding that God can will only that which is good.  More generally, 

they concede that we can and must form mental images (phantasiai) and conceptions (epinoiai) 

about God.   Such conceptions in no way undermine an apophatic regard for the unknowability 42

of God, provided that we do not mistake them for a properly noetic grasp of the divine nature.   

 Finally, although there is nothing intrinsically objectionable about the notion of divine 

choice among discrete possibilities, we should note that this is in fact far too limited a way to 

envision the act of creation.  To see why, one has only to reflect for a moment on what creative 

freedom is like in our own case.  When I choose to paint a landscape, I may or may not think of 
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doing so as one among a discrete set of possibilities; I might instead, for example, be so moved 

with eagerness to create a landscape that the many other possibilities simply do not occur to me.  

This does not mean that my action does not involve a choice, but only that it does not involve a 

choice among discrete possibilities, for I did not formulate and deliberate over these possibilities 

beforehand; I simply acted spontaneously, in the fullness of my freedom.  Likewise, when I 

choose to begin this brushstroke here and end it in just this way, I almost certainly do not think 

of this act as one specific possibility among others.  Instead I freely express my overall intent and 

design through the brushstroke, directing the act as I perform it in a way that answers to that 

intent.  This is of course only an analogy, but it nonetheless illustrates that “choice” even in 

human action need not be conceived as a selection of one possibility among others, but is often 

simply the free expression of a creative intent.   

It seems to me that to attribute such choice to God, far from subjecting Him to something 

alien to Himself, is instead the bare minimum required to recognize that He is free in at least the 

same ways that we are.  Granted that His freedom far exceeds our own, in both the purity of His 

motives and the range of what He can achieve, this does not remove the relevance of the analogy 

to human freedom.  To think that it does is to cut asunder the bond of the imago Dei which the 

Greek Fathers, following the Bible itself, regarded as a fundamental premise. 

  See on this point my “The Divine Glory and the Divine Energies,” Faith and Philosophy 23 1

(2006), 279-98.

  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics IX.8 1168b33-69a2.2

  Plotinus, Enneads VI.8.4.26-28, 6.36.3

  Ibid., VI.8.13.7-8.4

  Origen, On First Principles I.2.10, I.4.3-5.5

  Ibid.6
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  Origen, Commentary on John XIX.5.147; cf. On First Principles I.2.2, where divine Wisdom 7

contains implicitly “every capacity and form of the creation that was to be.”

  This conclusion must be qualified by recognizing that for Origen the Son is begotten by an act 8

of will (voluntas) of the Father (On First Principles I.2.6); however, there is no hint that this was 

an exercise of will in which the Father might have done otherwise (as indeed seems excluded at 

I.2.2).

  For example, On Genesis against the Manichaeans I.2.4, On Eighty-three Different Questions 9

28.

  Augustine, On Free Choice of the Will III.5, tr. Thomas Williams (Indianapolis: Hackett, 10

1993), 80.  See also the discussion of this text in Roland J. Teske, “The Motive for Creation 

according to Saint Augustine,” Modern Schoolman 65 (1988), 245-53, reprinted in his To Know 

God and the Soul: Essays on the Thought of Saint Augustine (Washington, D.C.: Catholic 

University of America Press, 2008), 155-64.

  Ibid., III.9; tr. Williams, 88.11

  Plotinus, Enneads IV.8.6, V.12.45-48; cf. III.3.3.17-25.12

  Justin Martyr, First Apology 43, Second Apology 7.13

  Tatian, Oration 7; Theophilus of Antioch, To Autolycus II.27; Athenagoras, Legatio 24.3; 14

Irenaeus, Against Heresies IV.37; Clement of Alexandria, Stromata I.17.83-84, VI.12.98; Origen, 

On First Principles Preface, III.1.3-5; Methodius, Banquet 8.16, On Free Choice ad fin; 

Athanasius, Contra Gentes  4, On the Incarnation 3.

 See Dom M. John Farrelly, Predestination, Grace, and Free Will (Westminster, Md.: Newman 15

Press, 1964), 73-79; James Jorgenson, “Predestination according to Foreknowledge in Patristic 

Tradition,” Salvation in Christ: A Lutheran-Orthodox Dialogue, ed. John Meyendorff and Robert 

Tobias (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1992), 159-69; Robert L. Wilken, “Free Choice and the Divine 

Will in Greek Christian Commentaries on Paul,” Paul and the Legacies of Paul, ed. William S. 

Babcock (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1990), 123-40.
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 Irenaeus, Against Heresies IV.4.3, 37.4, 38.4; Clement, Stromata VII.7 (PG 9 458C-460A).  16

This theme is especially prominent in Gregory of Nyssa, who repeats it in at least four different 

works: On Virginity 12, On the Dead (= GNO vol. 9, 54), On the Making of Man 16, and Great 

Catechism 5.

 Philo, On the Unchangeableness of God 47-48.  Such a connection is also present in Epictetus, 17

who in different places refers to both reason and unimpeded choice (prohairesis akōlutos) as 

“portions” of God that He has bestowed upon us (Discourses I.1.7, 17.27).

  Nonetheless a few instances do occur.  Clement of Alexandria states that “God does not do 18

good by necessity, but by choice (kata prohairesin)” (Stromata VII.7 [PG 9 460A; ANF vol. 2, 

534]).  Since Clement generally understands human prohairesis in a libertarian way, presumably 

the term has the same meaning here.  St. Hippolytus of Rome is more explicit, emphasizing that 

God created “when He wished, as He wished (hote ethelēsen, kathōs ethelēsen)” (Against Noetus 

10 [PG 10 817B; ANF vol. 5, 227]).  Divine freedom extends so far that, had God wished to 

make any one of us a god rather than a man, He could have done so (Refutation of All Heresies 

X.33 [PG 16.3 3450A; ANF vol. 5, 151]).  Methodius argues against Origen that the world had a 

beginning in time and the Father created it out of nothing “by His bare will (gumnōi tōi 

boulēmati)” (On Things Created 7 [GCS 27, 498; ANF vol. 6, 381]).  For discussion of these 
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Christian Objection in Plotinus, Enneads VI.8 [39].7, 11-5?,” Studia Patristica 17, Pt. 1 (1982), 
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source of the objection against his own views raised by Plotinus in Enneads VI.8.7.  (There is an 
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 Athanasius, Orations against the Arians II.31 (PG 26 212B; NPNF vol. 4, 364).  See also the 19

classic article by Fr. Georges Florovsky, “St. Athanasius’ Concept of Creation,” Studia Patristica 

6 (1962), 36-57; reprinted in his Aspects of Church History (Belmont, Mass.: Nordland, 1975), 
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  Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius III.6.18 (GNO vol. 2, 192; NPNF vol. 5, 202).24
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similar statement of Gregory Nazianzen that “it was fitting (edei) that the Good be poured out 
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  Dionysius the Areopagite, Divine Names I.5 593D, IV.1 693B.26
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University of New York Press, 2007), 52.

  See Alexander Golitzin, Et Introibo ad Altare Dei: The Mystagogy of Dionysius Areopagita 29
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the Division of Christendom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 179-86; John D. 
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The Thomist 69 (2005), 371-406.
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Hierarchy IX.3 260C, Epistle 10 1117B.
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University Press, forthcoming).   
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