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Abstract: In some monotheistic religions, (Judaism, Christianity, and 

Islam) God is understood as the sole creator of the universe, distinct from His 
creation. This classical theistic view has, however, been challenged by some 
scholars who consider it an inadequate account of the nature of God. Pantheism 
emerges as an alternative, proposing that God is identical with everything that 
exists. While this view seems comprehensive, it raises some concerns regarding 
freewill. Pantheism has the likelihood of blurring the distinction between God and 
human agents, thereby complicating the notion of moral responsibility. Although 
freewill is also present in classical theism, its implications differ due to the 
conception of God as distinct and transcendent. This distinction allows for a 
clearer understanding of human responsibility. This paper argues that the notion 
of freewill presents a serious challenge to pantheism. For pantheism to remain 
plausible, it must align with elements of classical theism. To realise this aim, the 
paper undertakes a conceptual analysis of the notion of God and evaluates the 
claims of both pantheism and classical theism. It is structured in three sections: 
the first outlines pantheism, the second examines its implications for freewill and 
responsibility, and the third considers a reductionist approach with classical 
theism. 
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Introduction  
Belief in God and human (moral) actions are two issues that the theist 

finds inseparable. The notion of being accountable to an independent being 
(as the case may be for the pantheist and the classical theist) borders on the 
will, choice or propulsion of a person to act in one way other than another. 
God has been variously conceived as a supreme, supernatural, 
extraordinary, transcendental or extraterrestrial being. In other words, 
there is that Being whose existence is understood differently by having 
characters and qualities that are believed to be distinct from humans, and 
the characters of humans. These ideas of the nature of God brought the 
dissenting views that also underlie the debate between pantheists and 
classical theists. 
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Freewill is often argued for as a conciliatory notion for the problem of 
evil when the existence of God as an omnibenevolent Being, among other 
omni-characters, is discussed. Why will a good God allow His creation to be 
capable of producing acts that are evil? This is one of the numerous 
questions that arise with the problem of evil. St. Augustine’s view of evil as 
the deprivation of the good, which is the inherent character of God and His 
creations captures the notion of freewill in a manner that is salient to the 
argument of freewill in pantheism.1 Classical theism allows for the notion of 
freewill and the moral autonomy of humans. That is, the capability of 
humans to choose to follow a course of action. In this paper, I argue that if 
the idea of freewill in humans is put on the pantheists, their basic argument 
as regards the existence of God and His identity with His Creation (at least 
humans) lacks tenable support for a generally theistic position. Hence, the 
plausibility of pantheism remains in its reducibility to classical theism. 

 
Pantheism 
Pantheism as the view that holds a relationship of identity between God 

and everything that exists is belaboured with some implications with regard 
to the view that human beings exercise freewill in their actions.2 Ordinarily, 
the notion of pantheism presupposes a unity of the whole, constituting God 
and the universe as a single entity with no division. The substance of this 
unity however remains to be properly explained in a context where it is 
arguable if the identity of God and the universe is distinct or not.   

For Michael Levine, unity does not denote having a single attribute or 
having properties in the unity of substance.3 There is the possibility of 
individuation of properties in a whole. Thus, it can be argued that the 
pantheistic notion of the unity of the whole is not a restriction of how the 
character of God and the universe act. In other words, what this implies is 
that if the individuation of God as distinct from the universe is affirmed, not 
in the sense that He is outside of the whole cosmos or in the panentheistic 
sense of being in everything, but that there is an interplay of events between 
God and the universe which brings about a unity of substance(s), then there 
is a way in which the whole can be understood by the individuation of the 
kinds of substances it has. This therefore creates a problem of identification 
of substance or substances.  

The character of God as, eternal, free, non-physical, is distinct from the 
 

1 Augustine, Confessions (H. Chadwick, Trans.). Oxford University Press. (Original 
work published c. 397–400) St. Augustine on the notion of evil as a privation of good, 
(2008) 

2 Peter Forrest & Roman Majeran, “Pantheism.” Annals of Philosophy, 64(4), 2016, 
pp.67–91 

3 Michael Levine, More on “Does traditional theism entail pantheism?” International 
Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 20(1), 1986, p.34 
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character of the universe as temporal bound and physical. But for pantheism 
to be defensible, it follows simply, that there must be a common substance 
by which God and the universe coexist identically in a unity.4 But this as a 
problem for pantheism is not one which I shall attempt to discuss here. 

However, if the above view of pantheism is granted, it raises a problem 
as to the comprehension of human actions in the pantheistic unity being 
considered. It is a state of affairs that occurs, because humans exhibit choice 
or freedom to act in one way or another. Determinists have argued that 
whatever actual course of action one follows is a part of the whole 
mechanistic scheme of events, where no event occurs in the whole system of 
the universe outside of the predetermined form.5 

The concept of God as being everything can also be seen in relation to 
personal theism. Personal theism holds the view that there is God in every 
human being in existence, this is summarily opposed to the view that God 
is afar.6 For instance, African traditional religions, though largely 
polytheistic, are often seen as more endearing towards the idea of personal 
theism because it paints the picture of a Deity(s) that “feels” the experience 
of His creation, yet it does not exclude the view that sin and evil is accounted 
for.7 Although there are views on this opinion as inconsistent with the idea 
of justice in the belief in God in other climes. Hence, there are various 
intertwining views about the conception of God, which serves to show that 
the character of the Supreme in an omnipotent way can choose to be 
expressive in various dimensions in human existence and relations.  

 
Freewill, Responsibility and Personal Theism 
When a person acts in one way rather than another, and that act is 

subjected to moral evaluation, we can conceptualize the situation in terms 
of a subject/object relationship.8 The person functions as the subject, while 
the action becomes the object of assessment. However, if these roles are 
reversed, such that the action becomes primary and the person is treated 
merely as an object determined by the act, the notion of responsibility 

 
4 Baruch Spinoza, Ethics. Translated by Edwin Curley. London: Penguin, 1996. 
5 Peter van Inwagen An Essay on Free Will. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983, 

See also Carl Hoefer, “Causal Determinism”, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
2016. 

6 Charles Hartshorne. Man’s Vision of God and the Logic of Theism. Hamden, CT: 
Archon Books, 1964. See also Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1974; Davies, B. “Concepts of God”, An introduction to the philosophy of 
religion (3rd ed.) 2004. 

7 John Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy. Oxford: Heinemann, 1990. See also 
E. Bolaji Idowu. Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief. London: Longman, 1962; Kwame 
Gyekye, African Cultural Values. Philadelphia: Sankofa, 1996. 

8 M.J., de Nys, “God, creatures and relations: Revisiting classical theism” The 
Journal of Religion, 81(4), 2001, pp.595–614. 
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becomes problematic. In this inverted framework, the individual risks being 
reduced to a passive entity, thereby undermining the idea of moral agency. 
Since moral evaluation presupposes that individuals are capable of choosing 
among alternatives, the erosion of agency leads to a weakening of 
responsibility. Responsibility, however, is central to personhood because it 
entails accountability for one’s actions and their consequences. Without it, 
the moral significance of human action becomes difficult to sustain. 

The issue becomes more complex when considered within a theistic 
framework. If human beings act freely, then they are accountable for their 
actions; yet the question arises: to whom is this accountability directed? If a 
person is accountable only to himself or herself, this may appear 
insufficient, as it risks collapsing into a form of self-justification or self-
deification, thereby undermining the idea that human beings are created 
and morally answerable beyond themselves. Moral responsibility thus 
implies the existence of a moral law that transcends individual choice, 
suggesting that accountability must ultimately relate to a higher normative 
standard.9 In the theistic view, this higher standard is often grounded in a 
divine being who serves as the ultimate source of moral authority and 
accountability. 

Thus, the theist is led back to the question of free will: if individuals are 
accountable to a divine authority, they must also possess the genuine 
capacity to act otherwise. Some scholars, such as Platinga have argued that 
there is indeed a link between free will and accountability and that moral 
responsibility requires having alternative choice to pick from and 
intentional agency.10 The possibility of acting otherwise ensures that 
responsibility is meaningful rather than merely nominal. Therefore, within 
the theistic framework, accountability is not self-contained but is grounded 
in a relationship with a transcendent being, which preserves both the 
integrity of human agency and the moral structure of existence. 

For Wainwright begins from the assumption that free will is a gift 
bestowed by God and proceeds to argue that there is an apparent 
incoherence within classical theism regarding the concept of human 
freedom.11 This perceived incoherence arises from the tension between 
divine omniscience and human moral responsibility, particularly in relation 
to the idea of evil and sin which involves morality and responsibility. If 
human beings are morally responsible for their actions, then they must 
possess genuine freedom to choose between alternatives. However, 

 
9 Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the metaphysics of morals, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1997 
10 Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil, 1974 
11 William J. Wainwright, “God and the problem of evil”, Religious Studies, 

11(3),1975, p.250 
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Wainwright’s position stems from the opinion that freedom to act in one 
way or another are both necessary conditions for moral agency in theism. 
This implies that exercising freedom to act one way and freedom to act 
otherwise, if indeed it is a gift by God, need not be both necessary 
conditions. However, Wainwright contends that classical theism, with its 
strong emphasis on God’s omniscience and sovereignty, seems to 
undermine this freedom. For him, moral agency requires not only the ability 
to act in a particular way but also the real possibility of acting otherwise. 
Nevertheless, this position can be questioned. If free will is indeed a divine 
gift, it does not necessarily follow that both conditions must be equally 
required for moral agency. It may be sufficient that individuals act 
voluntarily, even if the range of alternatives is constrained in some way. This 
sort of idea aligns with compatibilist accounts of free will, where it is claimed 
that freedom is compatible with causal determination insofar actions 
proceed from the agent’s internal motivations rather than external 
coercion.12 From this perspective, the emphasis shifts from the mere 
availability of alternatives to the authenticity of the agent’s will. Thus, 
Wainwright’s insistence on alternative possibilities as a necessary condition 
may be too strong, and it opens up room for reconsidering how freedom 
operates within a theistic framework. 

This debate is further developed in discussions surrounding modal 
realism and divine knowledge, particularly in the exchange between Sheehy 
and Cameron. For Sheehy, the necessity of God’s existence at all worlds 
presupposes the necessity of God’s knowledge of all propositions either 
actual or possible and in any case all counterfactual propositions.13 This 
includes knowledge of what would happen under hypothetical 
circumstances. However, Sheehy suggests that incorporating counterfactual 
propositions into divine omniscience creates a difficulty: if God knows 
actions as both actual and merely possible, the inclusion of counterfactuals 
may generate inconsistencies in how divine knowledge is understood. This 
is because there will be an inconsistency regarding the view of modal 
knowledge attributed to God in classical theism. Therefore, this raises 
questions about whether God’s knowledge is determinative or merely one of 
observation, and whether such knowledge undermines human freedom.  

Cameron challenges the interpretation above by suggesting that the 
problem may not lie in divine omniscience itself but in how counterfactuals 

 
12 David Hume, An enquiry concerning human understanding. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1998 
13 Paul Sheehy, “Theism and modal realism”, Religious Studies, 42(3), 2006, pp.316–

318 
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are conceptualized.14 He argues that the existence of counterfactual 
knowledge does not automatically entail a contradiction within classical 
theism. Rather, it reflects the complexity of modal reasoning about what 
could or would occur under different conditions. Cameron argues that for 
such modal realist view, there are necessary and sufficient conditions that 
would allow ultimately the classical theist that is consistent with the modal 
knowledge of actions, even counterfactuals.  For him, modal realism is a 
conjunction of three claims:  

(1) for every complete way the world could be, there is a world 
that is exactly that way;  

(2) worlds, both actual and non-actual, are concrete objects: 
they are maximal mereological sums of spatio-temporally connected 
individuals;  

(3) 'actual' is an indexical, serving to pick out the world of the 
utterer: there is nothing special about the actual world other than it 
is the one we happen to be in.  

That acceptance of these three doctrines is necessary and 
sufficient to make one a modal realist is largely a matter of 
stipulation. (Sheehy does not himself define the doctrine.) There are, 
of course, other doctrines concerning the space of possible worlds 
that Lewis - the paradigm modal realist - accepts, such as that 
properties are to be identified with sets of possibilia, propositions 
with sets of worlds, etc., but theses (i)-(3) seem to me to capture what 
is essential to realism. If these three theses can be shown not to be in 
tension with theism, then there is at least a good sense of' modal 
realism' that is not in tension with theism.15 

 
On this account, God’s omniscience includes knowledge of all possible 

choices that free agents could make, while still preserving their freedom to 
act. Though there is no explicit categorization of these conditions as being 
necessary or sufficient by Cameron or of all three conditions as necessary 
and sufficient conditions. He also notes that these conditions are in no way 
exhaustive of the modal realist theist view. This view also indicates that 
there are some conditions that are merely sufficient to hold that the 
omniscience, omnipotent and omnibenevolent characters of God are 
consistent with freewill. This reflects some position in contemporary 
analytic philosophy of religion, which seeks to refine modal logic and the 
semantics of possible worlds without necessarily attributing inconsistency 
to divine attributes. This helps to reconcile divine foreknowledge with 

 
14 Ross P. Cameron, “The grounds of necessity” Philosophy Compass, 4(1), 2009, 

pp.95–100 
15 Ross Cameron, “The grounds of necessity”, 2009 
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human responsibility, thereby addressing the tension identified by 
Wainwright. Thus, while Wainwright raises an important challenge 
regarding the coherence of free will within classical theism, subsequent 
philosophical developments suggest that the issue is not insurmountable. 
Thus, it is plausible to admit God’s omniscience and genuine human moral 
responsibility. The relationship between divine attributes and human 
agency only needs careful conceptual clarity. The expression of freedom to 
act in one way or otherwise can be accepted as a sufficient condition for the 
omnibenevolence of God. Even if we are to restrict spatio-temporal actions 
to the scope of the actual world only, it implies that of the actual world, all 
necessary and sufficient conditions obtain for the possibility of a pantheistic 
world imbued with the moral freedom to act otherwise and this is expressive 
in the notion of sin and responsibility. 

Pantheism can therefore be understood as offering a framework in 
which the individual attains a unified sense of moral responsibility, with 
God and the individual. In such a view, the distinction between divine 
authority and personal accountability seems to collapse into a single moral 
landscape. However, this unity cannot be fully articulated without revising 
the key commitments of classical theism, in particular, the distinction 
between the Creator and creation. Pantheism may suggest that all things are 
expressions of a single divine, it also raises important questions about 
human agency, moral responsibility, and individuality. If God and the world 
are identical, then human actions may be interpreted as determined 
expressions of the divine, thereby complicating the notion of moral 
responsibility.16 

This difficulty becomes more pronounced when one considers whether 
pantheistic unity implies a single substance or merely a shared set of 
properties. A strict commitment to a single substance risk collapsing all 
distinctions between God and human beings, thereby rendering individual 
moral responsibility ambiguous. This shift points toward a form of personal 
theism, where God and human beings are related but not identical. Some 
scholars such as G.W. Leibniz argue that there is plurality within the unity 
of the divine, and that reality consists of distinct substances (monads) that 
are harmonized, yet maintaining their individuality.17 Such a framework 
allows for the preservation of both divine transcendence and human agency. 

Therefore, the moral agent understands the God–world relationship 
not as a purely mechanistic or deterministic structure but as a dynamic and 
meaningful order in which alternative possibilities remain significant. The 
idea that actions ‘could have been otherwise,’ even when considered across 

 
16 Baruch Spinoza, Ethics, 1996 
17 G.W. Leibniz, Philosophical essays (R. Ariew & D. Garber, eds.), Indianapolis: 

Hackett, 1999. 
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possible worlds, reinforces the sense of responsibility that underlies moral 
life. Hence, the possibility of alternative actions is essential for genuine 
moral responsibility.18 Consequently, the individual does not merely act as 
an instrument of a predetermined divine process but as a participant in a 
morally significant reality. 

This sense of responsibility fosters an ongoing awareness of the 
expression of divine character within human existence. Yet, this does not 
entail that God and human beings share identical properties. Rather, there 
is a relational unity—sometimes described metaphorically as a unity of 
“substances”—in which the human person reflects, but does not replicate, 
divine attributes. This is shown in Thomas Aquinas’ view that creatures 
participate in, but do not exhaust, the being of God, thereby preserving both 
unity and distinction in the Creator-creation interaction.19 The distinctness 
of God’s character is thus maintained, even as the individual recognizes his 
or her own identity as a process of becoming oriented toward a divinely 
intended purpose. The human person, therefore, emerges not as a passive 
expression of a single substance but as an active moral agent, capable of 
choice and accountable within a structured yet dynamic relationship with 
the divine. 

 
Pantheism in Classical Theism? 
It can be inferred from the foregoing that the nature of God as the 

Creator that is distinct from the creation may not directly impose the notion 
of freewill on the creation. This is so because the creator has granted initial 
existence to the creation, and that is by divine will. Also, it can be argued 
that inclusive in that initial existence is the potentiality to carry out acts that 
will engender and foster continuous existence for the creation. This also 
implies that the Creator preserves created thing as a relation is maintained. 
Therefore, freewill poses a germane problem for pantheism and for 
pantheism to assume any plausibility it has to align properly with the 
concept of God in Classical Theism, that is, there has to be a sort of 
reductionist approach. My position on the pantheist/classical theist 
position is somewhat directly opposed to what Oakes put forward. For him, 
classical theist must admit of pantheistic view it is to retain its claims.  

(1) If classical theism is true, God is absolutely immutable. 
(2) An entailment of classical theism is that God has the property 

of being world-inclusive. 
(3) If God has the property of being world-inclusive, God is not 

absolutely immutable. 

 
18 Alvin Platinga, God, Freedom, and Evil, 1974 
19 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica. Translated by Fathers of the English 

Dominican Province. Westminster, MD: Christian Classics, 1981 
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(4) If classical theism is true, God both is and is not absolutely 
immutable (from (1), (2) and (3)). 

Therefore, classical theism is necessarily false. 
Obviously, what must be established is the truth of premise (2). 

In arguing for its truth, I shall contend that a classical theist cannot 
avoid pantheism and remain a classical theist, i.e. that he or she can 
avoid pantheism only at the (intellectually prohibitive) cost of giving 
up a doctrine which is absolutely central to - or partially constitutive 
of- classical theism…20 

 
However, this reductio fails given the reasonability of world-

inclusiveness as a property of God. World-inclusiveness need not be a 
‘property’ of God. This will have as to imply that the omni-characters of God 
is lost in the view. If world-inclusiveness is thought about in the God-world 
kind of relation, we need not accept it as a property of God. Hence arriving 
at (4) is problematic and the conclusion also will be. 

It is my opinion that, for pantheism to remain consistent, at least with 
the claim of the existence of God, it must be receptive to certain elements of 
the classical theist view. One particular element is that God occupies a 
distinctive ontological category. If there is no such distinction, pantheism 
risks collapsing the divine in its entirety into the natural world. This will 
weaken the meaningfulness of the concept of God. If God is simply identical 
with all that exists, then the notion of transcendence becomes difficult to 
sustain, and with it, the idea of a grounding source for moral responsibility 
and metaphysical order. Just as the identification of God with nature raises 
pressing questions about whether the divine retains any distinct 
explanatory or normative role or all is blurred in the categorization of the 
divine and nature.21 

In this regard, a minimal commitment to the classical theist position, 
that God exists as a distinct and foundational reality, can help preserve the 
coherence of pantheistic claims. Such a move does not necessarily require a 
full endorsement of classical theism but rather an openness to its conceptual 
resources. For instance, one idea that can provide a stronger metaphysical 
framework for pantheism is the conception of God as not just a part of the 
world but the necessary ground of all being.22 This distinction provides a 
basis on which pantheism may avoid a reductionist approach whereby there 
is the attempt to place God to an aggregate of natural processes and instead 

 
20 Robert Oakes, “Classical theism and pantheism: A victory for process theism?” 

Religious Studies, 13(2), 167–171, see also Are you awake? 2007 www.authorsden.com, 
Oakes, R, 2007, Where are we going? www.authorsden.com 

21 Baruch Spinoza, Ethics, 1996 
22 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1981. 

http://www.authorsden.com/
http://www.authorsden.com/
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retain a sense of ultimate divinity. 
The question of divine immutability, especially as it relates to human 

free will, can then be understood within a broader dialectical framework 
involving the so-called omni-attributes of God - omniscience, omnipotence, 
and omnibenevolence. These attributes are often seen as generating 
tensions, particularly when attempting to reconcile divine foreknowledge 
with genuine human freedom.23 From this perspective, the apparent 
difficulty is not necessarily a flaw but an indication of the depth and 
complexity of the issues involved. 

Pantheism is thus left with a rich set of challenges to tackle, without 
necessarily requiring a complete transformation into classical theism. 
Instead, it becomes a more flexible and reflective position which is capable 
of accommodating both unity and distinction in its account of God and the 
world. This approach may be intellectually uncomfortable, especially for 
those who argue for more unified or monistic account of reality and being. 
However, it offers a productive way forward by encouraging dialogue 
between pantheism and classical theism for a broader understanding of the 
divine attributes and expressions in nature rather than forcing a strict 
opposition between them.  
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