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Abstract
We argue that there is an incompatibility between the two basic principles of Mo-
linism, i.e., God’s middle knowledge of counterfactuals of creaturely freedom, and 
divine immutability. To this end, firstly, we set out the difference between strong 
and weak immutability: according to the latter only God’s essential attributes re-
main unchanged, while the former affirms that God cannot change in any way. Our 
next step is to argue that Molinism ascribes strong immutability to God. However, 
according to Molinism, some counterfactuals of freedom need to be actualized by 
divine will. We argue that this claim does entail a change in God because it at-
tributes a knowledge to God that involves moving from possibility to actuality 
through divine will. Therefore, claiming God knows counterfactuals of freedom 
leads us to reject the strong sense of divine immutability. Further, we argue that 
assuming God’s knowledge encompasses counterfactuals of freedom cannot be con-
sistent even with weak immutability because, according to Molinism, a change in 
God’s knowledge requires a change in His essence. We conclude that Molinism is 
incoherent.

Keywords Molinism · Middle knowledge · Counterfactuals of creaturely 
freedom · Divine immutability · Divine will · Incoherency

Received: 20 March 2023 / Accepted: 24 January 2024
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to The Associates for Philosophy of Religion 2024

On the incoherence of molinism: incompatibility of middle 
knowledge with divine immutability

Farid al-Din Sebt1  · Ebrahim Azadegan2  · Mahdi Esfahani1

  Farid al-Din Sebt
F.sebt@ihcs.ac.ir; farid.a.sebt@gmail.com

Ebrahim Azadegan
azadegan@sharif.edu

Mahdi Esfahani
m.esfahani@ihcs.ac.ir

1 Department of Philosophy of Religion, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies 
(IHCS), Tehran, Iran

2 Department of Philosophy of Science, Sharif University of Technology, Tehran, Iran

1 3

http://orcid.org/0009-0001-3514-2813
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5639-0448
http://orcid.org/0009-0005-9001-9083
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11153-024-09906-4&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-2-6


International Journal for Philosophy of Religion

Introduction

To answer the problem of the apparent incompatibility between divine providence 
and creaturely freedom, Molinism proposes the theory of ‘middle knowledge’. 
According to the theory, God possesses middle knowledge, meaning that He knows 
all true counterfactuals of freedom—i.e., the subjunctive conditionals whose conse-
quents imply the creatures’ free actions.1 In other words, He knows all propositions 
about all possible creatures’ free actions in all possible circumstances. For example, 
by knowing the counterfactual, “If Elizabeth were offered a scholarship grant by her 
supervisor, she would freely accept it”, God knows that if He actualizes the situa-
tion (locating her in a circumstance where the grant is offered by the supervisor), 
Elizabeth will freely accept the grant.2 Therefore, by knowing true counterfactuals 
and actualizing their antecedents (circumstances), God knows what Elizabeth and 
all other creatures will freely do—these truths about (what will be in) the future are 
called actual future contingents (see Flint, 1998, ch. 2; Laing, 2018, ch. 1). Hence, 
Molinism argues that, since counterfactuals of freedom are contingent and prevoli-
tional, creaturely freedom is preserved; and on the other hand, because God knows 
these counterfactuals and actualizes their antecedents, His providence over the world 
and creatures’ free actions can be maintained.

But the problem here is that the assumption of such counterfactuals in God’s 
knowledge is incompatible with the Molinist picture—a traditional one—of God. 
This paper focuses on God’s attribute of divine immutability, which traditionally all 
theists ascribe to God as a concomitant of His divine perfection. In order to establish 
our thesis, first, in Sect. 2, we introduce the two most common notions of immuta-
bility: weak and strong immutability. In Sect. 3, we put forward some arguments to 
indicate that Molinism ascribes the strong sense of immutability to God. Finally, 
in Sect. 4, we argue that God’s knowledge of counterfactuals is incompatible with 
His immutability, not only in the strong sense but also in the weak sense. Therefore, 
there is an incoherence in Molinism, and presupposing counterfactuals of freedom in 
God’s knowledge is untenable.

1  On the Molinist view, there are four moments for God’s knowledge. First, natural knowledge: in this 
moment of knowledge, which is prevolitional, He knows all modal propositions (see Freddoso, 1988: 
12), all necessary truths, so to speak, because these features (modalities) are necessary for these proposi-
tions. Second, middle knowledge: like the first, this moment is prevolitional, but in contrast, it contains 
contingent truths; in this moment, God knows all true counterfactuals of freedom. In the third, the cre-
ative act of will, He decides which beings to create in which circumstances. In the fourth moment, His 
knowledge is postvolitional, and He knows all the contingent truths under his control (Molina, 1988; 
Freddoso, 1988; Flint, 1998). The three moments of God’s knowledge, natural, middle, and free knowl-
edge, are called by Craig respectively the Knowledge of what could be, what would be, and what will 
be (Craig, 2001: 121). Also, based on possible worlds semantic, Flints calls them: Knowledge of all 
possible worlds, all feasible worlds, and the actual world (Flint, 1998: ch. 2). Also, note that Molina did 
not use the term counterfactuals of freedom, but rather he used the term conditional future contingents 
(see Molina, 1988). The term was first used in the second half of the 20th century with the appearance of 
counterfactual semantics.

2  See also: “the third type is middle knowledge, by which, He saw in His own essence what each such 
faculty would do with its innate freedom were it to be placed in this or in that or, indeed, in infinitely 
many orders of things” (Molina, 1988: Disputation 52, Sect. 9).
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Divine immutability

As most commonly discussed, “divine immutability” can be understood in two ways: 
in a weak or in a strong sense. According to the former, God is unable to change in 
respect of His essential attributes, such as omniscience, omnipotence, perfect good-
ness and so on (Swinburne, 2016: 232). Borrowing from Powell, we call this kind of 
immutability “characteristic immutability” because it implies that God’s character is 
always constant. For instance, since God is always perfectly good, He will remain 
faithful to his promises and covenants. In this way, He would indeed be immutable, 
but it should be noted that this view does not rule out other sorts of change (including 
intrinsic) in God: it guarantees only that His character is unchanging (Pawl, 2009). It 
seems the proponents of Open Theism consider God immutable in this sense, for they 
believe that God’s knowledge as an intrinsic attribute undergoes change, but this does 
not entail a change in His essential attribute of omniscience.

In contrast, the latter sense goes beyond this and defines God as a being who 
does not accept change in any respect, not just in terms of His essential attributes. In 
other words, “a stronger understanding of divine immutability is that God is literally 
unable to change” (Pawl, 2009). In the words of Thomas Aquinas, a commonly cited 
proponent of this view: “God is altogether immutable … it is evident that it is impos-
sible for God to be in any way changeable” (Aquinas, 1920: pt. 1, qu. 9, art. 1, resp.).

‘Not changing’, here, means the absence of a real change. But what does ‘real 
change’ mean? To answer this question, we must distinguish between two types 
of change: extrinsic and intrinsic. As the name implies, intrinsic change refers to 
changes that occur within the intrinsic attributes of a substance. It can be said that 
a substance’s intrinsic attributes are those it possesses by virtue of itself or its own 
nature (Allen, 2016). Take, for instance, a wooden writing desk with a height of one 
meter, a mass of 50 kg, a rectangular shape, and a dark brown color. These attributes 
are intrinsic because they are inherent to the table and independent of its relations 
with other objects. It is also important to note that a change in its relations with other 
objects does not affect these attributes. To put it another way, the table’s intrinsic 
attributes give it individuality and enable it to stand out from other tables or objects.

The table also has some other attributes, however, which are considered extrin-
sic because they result merely from its relations with other (external) objects. For 
instance, that the table is 30 centimeters from a wall, someone is sitting behind it, or 
a book is on it. By changing these attributes, there is no change in the table, and it 
maintains its individuality and intrinsic attributes which are independent of its rela-
tions with other objects: it is still the same rectangular brown wooden table with a 
height of one meter.3

After clarifying the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic change, in response 
to the above question “what does the real change mean?” it should be noted that a 
real change is an intrinsic change, whereas an extrinsic change cannot be classified 

3  Marshall suggests a similar definition for intrinsic and extrinsic properties: “We have some of our prop-
erties purely in virtue of the way we are. (Our mass is an example.) We have other properties in virtue of 
the way we interact with the world. (Our weight is an example.) The former are the intrinsic properties, 
the latter are the extrinsic properties” (Marshall, 2018).
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as a real change because it does not affect the substances supposed to change. For 
example, when Richard’s son becomes taller than him, Richard’s relation to his son 
has changed without affecting him; indeed, it is the son who has changed, not Rich-
ard. Thus the extrinsic attributes of a substance can change, but we still consider it 
immutable (see Swinburne, 2016: 232 − 33).

Hence, “divine immutability” in the strong sense can be revised as follows: God 
does not undergo intrinsic change in any respect. Therefore, in opposition to the 
open theists, the advocates of the strong sense contend that God’s intrinsic attributes, 
such as knowledge,4 like His essential attributes, are not changeable. However, they 
accept extrinsic changes for God because, as we have said, this type of change does 
not affect a substance. For example, God could be worshipped by Maria at one time 
and not be worshipped at a later time, and that would not be a real or intrinsic change 
in God, but rather a change in Maria because it was she who started and then stopped 
worshipping God. Likewise, in other similar situations, God does not go from being 
one way to being another; rather, something else changes (Swinburne, 2016: 233).

Finally, it should be noted that this sense of immutability has generally been linked 
with traditional Christianity, but some thinkers, such as Swinburne, think that this is 
not the case. He says that it must have come from the philosophy of Neoplatonism, 
which had a considerable influence on much early Christian theology in the third or 
fourth century AD because, according to this view, changeable things are inferior to 
the unchangeable. However, as Swinburne remarks, the perfection of a perfect being 
might not be due to its being in a static state, but to its being in a certain process 
of change. Therefore the claim that God is wholly changeless would seem to be an 
unnecessary dogma for theism (Swinburne, 2016: 233 − 34).

The Molinist picture of divine immutability

In this section, we intend to show that the Molinist picture of divine immutability 
is based on the strong sense: that is, Molinism believes that God does not undergo 
change in any intrinsic respect, or in other words that God is wholly unchanging.

First of all it is noteworthy that Luis Molina, upon whose ideas Molinism has been 
developed, says in his famous work On Divine Foreknowledge

4  It is important to note that knowledge is considered, at least in human beings, to be an intrinsic attribute, 
since it relates to the mind, and when it changes it affects the mind. Although our knowledge can be influ-
enced by external objects, this will not be a reason to consider it as an extrinsic attribute. For the knowl-
edge is the product of our cognitive faculty, and it is a process that takes place within us; so any change 
in it causes a change in us, whereas extrinsic attributes are not like this. In addition, our knowledge can 
distinguish us from other people. For example a difference between one person and someone else is that 
the former knows some things the latter doesn’t, or vice versa. Regardless of whether knowledge is an 
intrinsic or extrinsic attribute for us creatures, in the Molinist view it is an intrinsic attribute for God, 
since He is impassible and does not acquire His knowledge from others. Regarding this, Flint writes: 
“Foreknowledge follows immediately from God’s conjoining his creative act of will to his prevolitional 
knowledge; he has no need to observe or to be causally impacted in any way by the events he foreknows 
in order to know them” (1998, 44–45).
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It follows that the contingency of things and freedom of choice with respect 
to the future are perfectly consistent with God’s certain knowledge and will, 
a knowledge and will that are not only altogether unchangeable, but also fixed 
and stable to such a degree that …. (Molina, 1988: Disputation 51, Sect. 18)

He also says in Disputation 52:

He does not begin to know these things when they are actual—since that would 
be for Him to change from not knowing to knowing, and a shadow of alteration 
would plainly befall God. (Molina, 1988: Disputation 52, Sect. 8).

As we can see, Molina holds God to be immutable in the strong sense, because it is 
only in the strong sense that God’s knowledge does not allow of change, whereas the 
weak sense considers it to be changeable.

The second clarification stems from Thomas Flint, who revived Molinism early 
in the second half of the 20th century. On the one hand, he states that the traditional 
view, unlike Open theism, does hold that God is immutable:

The overall picture of God which the devotees of openness (or, as we shall call 
them, the openists) offer is one which not only weakens the traditional notion 
of providence in the ways which will be discussed shortly, but also significantly 
alters the traditional concept of God by renouncing such divine attributes as 
simplicity, eternality, immutability, and impassibility.5 (Flint, 1998: 95)

On the other hand, he tries to show that Molinism holds the traditional view:

The Molinist picture of providence constitutes an attempt to blend together two 
distinct notions which are independently attractive to the orthodox Christian. 
The first of these is the strong notion of divine providence typically affirmed 
by Christians through the centuries … a notion I shall refer to as the traditional 
notion (or traditional picture) of providences …. (Flint, 1998: 11–12)

Or he says:

Some might be led to abandon the libertarian account of freedom. Others might 
argue that the traditional picture of a provident God as one with foreknowledge 
and sovereignty needs to be rejected. As Molina saw it, though, neither of these 
responses is tolerable, either philosophically or theologically… The problems 
we have outlined can be solved without surrendering either libertarianism or a 
strong traditional concept of providence. (Flint, 1998: 36)

5  His use of ‘immutability’ here refers to the strong sense. This is because he claims that open theism does 
not believe in immutability; however, as has been mentioned, open theism believes in divine immutabil-
ity in the weak sense. Thus, we can conclude that immutability is used in its strong sense here.
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The third clarification is based on the nature of God’s knowledge. We mentioned that 
on the Molinist view there are four moments in God’s knowledge: Natural knowl-
edge, Middle knowledge, the Creative act of will, and Free knowledge.6 Flint points 
out that the priority and posteriority between these moments of divine knowledge is 
logical, not temporal: “It should be noted that, in speaking of priority and posterior-
ity, the traditionalist is not to be thought of as speaking of temporal notions” (Flint, 
1998: 37). And elsewhere he says: “On the Molinist view, the knowledge of a provi-
dential God can be thought of as in a sense growing through four logical moments” 
(Flint, 1998: 43).

The emphasis on the point that priority and posteriority in the moments of God’s 
knowledge are not temporal but logical indicates that the Molinist believes in immu-
tability in the strong sense. For the temporality of God means that His life continues 
through time, and He does experience temporal succession: for example, He experi-
ences the first century before experiencing the twenty-first century, or, in the 13th 
century, He first listened to Aquinas’s petitionary prayer for understanding and then 
answered it. And this entails a change in God’s knowledge and His will, implying 
that God has moved from one state to another. Therefore, according to the defenders 
of strong immutability, God is timeless. That is, God does not exist at any temporal 
location, but is beyond time altogether and does not experience temporal succession. 
So, He does not experience the first century before He experiences the twenty-first, 
but rather both of these centuries are experienced by God in one “timeless now”, and 
He listens to and answers Aquinas’s prayer in one “timeless moment” (Ganssle, n.d., 
Sect. 1). That is, “everything is present to God at once”, and not in a temporal present, 
but rather in an eternal present in which all of time is encompassed. So the succession 
of events is excluded in this presence, and the past and the future, or before and after, 
are not relevant to God. In other words, God’s relation to each event in a temporal 
succession is the same as his relation to any other event (see Stump, 2019: 23–24). 7

Meanwhile, according to immutability in the weak sense, God can be regarded as 
a temporal being without His immutability conflicting with His essential attributes: 
for while there can be changes in some of God’s non-essential attributes in time, His 
essential ones remain the same.

Another clarification traces back to Molinism’s answer to the problem of petition-
ary prayers. The problem is that it cannot be consistent with God’s immutability and 
impassibility if our prayers do make a difference to God’s eternal providence and 
will. The meaning of God’s answering our prayers in a traditional sense is that He 
answers them through His eternal knowledge that we would pray in a certain situ-
ation in which we have indeed ‘already’ prayed. Otherwise, answering our prayers 

6  See note 1, above.
7  This paper does not claim that God’s being timeless is incompatible with the existence of any tempo-
ral being. Our purpose in discussing God’s timelessness is merely to show that the Molinists believe 
in strong immutability. Moreover, how God’s timelessness deals with temporal beings is not the con-
cern of this paper. Nevertheless, it seems that the definition of God’s timelessness mentioned above has 
explained how God can know temporal beings in a nontemporal way. Furthermore, the main argument of 
this article against Molinism is merely focused on the moments of God’s knowledge before the creation. 
Therefore, it does not make any suggestion about the relationship between divine knowledge and created 
temporal beings.
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would entail God moving from one situation (before answering) to another (after 
answering), which is in conflict with the divine immutability thesis.8 Flint claims that 
the problem can be resolved without leading to any real change in God, by appealing 
to the theory of middle knowledge as follows:

We can also now see, I think, how, from a Molinist perspective, Peter’s prayer 
can be thought of as making a difference even if we don’t think of that prayer 
as having any causal effect upon God, or as leading to any real change in God. 
For God’s decisions as to how to act will be based upon his middle knowledge 
of how Peter and others would freely act in various circumstances, not upon 
his free knowledge as to how they will act. Since his middle knowledge is not 
caused by Peter’s action … Peter’s act of praying neither causes God to know 
anything about Peter nor effects any change in God’s intentions (1998: 226).

So it seems that one of the major motivations for Molinists in proposing the theory 
of middle knowledge is to save the divine immutability thesis in its strong sense. The 
other main reason that Molinists support the divine immutability thesis in a strong 
sense is the relation between divine impassibility and divine immutability. In order to 
save divine immutability in a strong sense they must reject divine passibility. Hence, 
to avoid any form of God’s passibility, Molina claims that, “God acquires no knowl-
edge from things but instead knows and comprehends everything He knows in His 
own essence and in the free determination of His own will” (Molina, 1988: Disputa-
tion 52, Sect. 19). In explaining this claim, Flint writes

It is important to note that, on this Molinist picture, God’s foreknowledge is 
neither the effect nor the cause of our free actions. Foreknowledge follows 
immediately from God’s conjoining his creative act of will to his prevolitional 
knowledge; he has no need to observe or to be causally impacted in any way by 
the events he foreknows in order to know them … God’s foreknowledge and 
the contingent event foreknown are, in effect, two separate consequences of the 
creative act of will God selects (1998, 44–45).

It seems that this lack of passibility for God implies that He is immutable in the 
strong sense, because when we say that a being is affected by other things, it means 
that a change has been made in it.9

8  For more on this problem, see also Flint, 1998 ch. 10; Davison, 2021.
9  For the same argument, see also Azadegan, 2022.Leftow, however, argues that there is no necessary 
relation between divine impassibility and immutability, so that God can also change in His own essence 
without being affected by others. Hence the fact that God is impassible does not justify concluding that 
He is immutable in any sense. “DDI neither implies nor is implied by divine impassibility. Something 
could be impassible but mutable if it could change itself, but nothing else could change or affect it. God 
could be immutable but passible. For he could be changelessly aware of events outside himself—perhaps 
even caused to be aware of them by the events themselves—and due to them changelessly feel such 
responsive emotions as grief. But he would feel them without change, and so always feel them” (Leftow, 
2014). His argument is not convincing, though, because it seems difficult to deny the temporality of a 
mutable God. For God to be changeable, He must first possess an attribute, then lose it; that means He 
must exist at least two times (at the first time He has that attribute and at the second time He does not); 
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Moreover, unlike the strong sense, immutability in the weak sense is indeed com-
patible with passibility. For in the weak sense, as we have mentioned, it is possible for 
God’s knowledge and His will to be affected and changed by things without changing 
His essential attributes such as omniscience or omnipotence.

The incoherency of Molinism

In this section, we try to demonstrate that there is a contradiction between the two 
basic principles of Molinism: God’s (middle) knowledge of counterfactuals of free-
dom, and His strong immutability. According to Molinism, as we have seen, God 
knows all true counterfactuals of creaturely freedom, and at the moment of will He 
(weakly) actualizes some of these counterfactuals; that way, He obtains divine free 
knowledge, which contains knowledge of actual future contingents. In other words, 
before the moment of will, God had no knowledge of actual future contingents, but 
He acquired that knowledge after actualizing the counterfactuals of freedom. There-
fore, at one moment, God lacked knowledge of actual future contingents, and at 
another, He gained that knowledge; and this means a change in His knowledge.

In response to the above criticism, it might be argued that a change in God’s 
knowledge is not possible because the priority and posteriority in the moments of His 
knowledge are not temporal, but rather are logical. In other words, all the moments 
of His knowledge are simultaneous, and He knows both counterfactuals of freedom 
(i.e., conditional future contingents) and actual future contingents all at once.

However, it seems that priority and posteriority could be considered logical as 
long as they are not the results of God’s will. For example, this kind of order (logical 
priority and posteriority) can be applied to the relation between natural knowledge 
and middle knowledge because both moments are prevolitional, and can be simulta-
neous for God; that is, God has both types of knowledge at once. But we cannot make 
such a claim about the order between middle knowledge and free knowledge, whose 
priority and posteriority are based on divine will. For, on the Molinist understanding, 
divine will is a bidirectional attribute that requires moving from possibility (counter-
factuals of freedom) to actuality (actual future contingents).10 It seems, therefore, by 

otherwise, a contradiction would arise. The reason is that God cannot simultaneously have an attribute 
and not have it. Thus, changeability demands temporality, and so a changeable God is temporal [We have 
taken this argument from Creel’s essay “Immutability and Impassibility” (Creel 2010)]. On the other 
hand, God’s temporality—whether in a physical or metaphysical sense—requires His passibility, since 
His existence in the context of time makes the past, future, and present relevant to Him, and this fact 
causes Him to experience events sequentially instead of simultaneously. In other words, temporal beings, 
through their changes, affect God’s knowledge and hence actions. This affection can have no meaning 
other than His passibility. Accordingly, contra Leftow’s claim, God cannot undergo change without being 
affected. Therefore, there is an intimate link between divine impassibility and immutability. We can make 
the interim conclusion, therefore, that Molinism holds and ought to hold the thesis of divine immutability 
in the strong sense.

10  Cf. this quote from Molina, “The second type is purely free knowledge, by which, after the free act of 
His will, God knew absolutely and determinately, without any condition or hypothesis, which ones from 
among all the contingent states of affairs were in fact going to obtain and, likewise, which ones were not 
going to obtain”. So “Such knowledge depends on the free determination of His will, a determination by 
which He decides to create such-and-such a faculty of free choice in such-and such an order of things” 
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acknowledging such a sense of divine will, one ought to accept an intrinsic change 
in God.

A Molinist might reply: the will in this sense does not require change because 
it is possible that God knows both possibles and actuals simultaneously; in other 
words, he would claim that God has never experienced a lack of knowledge of actu-
als, because besides knowing the possible, He has always been knowing the actual. It 
follows from this claim that divine will plays no role in the process since according 
to the claim, God could be aware of both possibles and actuals without using His will. 
That conflicts with the Molinist view which gives the will a central role in divine 
providence, and describes it as an essential attribute of God. Moreover, the inef-
ficaciousness of God’s will in His providence downgrades His dignity compared to 
creatures, for the reason that creatures’ wills are effective in realizing events, whereas 
the claim mentioned above leads to God’s will being ineffective. In other words, 
would God have a useless ability through which He cannot effectively play any roles 
in fulfilling His purposes. Consequently, that implies a defect in His essence, which 
contradicts the Molinist assumption that God is perfect.

Further, claiming that there is a simultaneity between middle knowledge and free 
knowledge implies an incoherency, since God in His middle knowledge lacks knowl-
edge of actual future contingents, whereas He knows them in free knowledge; that is, 
God is simultaneously aware and unaware of actual future contingents. That claim 
therefore affirms an incoherent position and so has no meaning. Therefore, divine 
will in the sense assumed by Molinism (i.e., moving from possibility to actuality) 
does entail a change in God. So, by giving rise to free knowledge via divine will, 
God’s knowledge undergoes a change. As knowledge is considered an intrinsic attri-
bute of God, any changes to it entail an intrinsic change in God, which would negate 
divine immutability in the strong sense. Consequently, assuming God has knowledge 
of counterfactuals is not compatible with divine immutability in the strong sense.11

We continue to push our case against the coherence of Molinism by showing that 
a Molinist has to accept that a change in God’s knowledge also requires a change in 
His essence. For, according to Molinism, (a) omniscience is an essential attribute of 
God, and (b) that attribute means that He knows exhaustively all future contingents, 
especially creaturely free actions (Flint, 1998: 38 & 149). Therefore, according to 
this view, it is impossible to imagine a world where God has no knowledge of actual 
future contingents, even for a moment. In other words, like other traditional theistic 
views, Molinism considers the knowledge of actual future contingents for God to 

(Molina, 1988: Disputation 52, Sects. 9–10). Also, on the moments of God’s knowledge, Flint says: “God 
can be thought of as moving from knowledge of which worlds are possible to knowledge of which world 
is actual, and this movement is mediated by his free creative act of will” (1998: 38).
11  According to Molinism, God has knowledge of things in His own essence and does not acquire His 
knowledge from things (Molina 1988: Disputation 52, Sect. 19; Flint, 1998, 44–45). It follows that the 
simultaneity between the moments of God’s knowledge and Himself is an Eternal simultaneity, not an 
Eternal Temporal simultaneity, because the former is a simultaneity between eternal things, whereas the 
latter is a simultaneity between eternal and temporal things (Deng, 2019, 20). Therefore, the movement 
from middle knowledge to free knowledge by divine will cannot be compatible with the strong immutabil-
ity of God.

1 3



International Journal for Philosophy of Religion

be essential.12 Therefore, if God lacked knowledge of actual future contingents in a 
moment, then His essence would consist of ignorance, and if this ignorance changed 
into knowledge, His essence would need to change as well.13 Hence, presupposing 
counterfactuals of freedom in God’s knowledge contradicts not only immutability in 
the strong sense, but in the weak sense as well.

To get out of this incoherency, Molinism has only one way ahead: revising the pic-
ture of divine will so that it is no longer seen as a bidirectional attribute that involves 
moving from possibility to actuality. In other words, it requires Molinists to suggest a 
definition for will which is not based on a dichotomy between possibility and actual-
ity, because, as we have seen, the will in that bidirectional sense requires a change in 
God. But even if they appeal to this solution, Molinists still cannot solve the problem, 
since this understanding of divine will requires that counterfactuals of freedom never 
become actual and always remain in a conditional state. That means God never has 
knowledge of actual future contingents, and it is evident this result cannot be con-
sistent with the Molinist assumption of God’s exhaustive foreknowledge. Therefore, 
it seems the assumption of middle knowledge, a knowledge of counterfactuals of 
freedom, leads Molinism into an impasse.14

Concluding remarks

In this paper, we began by discussing two types of immutability. The weak sense 
merely denies all changes in God’s essence, whereas the strong sense denies any 
intrinsic changes. We then presented some arguments drawn from Molina and Flint 

12  To emphasize that divine knowledge is an essential attribute, Molina says “God acquires no knowledge 
from things but instead knows and comprehends everything He knows in His own essence and in the free 
determination of His own will” (Molina, 1988: Disputation 52, Sect. 19). Also see note 2, above.
13  Open theism also considers omniscience to be an essential attribute of God. However, according to this 
view, God cannot know exhaustively in advance what creatures will do freely in the future (see Boyd, 
2001), so this knowledge is not considered an essential attribute of God. Therefore, in contrast to clas-
sical theism, a change in God’s knowledge will not lead to an essential change in Him, and He remains 
omniscient.
14  In this paper, the authors do not claim that free creation entails God is neither strongly immutable nor 
timeless; rather, they claim that it requires a change in God if we understand free creation as moving from 
possibility to actuality. This critique is applied just to Molinism, we believe, because the way out from 
possibility to actuality with the assumption of a God who exhaustively knows the future contingents seems 
to be only possible through the middle knowledge of the counterfactual of freedom. As Flint argues, God 
knows all possibilities in the moment of natural knowledge. From this, it follows that natural knowledge 
provides God with knowledge of which worlds are possible. Accordingly, God knows that if Cuthbert were 
placed in situation C, where he is free to buy an iguana, he would buy it in the set of B-possible worlds, 
but he would refrain from doing so in the set of R-possible worlds. In other words, God, by his natural 
knowledge, knows that if Cuthbert were placed in situation C, he might either buy it or refrain from buy-
ing it; however, he does not know which possible world would become actual if Cuthbert were placed in 
situation C. Therefore. It raises the question of how God can have free knowledge (of actual future contin-
gents) and how can He exercise his providence? According to him, the answer to this question is evident: 
“Providence can be exercised, free knowledge can be present, only if God knows how his creatures would 
act if placed in various non-determining circumstances” (39–40). It means to be aware of counterfactuals 
of freedom. For example, suppose God knew that if he placed Cuthbert in C, Cuthbert would freely buy 
the iguana. Given his knowledge of the counterfactual, He would know that, should he bring about C, a 
B-world would result.
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that demonstrate Molinism’s adherence to the strong sense of immutability. We 
sought to show that there is an inconsistency between two basic principles of Molin-
ism, namely, divine middle knowledge and divine immutability. The inconsistency 
arises because some counterfactuals of freedom need to be actualized by divine will: 
in one moment of His knowledge, God did not know actual futures contingents, 
and in another moment, He did. That means He undergoes an intrinsic change. We 
have also shown that this change in God’s knowledge leads to change in His essence 
because the knowledge of actual future contingents is essential for God, whereas 
according to Molinism, He lacks knowledge of these actual objects in the middle 
moment of His knowledge. Therefore, assuming that God knows counterfactuals of 
freedom denies not only divine immutability in the strong sense, but also in the weak 
sense. Consequently, Molinism is an incoherent position.

Author contributions All authors contributed to the study conception and design. The first draft of the 
manuscript was written by Farid al-Din Sebt. And Commenting on previous version of the manuscript was 
performed by Ebrahim Azadegan and Mahdi Esfahani. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding The authors did not receive support from any organization for the submitted work.

Declarations

Ethical responsibilities of authors Some parts of the idea related to section 4 of this article have already 
appeared in our work (doi:https://doi.org/10.30497/PRR.2021.241053.1684) which is published in the 
Persian language in 2021. This submitted article is a far more expanded and developed version of the 
earlier idea.

Competing interests The authors have no competing interests to declare that are relevant to the content 
of this article.

References

Allen, S. (2016). Properties. The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (IEP) https://iep.utm.edu/properties/.
Aquinas, S. T. (1920). The Summa Theologiæ. Translated by Fathers of the English Dominican Province. 

Revised by Kevin Knight (2017). https://www.newadvent.org/summa/1009.htm .
Azadegan, E. (2022). On the incompatibility of God’s knowledge of particulars and the doctrine of divine 

immutability: Towards a reform in islamic theology. Religious Studies, 58(2), 327–344. https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0034412520000414.

Boyd, G. (2001). The Open-Theism View. In K. James, Beilby, R. Paul, & Eddy (Eds.), Divine Foreknowl-
edge: Four views (pp. 13–65). InterVarsity Press.

Craig, W. L. (2001). The Middle Knowledge view. In J. K. Beilby, & P. R. Eddy (Eds.), Divine Foreknowl-
edge: Four views (pp. 119–161). InterVarsity Press.

Creel, R. E. (2010). Immutability and Impassibility. Pp 322–328 in A Companion to Philosophy of Reli-
gion, by Charles Taliaferro, Paul Draper, and Philip L. Quinn (2nd ed): Blackwell Publishing.

Davison, S. A. (2021). Petitionary prayer. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy https://plato.stanford.
edu/archives/win2021/entries/petitionary-prayer/.

Deng, N. (2019). God and time. Elements in the philosophy of Religion. Cambridge University Press.
Flint, T. P. (1998). Divine providence: The Molinist account. Cornell University Press.
Freddoso, A. J. (1988). Introduction. On Divine Foreknowledge: Part IV of the Concordia (pp. 1–81). 

Cornell University Press.
Ganssle, G. E. (n.d.). God and Time. The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (IEP) https://iep.utm.edu/

god-time/.

1 3

https://doi.org/10.30497/PRR.2021.241053.1684
https://iep.utm.edu/properties/
https://www.newadvent.org/summa/1009.htm
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412520000414
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412520000414
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/petitionary-prayer/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/petitionary-prayer/
https://iep.utm.edu/god-time/
https://iep.utm.edu/god-time/


International Journal for Philosophy of Religion

Laing, J. D. (2018). Middle Knowledge: Human Freedom in Divine Sovereignty. Kregel Academic.
Leftow, B. (2014). Immutability. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. https://plato.stanford.edu/

archives/win2016/entries/immutability.
Marshall, D. (2018). and Brian Weatherson. Intrinsic vs. extrinsic properties. The Stanford Encyclopedia 

of Philosophy https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2018/entries/intrinsic-extrinsic/.
Molina, L. (1988). On Divine Foreknowledge: Part IV of the Concordia. Translated by Alfred J. Freddoso. 

Cornell University Press.
Pawl, T. (2009). Divine immutability. The internet encyclopedia of Philosophy (IEP). https://iep.utm.edu/

divine-immutability/.
Stump, E. (2019). The openness of God: Eternity and free Will. In B. H. Arbour (Ed.), Philosophical 

essays against Open Theism (pp. 21–37). Routledge.
Swinburne, R. (2016). The coherence of Theism. Oxford University Press.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

Springer Nature or its licensor (e.g. a society or other partner) holds exclusive rights to this article under 
a publishing agreement with the author(s) or other rightsholder(s); author self-archiving of the accepted 
manuscript version of this article is solely governed by the terms of such publishing agreement and appli-
cable law.

1 3

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/immutability
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/immutability
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2018/entries/intrinsic-extrinsic/
https://iep.utm.edu/divine-immutability/
https://iep.utm.edu/divine-immutability/

	On the incoherence of molinism: incompatibility of middle knowledge with divine immutability
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Divine immutability
	The Molinist picture of divine immutability
	The incoherency of Molinism
	Concluding remarks
	References


