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THOMAS AQUINAS (1224-1274)



SUMMA THEOLOGICA1



The Existence of God The existence of God is not self-evident 2 There are those who claim that the existence of God is self-evident [which I myself do not believe]. One view here is that we have inborn knowledge of certain . . . self-evident truths [for example, if the statement "P" is true, then the statement "not-P" must be false]; and according to St. John of Damascus, "the knowledge of God is naturally implanted in all people." Therefore, some say that the existence of God is self-evident. Another argument for the self-evidence of God's existence is that some statements are seen to be self-evident as soon as we know the meanings of the terms used in such statements . . . . For example, once we understand what a whole is and what a part is, it is immediately obvious (self-evident) that a whole is larger than any one of its own parts. There are some [such as Anselm of Canterbury] who argue that as soon as the meaning of the word "God" is understood, it is then self-evident that God exists. For the word "God" means "something than which nothing greater can be thought of," and that which exists not only mentally but also in fact is greater than that which exists only mentally . . . . Thus, the proposition "God exists" is self-evidently true. A third argument is based on the premise that the existence of truth is self-evident, since whoever denies the existence of truth is asserting that "truth does not exist," and, if truth does not exist, then the proposition "truth does not exist" must be true. Now, if anything is true, then truth must exist. But God is truth itself, since Jesus, according to the Gospel of John, said "I am the way, the truth, and the life" (John 4:6). So it follows that the existence of God is self-evident. Against the foregoing arguments, it is said that no one can think the opposite of what is self-evident . . . . But there are people who assert the opposite of the statement "God exists": "The fool has said in his heart, there is no God" (Psalm 53:1). Therefore, the existence of God is not self-evident. My own view is that something can be self-evident in two different ways: (1) self-evident in itself, but not to us; and (2) selfevident in itself and to us. A statement is self-evident when its predicate is part of the meaning of its subject. An example is the statement "a human being is an animal" because "animal" is part of the definition of "human being." If the meanings of the predicate and subject are known to all, the truth of the statement will be self-evident to all . . . . But if there are those who do not understand the meanings of the predicate and the subject, then the statement will be self-evident in itself but not self-evident to those who are ignorant of the meanings of the predicate and subject terms . . . .



1Translated and edited by George Cronk, © 1996. Aquinas's Summa Theologica is a massive theological and philosophical work, originally composed in Latin. Only one small part of the Summa, Part I, Question 2, "The Existence of God," is included in the present translation. For the Latin text, together with a standard English translation by Timothy McDermott, see St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Volume 2 (on the "Existence and Nature of God") (New York: Blackfriars in conjunction with McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1964), pp. 4-17. 2Part I, Question 2, Article 1.
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As I see it, the statement "God exists" is self-evident in itself because the predicate is the same as the subject, that is, God is His own existence, as we will prove later on. 1 However, since we cannot know the essence of God, the claim that "God exists" is not self-evident to us, but rather needs to be proved from things that are more familiar to us . . . , that is, from effects [or events in the world] . . . . [see the following sections]. Although the existence of God is not self-evident, it can be proved 2 [As usual, I will summarize the views of those who disagree with me before I present my own arguments.] Many deny that the existence of God can be proved. For example, (1) there are those who say that the existence of God is accepted on the basis of faith and that beliefs based on faith cannot be proved because proof results in knowledge rather than faith, which is of the unseen [not the knowable] . . . . (2) Others claim that . . . we cannot know what God is but only what He is not . . . . (3) And still others argue as follows: If God's existence could be proved, it could only be from His effects. But God's effects are not perfectly reflective of Him since He is infinite and His effects are finite (and there is no good comparison between the finite and the infinite). Thus, since a cause cannot be proved by an effect that does not accurately reflect it, it seems that God's existence cannot be proved. Contrary to these views, St. Paul says that "the invisible qualities of God are clearly seen and understood by the things that God has created" (Romans 1:20). This would not be true if God's existence could not be proved from the things that God has created, for knowing that a thing exists is the first step toward understanding it. In my view, there are two kinds of proof: (1) from cause to effect, which explains why the effect exists; and (2) from effect to cause, which shows that the cause exists. When an effect is better known to us than its cause, we must reason from effect to cause in order to increase our knowledge of the cause; and from any effect the existence of its . . . cause may be proved, provided that the effect is well known to us. After all, isn't it obvious that, since an effect depends on its cause, if the effect exists then its cause must pre-exist it? Therefore, the existence of God, although it is not self-evident to us, can be proved from those of His effects that are known to us. On this basis, I would now like to reply to those (cited above) who claim that the existence of God cannot be proved. (1) [Some] beliefs about the existence and nature of God are not only articles of faith, but can be proved through natural reason . . . . However, if someone cannot understand a proof, there is no reason why such a person cannot accept on faith something that can be proved and known [even though he himself cannot prove or know it]. (2) When the existence of a cause is proved from its effects, we do not know the essence of the cause but only its existence [that is, we don't know what it is, but only that it is] . . . . (3) I admit that an effect that only imperfectly reflects its cause cannot give us perfect knowledge of that cause. Nonetheless, we can know that the cause exists if we know that its effects exist. Thus, we can prove the existence of God from His effects, even though, on the basis of such effects, we cannot perfectly know God's inner essence or true nature. God exists 3 [I think that God exists, and I also think that I can prove it.] There are two major objections to my view. First . . . , if one of two contraries is infinite, then the other can have no existence. Now, God is infinitely good. So, if God existed, the existence of evil, which is the opposite of goodness, would be impossible. However, there is evil in the world. Therefore, God does not exist. (In opposition to this view, I quote St. Augustine, who said, "Since God is supremely good, He would not allow any evil to exist unless He were able to bring good even out of evil." In His infinite goodness, God allows evil to exist in order to produce good from it.) 4



1In Part I, Question 3, Article 4, which is not included in this translation. 2Part I, Question 2, Article 2. 3Part I, Question 2, Article 3. 4The



passage in parentheses is Aquinas's "Reply to Objection 1," which is located in traditional editions at the end of Part I, Question



2, Article 3.
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The second objection is as follows: It is unnecessary to assume that what can be explained by a few causes has been produced by many. But it seems that everything in the world can be explained without reference to God. All natural phenomena can be explained by natural causes; and all voluntary events can be traced back to human reason or will. Therefore, there is no need to assume the existence of God [in order to explain what is happening in the universe]. (My reply to this is that nature produces definite effects under the direction of a higher agent, and therefore all natural events must be traced back to God as the first cause of nature. Similarly, voluntary occurrences must be traced back to some cause higher than human reason or will since these can change or cease to exist. All things that are changeable and capable of going out of existence must be traced back to an unchangeable and self-necessary first cause . . . [as will be shown below]. [In other words, the very existence of both natural and human causes must be explained by reference to a more fundamental, first, cause.]) 1 Against these arguments, we note that the Bible reports that God has said, "I am who am" (Exodus 3:14). And I will now show that the existence of God can be proved in five ways. 2 (1) The argument from change The first and most obvious way is the argument from change. Our senses show, and there is no doubt, that some of the things in the world are changing. Now, whatever changes must be caused to change by something other than itself. (Nothing can change unless it has the potential to be that into which it changes, whereas something that causes change must actually be what it is causing something else to change into. [In other words,] to cause change is to draw something out of potentiality into actuality, and this can be done only by something that is already in actuality. For example, fire, which is actually hot, can cause wood, which is potentially hot, to become actually hot, thereby causing change in the wood. Now, something cannot simultaneously be both actually and potentially X, although it can be actually X and potentially Y at the same time. Something that is actually hot is potentially cold, but nothing can be both actually and potentially hot at the same time. Therefore, it is impossible for something that changes to be the cause of that change; that is, something that changes cannot change itself. Thus, [to repeat what we stated above,] whatever is changing must be caused to change by something other than itself.) 3 If anything that causes change must itself be changing, then it also must be caused to change by something other than itself, and that cause must also be caused by still another cause, and so on [to infinity]. But this process of cause and effect cannot go on to infinity because, if it did, there would be no first cause of change and thus no later causes of change (since later causes of change are merely the effects of a first or primary cause — for example, a stick can move something only if the stick is moved by a hand). Therefore, there must be a first cause of change, which itself is not caused or changed by anything, and this everyone understands to be "God." (2) The argument from causation The second way to prove the existence of God is from the fact of . . . causation. In the world that we perceive with our senses, we find a series of . . . causes. Nothing can be the . . . cause of itself, for then it would be prior to itself, which is impossible. It is also impossible for a series of . . . causes to go on to infinity. In every series of . . . causes, the first cause produces one or more later causes, and the later causes produce the last event in the series. If a . . . cause were removed from the series, so would its effect be removed. Thus, if there were no first cause [in a series of causes], that is, if the series went on to infinity, there could be no later . . . causes and no last event in the series. But it is obvious that there are such causes and events. So there must be a first . . . cause, which everyone calls "God."



1The



passage in parentheses is Aquinas's "Reply to Objection 2," which is located in traditional editions at the end of Part I, Question



2, Article 3. 2For a sympathetic and illuminating interpretation of Aquinas's five proofs, see F.C. Copleston, Aquinas (New York: Penguin Books, 1955), pp. 114-130. 3The passage in parentheses is an argument within the main argument. It is an attempt to prove Aquinas's claim that "whatever changes must be caused to change by something other than itself."
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(3) The argument from contingency The third proof of God's existence is based on the distinction between possibility and necessity . . . . There are things that can either exist or not [that is, contingent beings], which is clear from the fact that some things come into being and later pass out of existence (that is, they exist at some times but not at others). But something like this [a contingent being] cannot always exist because something whose nonexistence is possible must have not-existed at some time. So if everything can not-be [that is, if everything has contingent existence], then at some time before now there would have been absolutely nothing in existence. But if this were the case, then even now there would be nothing in existence because something that doesn't exist can begin to exist only if it is brought into existence by something already existing. If at some time before now there was nothing in existence, it would have been impossible for anything to begin to exist and there would be nothing existing now, which is obviously false. Thus, it can't be that everything's existence is merely possible [contingent]. There must be something that has necessary existence . . . . Therefore, we must admit the existence of a being that exists necessarily . . . [and this everyone calls "God"]. (4) The argument from degrees of perfection The fourth proof is derived from the gradations that are observed in the world. Some things seem to be better, more true, more noble than other things. But something can have "more" or "less" of a quality only if it is closer to or further away from the maximum of that quality. For example, the hotter something is, the closer it is to that which is maximally hot. So there must be something that is maximally true, good, noble, and this must be the greatest conceivable being. As Aristotle says in Chapter 2 of his Metaphysics, whatever is greatest in truth is greatest in being. In the same book, Aristotle also says that the maximum in any category is the cause of everything else in that category (for example, fire, being the hottest thing [or stuff] [in existence] must be the cause of all heat). Therefore, there must be something that is the cause of the existence, goodness, and all other perfections of things in the world, and this we call "God." (5) The argument from design The fifth proof of God's existence follows from the way things happen in the world. Even things that lack consciousness, such as physical objects, tend toward an end. In fact, they always (or almost always) behave in such a way as to produce what is best [with regard to the natural order]. This shows that things in nature reach their end, not by chance or accident, but by design. But anything that lacks consciousness can tend toward an end [or follow a design] only if it is directed to do so by some other being that is conscious and intelligent (as an arrow is directed toward a target by an archer). It follows that there is some intelligent being who directs all things in nature toward their end, and this being we call "God." 1



1Aquinas's Summa Theologica (ST) was written between 1265 and 1272 and was left unfinished. In an earlier work, the Summa Contra Gentiles (SCG) (composed between 1259 and 1264), he says that all things in nature tend to cooperate in the production and maintenance of a single and stable cosmic order. This, it seems, is the "end" pursued "even by things that lack consciousness." Aquinas also says in the SCG that such things could not "tend to [such] a definite end" unless they were directed thereto by "some [intelligent] being by whose providence the world is governed," that is, by God. SCG, Book I, Chapter 13, ¶ 35.
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