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Aquinas's doctrine of the structure of existence and its relation to essence is critical 

to his entire metaphysic, but most importantly to his understanding of God. It is 

somewhat controversial as to whether Aquinas utilized the essence/existence 

distinction as an argument for God's existence. I will argue that he does. Further, 

the relevance for Aquinas of the essence/existence distinction is most evident in 

how the denial of the essence/existence distinction in God entails all the classical1 

attributes of God. 

Understanding Existence and the Essence/Existence Distinction 

Aquinas's doctrine of existence together with his doctrine of the distinction of essence 

and existence serve as the most radical break he has with Aristotle. I mention Aquinas's 

accounting of these doctrines vis-à-vis Aristotle mainly because of the great extent to which the 

philosophy of Aquinas tracks the philosophy of Aristotle. These doctrines of existence and the 

distinction of essence and existence (but not necessarily these doctrines alone) constitute a 

metaphysical innovation whose significance is virtually inestimable. They are what enable 

Aquinas to turn the pagan philosophy of Aristotle into the Christian philosophy that Thomism is, 

particularly regarding the existence and attributes of God and the doctrine of creation.2 

It should be noted that Aquinas's accounting of these doctrines is not without its 

antecedent inspirations. Indeed, both the discussion of existence and the discussion of the 

distinction between essence and existence (including whether there is any distinction and, if so, 

 
1 The qualifier 'classical' is meant to highlight two things. First, more technically, it is a reference to the 

fact that this understanding of God follows the contours of the metaphysical categories of Plato, Aristotle, and 

certain others from the Classical Era. These categories are philosophical. As such, they are complimented by 

additional categories arising from revealed truth (Special Revelation). Second, 'classical' is more or less a synonym 

for 'traditional' meaning that this picture of what God is like is one that has come down to us from the bulk of church 

history. 

2 I will not be dealing with the doctrine of creation in this paper beyond my comment in footnote 9. 
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what might be the nature of that distinction) were topics of philosophical interest to some going 

back to Liber de Causis (The Book of Causes), an anonymous work at one time wrongly 

attributed to Aristotle the contents of which is largely taken from Proclus's (412 - 485) Elements 

of Theology; to the works of Pseudo-Dionysius (late 400s - early 500s), especially his On the 

Divine Names which is referenced frequently by Aquinas in his discussion of God's attributes; 

and to certain Islamic philosophers including al-Farabi (872-950) and Avicenna (980-1037). 

Aquinas readily acknowledges such influences, adopting, modifying, or inverting their ideas as 

seems to him most appropriate to advance his own views. 

Much ink has been spilled in exploring these influences and the influences of others, 

looking both at the doctrines as they are found in these various sources and looking at the degree 

of influence these had on Aquinas's views (both by example and counter-example). It is not my 

purpose here to explore these influences in any appreciable degree nor to referee specific 

controversies surrounding such exploration. I shall proceed with the tacit acknowledgement that 

there are these influences, thus avoiding the charge of over-stating Aquinas's originality 

regarding his own views about these matters. At the same time, however, I am (so far) of the 

opinion that the crux of Aquinas's accounting of existence and the essence/existence distinction 

does constitute an innovation whose philosophical significance and subsequent influence is 

profound. To my knowledge, none of these predecessors pressed their own accounting of 

existence and/or the essence/existence distinction into the service of their overall philosophy to 

the extent that Aquinas did for his. 

Aquinas lays out his understanding of existence and the essence/existence distinction in 

works such as On Being and Essence, Truth, On the Power of God, and the Summa Theologiae.3 

 
3 Thomas Aquinas, On Being and Essence, trans. Armand Maurer (Toronto: The Pontifical Institute of 

Medieval Studies, 1968); Truth (De Veritate), trans. Robert W. Mulligan, James V. McGlynn, and Robert W. 

Schmidt, 3 vols. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994); On the Power of God, trans. English Dominican Fathers (Eugene: 
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I should first like to state very directly what the essence/existence distinction is. I shall then, by 

way of rehearsing a few basics in Aristotle's metaphysics that Aquinas takes up as his own (with 

some slight modifications in certain places), set the philosophical background. Afterwards I will 

explore more in-depth the essence/existence distinction and then visit specifically Aquinas's 

notion of existence.  

The Essence/Existence Distinction Stated 

The essence/existence distinction maintains that there is a real distinction in a created 

thing between its essence and its existence. A thing's essence is what it is. Its existence is that it 

is. To illustrate, consider yourself as a human being: Your essence is what makes you a human. 

Your existence is what makes you a being. That essence and existence are distinct in sensible 

objects (i.e., objects that are evident to the senses) is evident from the fact that one can 

understand the essence of a thing without knowing whether it exists. Aquinas argues in On Being 

and Essence, "Now, every essence ... can be understood without knowing anything about its 

being. I can know, for instance, what a man or a phoenix is and still be ignorant whether it has 

being in reality [esse habeat in rerum natura]. From this it is clear that being is other than essence 

... unless perhaps there is a reality whose quiddity [i.e., essence] is its being."4 

 
Wipf and Stock, 2004); St. Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologica: Complete English Edition in Five Volumes, 

translated by Fathers of the English Dominican Province (Westminster, MD: Christian Classics, 1981). 

4 On Being and Essence, IV, §6, p. 55. Elsewhere Aquinas argues, "Everything that is in the genus of 

substance is composite with a real composition, because whatever is in the category of substance is subsistent in its 

own existence, and its own act of existing must be distinct from the thing itself; otherwise it could not be distinct in 

existence from the other things with which it agrees in the formal character of its quiddity; for such agreement is 

required in all things that are directly in a category. Consequently everything that is directly in the category of 

substance is composed at least of the act of being and the subject of being." [Truth, XXVII, 1, ad. 8, trans. Schmidt, 

v. 3, 311-312] 
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Philosophical Background 

Act and Potency 

The Metaphysics of Act and Potency 

Aquinas adopts Aristotle's metaphysical categories of act and potency. These categories 

provide the basis for how Aristotle (and then Aquinas) accounts for change in a sensible object. 

Definitionally, act (or Actuality) is to be real whereas potency is the power or capacity to be 

actual or real. Potencies can be thought of, roughly, as a capacity in a substance or thing. As 

such, a potency cannot exist on its own, but can only "exist" as a potency that a thing possess. 

But here, the term 'exists' can be misleading. Potency occupies a sort of middle ground between 

existing in full reality and not existing at all.  

Aristotle utilized act and potency as a means (in principle) of countering the arguments of 

Parmenides who denied the reality of change and multiplicity.5 Parmenides did so by arguing 

that there was only two ways that things could differ: either by their being or by their non-being 

(an excluded middle). He argued that things could not differ by their being since "being" was the 

one thing in respect to which they were the same; which is to say, their both being "beings" was 

the very way in which they alike. But they also could not differ by their non-being since to differ 

by non-being was just not to differ at all. Thus, Parmenides concluded, things could not differ at 

all and, thus, all things were the same thing and that there was no change.  

Aristotle countered that there was a tertium quid—a third alternative between being and 

non-being—viz., that of potentiality or potency.6 He comments, "So it is possible that a thing 

may be capable of being and not be, and capable of not being and yet be.… For of non-existent 

 
5 I am taking a fairly standard interpretation of Parmenides arising from Aristotle in his Metaphysics III, 4, 

1001a32ff that I will here neither defend nor challenge. 

6 This was not the only way that two things could differ. 
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things some exist potentially; but they do not exist because they do not exist in complete 

reality."7 

Aquinas employs the same notions of act and potency as Aristotle. "By non-existence we 

understand not simply those things which do not exist, but those which are potential, and not 

actual."8 Elsewhere Aquinas says, "Observe that some things can exist though they do not exist, 

while other things do exist. That which can be is said to exist in potency; that which already 

exists is said to be in act."9  

To illustrate act and potency, consider a person who is actually sitting but not actually 

standing.10 Such a person, though sitting, nevertheless has the potential or power or capacity 

(different English words for the same metaphysical reality) to stand. Upon standing, the person 

actualizes his potential to stand, his standing becomes actual and his sitting now becomes 

potential. In all these instances, the potency to stand while sitting and the potency to sit while 

 
7 Metaphysics, Q (IX), 3, 1047a20, 35-1047b1, trans. W. D. Ross in Richard McKeon, ed. The Basic Works 

of Aristotle (New York: Random House, 1941). 

8 ST I, 5, 2. 

9 Thomas Aquinas, On the Principles of Nature, trans. Vernon J. Bourke in The Pocket Aquinas (New 

York: Washington Square Press, 1960), 61. He also argues, "Now, from the foregoing it is evident that in created 

intellectual substances there is composition of act and potentiality. For in whatever thing we find two, one of which 

is the complement of the other, the proportion of one of them to the other is as the proportion of potentiality to act; 

for nothing is completed except by its proper act." [Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, trans. James F. 

Anderson (University of Notre Dame Press Edition) II, 53, §1-2, vol. 2, p. 155. Reprint of On the Truth of the 

Catholic Faith (Garden City, NY: Hanover House)]  

                 In addition to this metaphysical accounting of potency, there is also a logical accounting which refers to 

those situations where the predicate of a proposition is not opposed to the subject. In this case, Aquinas could say 

that before God created the world, there was the potential for the world to be, without at the same time committing 

himself to saying that there was a metaphysical potency that existed before the world existed. He says, "Before the 

world existed it was possible for the world to be, not, indeed, according to a passive power which is matter, but 

according to the active power of God; and also, according as a thing is called absolutely possible, not in relation to 

any power, but from the sole habitude of the terms which are not repugnant to each other; in which sense possible is 

opposed to impossible, as appears from the Philosopher (Metaph. v, text. 17)." [ST 1, 46 ad. 1] 

10 Here I am interested in illustrating the act/potency distinction merely, without regard to the distinction 

between a subject's proper accidents (or properties) and its accidents, and also without regard to the distinction 

between active and passive potency. 
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standing must be actualized, if they are to be actualized at all, by something that is already in act, 

viz., the same subject in some other respect. Philosopher Bernard J. Wuellner summarizes, 

"Howsoever anything acts, it does so inasmuch as it is in act; howsoever anything receives, it 

does so inasmuch as it is in potency."11 

To focus in on the fact that such a potential is something real in the person, compare the 

sitting and standing of the person to a rock. While a man who is actually sitting has the potential 

to stand, or who is actually standing has the potential to sit, a rock lacks the potency to stand or 

sit. Note, then, the difference between the non-existing of the standing in a sitting man and the 

non-existing of the standing in the rock. While both are non-existing, there remains a modicum 

of reality to the non-existing of the standing in the sitting man. It "exists" as a potential in the 

man in a way in which its non-existing does not in any way exist in the rock.  

The significance of Aquinas's Employment of Act and Potency 

One should notice already that such parsing out of things in the categories of act and 

potency gives rise to a robust accounting of causality.12 The ability for a potential to actualized, 

which is to say, the ability for the standing or sitting to be caused, must be either from the nature 

of the thing possessing the potency or from something outside the nature of the thing. So far this 

is just like Aristotle. Aquinas will argue that sensible things are not able to ultimately account for 

the actualization of all of their own potentialities. The act/potency of sensible things stands in 

stark contrast to God's nature of being pure actuality. But act/potency cannot get one beyond the 

 
11 Bernard J. Wuellner, Summary of Scholastic Principles (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1956), 5. 

12 Of course, the categories of act and potency are not the only ones relevant to a classical notion of 

causality. Factoring in the relationship to substance and accidents can enable one to preempt Humean critiques of 

cause. See John Knasas, Being and Some Twentieth-Century Thomists (New York: Fordham University Press, 

2003), pp. 214-221. 
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multiple, impersonal gods of Aristotle. It will take Aquinas's accounting of existence and the 

essence/existence distinction to take us all the way to the God of classical theism. 

Form and Matter 

The Metaphysics of Form and Matter 

Not surprisingly, Aquinas follows Aristotle in the notions of Form and Matter. "Because 

the definition telling what a thing is signifies that by which a thing is located in its genus or 

species, philosophers have substituted the term 'quiddity' for the term 'essence.' The Philosopher 

[i.e., Aristotle] frequently calls this 'what something was to be' [quod quid erat esse; to; tiv h\n 

ei\nai]; that is to say, that which makes a thing to be what it is. It is also called 'form.'"13 

The Form of a sensible object is what makes it be the kind of thing that it is. Not 

surprisingly, the Form is the "formal" cause of a thing. The formal cause does not cause a thing 

to exist (at least, not for Aquinas), but, more narrowly, it makes a thing to exist in a certain way, 

as, for example, a human or a horse. 

Matter is that metaphysical aspect of a sensible object by which the Form is individuated 

to be this man or this horse. Utilizing the act/potency categories, Form actualizes Matter; Matter 

in is potency to Form. Matter and Form together constitute the essence of the sensible object. 

Such a Matter/Form combination (which characterizes all sensible objects) is called 

hylomorphism—from uJlhv (hule), Matter and morfhv (morphe), Form.14 

 
13 On Being and Essence, I, §4, trans. Armand Maurer, 2nd revised ed. [Mediaeval Sources in Translation 

1] (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1968), 31. Other specific term can be noted. The "whatness" 

of a thing with respect to Matter is called Form; with respect to Operations is called Nature; with respect to 

Accidents is called Substance; with respect to Mind is called Quiddity; and with respect to Existence is called 

Essence. 

14 Aquinas again, "Form and matter are found in composite substances, as for example the soul and body 

in man." [On Being and Essence, II, §1, trans. Maurer, 34] Further he says, "It is evident, therefore, that essence 

embraces both matter and form." [On Being and Essence, II, §1, trans. Maurer, 35] 
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The Significance of Aquinas's Employment of Form and Matter 

The significance of Aquinas's employment of Form and Matter is that Thomas will argue 

that sensible things, being composed of Form and Matter, are not ultimately able to account for 

their own existence and thus will need a First Efficient Cause as their cause. Further, he will 

unpack the metaphysical attributes of God demonstrating that the particular aspects of the nature 

of God stand in stark contrast to the Form and Matter aspects of sensible things. 

Historical Background 

Aristotle on Existence the Essence/Existence Distinction 

Aristotle's highest category in his metaphysics is Form. To be is to be a Form. This is to 

say that Aristotle does not have a philosophical category of existence. As such, there can be no 

philosophical distinction in Aristotle's philosophy between essence and existence. He says, "For 

'one man' and 'man' are the same thing, and so are 'existing man' and 'man' and the doubling of 

the words in 'one man' and 'one existing man' does not express anything different."15 Charles 

Kahn observes, "The upshot is that, although we can recognize at least three different kinds of 

existential questions discussed by Aristotle, Aristotle himself neither distinguishes these 

questions from one another nor brings them together under any common head or topic which 

might be set in contrast to other themes in his general discussion of Being."16 Joseph Owens 

remarks, "From the viewpoint of the much later distinction between essence and the act of 

existing, this treatment must mean that Aristotle is leaving the act of existence entirely outside 

the scope of his philosophy. The act of existing must be wholly escaping his scientific 

 
15 Aristotle, Metaphysics, D (4), 2, 1003b26-27, trans. W. D. Ross in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. 

Richard McKeon (New York: Random House, 1941), Ross, in McKeon, 733. 

16 Charles H. Kahn, "Why Existence Does Not Emerge as a Distinct Concept in Greek Philosophy," in 

Philosophies of Existence: Ancient and Medieval, ed. Parviz Morewedge (New York: Fordham University Press, 

1982), 10 
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consideration. All necessary and definite connections between things can be reduced to 

essence."17 

Aristotle is not alone here, for there does not seem to be a distinctive philosophical 

discussion of existence as such in any Ancient Greek philosophy, and, thus, no notion of an 

essence/existence distinction among the Ancient Greeks. Charles Kahn again, in his aptly titled 

article "Why Existence Does Not Emerge as a Distinct Concept in Greek Philosophy" says, 

In the extended discussion of the concept (or concepts) of Being in Greek philosophy 

from Parmenides to Aristotle, the theme of existence does not figure as a distinct topic for 

philosophical reflection. … I must make clear that my thesis about the non-emergence of 

existence as a distinct topic is not intended as a denial of the obvious fact that the Greek 

philosophers occasionally discuss questions of existence. My thesis is rather that the 

concept of existence is never "thematized": it itself does not become a subject for 

philosophical reflection.18 

Kahn then interestingly goes on to observe, "My general view of the historical development is 

that existence in the modern sense becomes a central concept in philosophy only in the period 

when Greek ontology is radically revised in the light of a metaphysics of creation: that is to say, 

under the influence of Biblical religion."19 

Existence and the Essence/Existence Distinction after Aquinas 

Various opinions of the nature of the essence/existence distinction, or, indeed, whether 

the distinction was real, arose right after Aquinas's death.20 What is more, controversy over the 

 
17 Joseph Owens, The Doctrine of Being in the Aristotelian Metaphysics: A Study in the Greek Background 

of Mediaeval Thought, 3rd ed. (Toronto: The Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies), 309, emphasis in original. 

18 Kahn, Existence, p. 7, 9, emphasis in original. 

19 Kahn, Existence, p. 7. 

20 For a treatment of the views from "lesser known" philosophers (in contrast to Duns Scotus's more 

prominent view in which he regarded the distinction as only formal), see John F. Wippel, "The Relationship 

Between Essence and Existence in Late–Thirteenth-Century Thought: Giles of Rome, Henry of Ghent, Godfrey of 

Fontaines, and James of Viterbo," in Morewedge, Philosophies of Existence cited in note 16. 



10 

Aquinas on Existence and the Essence/Existence Distinction 
© 2024 Richard G. Howe, Ph.D. 

place of existence in Aquinas' philosophy in light of the essence/existence distinction erupted 

right after Aquinas's death as well. By the sixteenth century, Dominic Báñez in his commentary 

on Aquinas's Summa Theologiae21 defended the notion against his contemporaries that in the 

philosophy of Thomas Aquinas, existence is the primary metaphysical notion.22  

Aquinas's Notion of Existence 

The full import of the essence/existence distinction is easily missed until Aquinas's 

notion of existence is unpacked. Once one appreciates what Aquinas says about existence, then, 

when coupled with the real distinction between essence and existence, one can begin to see its 

profound implications for the existence and attributes of the God of Classical Christianity. 

As I seek to unpack Aquinas's accounting of existence, for the sake of clarity I should 

like to introduce some vocabulary. The infinitive of the Latin verb to be 'sum' (I am) is 'esse' and 

is often translated into English as 'being' or 'existence.' This can be misleading for the English 

reader since the English 'being' can be both a noun and a verb. Further, 'existence' is always a 

noun. What will be important in due course is the emphasis upon the infinitive sense of esse. A 

literal translation of 'to be', however, tends to be awkward and probably no less misleading than 

the more common English renderings. 

 
21 Dominic Bañez, The Primacy of Existence in Thomas Aquinas: A Commentary in Thomistic 

Metaphysics, trans. Benjamin S. Llamzon, (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1966). 

22 There has been a small controversy over whether Bañez consistently faithful to Aquinas's view of the 

primacy of existence or, perhaps more accurately, whether he is faithful to Aquinas's view of actus essendi. Joseph 

Owens maintains that Bañez is not. (See his An Elementary Christian Metaphysics (Houston: Center for Thomistic 

Studies, 1963), 104, n. 11.) He quotes Bañez's formula "being is really distinct from essence as thing from thing" 

thus rendering esse no longer an act but a substance. This take on Bañez is also picked up by Armand A. Maurer in 

Etienne Gilson, ed. A History of Philosophy, vol. 2, Medieval Philosophy, by Armand A. Maurer (New York: 

Random House, 1962), 353-354. For a discussion of this and a defense of Bañez, see Benjamin S. Llamzon, "The 

Specification of Esse: A Study of Bañez," The Modern Schoolman 41, no. 2 (Jan. 1964): 123-143 and especially 

Benjamin S. Llamzon, "Suppositional and Accidental Esse: A Study in Bañez," The New Scholasticism 39, no. 2 

(April 1965): 170-188. 
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While it was not uncommon in the Middle Ages for philosophers to use the term 'esse' as 

a synonym for 'essence,' Aquinas explicitly distinguished the two, describing the latter as that 

which receives esse. In Aquinas's metaphysical schema, Form and Matter in sensible things 

together constitute an essence. Essence and esse together constitute a being (ens, the participle of 

the Latin verb "to be"). As Matter is in potency to Form, Matter and Form together (i.e., an 

essence) is in potency to existence (esse). Form actualizes Matter; existence (esse) actualizes 

essence. Owens summarizes, "When existence is considered in relation to the thing it makes 

exist, it may be regarded as actualizing the thing and, accordingly, it appears as the actuality that 

gives the thing existence." Aquinas puts it thus, "Wherefore it is clear that being as we 

understand it here is the actuality of all acts, and therefore the perfection of all perfections." 23 

But what is Aquinas getting at here? There are at least two aspects of Aquinas's 

accounting of existence that are crucial to understand, viz., that the existing of a created thing is 

constantly being caused and, second, that existence as such, i.e., existence per se, contains all 

perfections.24 

As for the first (that the existing of a created thing is constantly being caused), consider 

this illustration, despite the fact that, when pressed to far, the illustration gets the point more 

wrong than right. If you saw a giant glass ball in front of you, you might ask how did it come to 

be. If someone answered that the giant glass ball was manufactured in a nearby factory and 

moved here as a promotional gimmick for a local retail service, you would likely be satisfied 

 
23 On the Power of God, VII, 2, ad. 9, v. III, p. 12. 

24 For a great treatment of this Thomistic accounting of existence at a relatively non-technical level, see 

Joseph Owens, Interpretation cited in note Error! Bookmark not defined.. For a technical treatment, particularly 

in light of other accountings of existence, see Etienne Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers (Toronto, Canada: 

Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1952). For a treatment of this specific accounting of existence in light of 

other accountings among Thomistic philosophers, see John F. X. Knasas, Being and Some 20th Century Thomists 

(New York: Fordham University Press, 2003). 
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with that answer. What is more, your satisfaction would have nothing to do with knowing much 

more about the factory that made the glass ball beyond the fact that it manufactured it. Indeed, 

while it might be interesting for other reasons, whether the factory still exists would, for the most 

part, be irrelevant to your satisfaction with the explanation of the glass ball in front of you. 

Contrast your encounter with the glass ball with a different kind of encounter. Suppose, 

as you were looking at the glass ball, you were hearing music. In this case, you would not ask 

where did the music came from or how did the music come to be. Rather, you would ask what is 

causing the music to be right now. This so because, unlike the glass ball (as far as my illustration 

goes) you realize that music is music only as it is being caused to be music at every instance that 

it is music. As soon as the cause of the music stops causing the music, the music goes out of 

existence. Music as music must constantly be caused to be music if it is to be music at all. 

In a parallel way, this is how Aquinas regards existence in creatures. As that which 

actualizes an essence, that essence exists only as it is being caused to exist at every moment of its 

existence, which is to say, that essence exists only as it is being continuously actualized. As soon 

as the cause of the existence of the essence stops causing the existence of the essence, the 

essence goes out of existence.  

As for the second (that existence contains all perfections), bear in mind here that the 

notion of "perfection" is not a moral one. While moral perfection can be parsed out within this 

category, here 'perfection' is a broader notion.25 For the most part, to perfect something is to 

 
25 That moral perfection (but not the moral virtues as attributed to God) can be (indeed, must be) parsed 

out in the category of the actualization of potencies is the essence of Natural Law theory. For a very helpful 

summary of this, especially regarding God's relationship to the matter, see Edward Feser, "Does Morality Depend on 

God? (Updated)" at http://edwardfeser.blogspot.com/2011/07/does-morality-depend-on-god.html (accessed 

02/09/24). See also my "Does Morality Need God in Order to Be Objective: The 'Yes' and 'No' Answer of Thomism 

at http://richardghowe.com/index_htm_files/GodandMoralityPaper.pdf (accessed 02/09/24) where I summarize 

Feser's article and nest the discussion in a summary of Natural Law Theory. For more in-depth discussions, see J. 

Budziszewski, Written on the Heart: The Case for Natural Law (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1997); J. 

Daryl, Charles, Retrieving the Natural Law: A Return to Moral First Things (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008); R. S. 

Clark, "Calvin on the Lex Naturalis," Stulos Theological Journal 6, no. 1 and 2 (1998): 1-22; Jesse Covington, 

http://edwardfeser.blogspot.com/2011/07/does-morality-depend-on-god.html
http://richardghowe.com/index_htm_files/GodandMoralityPaper.pdf
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actualize it. Aristotle used these terms interchangeably (ejnergavzomai, ejnergevia: actualize, 

actuality; ejntelevceia: perfection).26 That 'perfection' is an apt word to use in this context is 

argued by Owens. "An alternate word for actuality in this respect is "perfection" (entelecheia). It 

was used by Aristotle along with actuality to designate the formal elements in the things. These 

perfected the material element in the sense of filling its potentiality and completing the thing. 

Since existence is required to complete the thing and all the formal elements and activities, it 

may be aptly called the perfection of all perfections."27 

These notions of current causality (i.e., existence as an act) and existence as possessing 

all perfections are crucial to understanding the whole of Aquinas's metaphysics.28 Their "cash 

value" (if you will) is how they philosophically deliver both the existence of God and also all of 

 
Bryan McGraw, and Micah Watson, Natural Law and Evangelical Political Thought (Lanham: Lexington, 2013); 

Austin Fagothy, Right Reason: Ethics in Theory and Practice Based on the Teachings of Aristotle and St. Thomas 

Aquinas, 2nd ed. (Charlotte: Tan, 1959); Stephen J. Grabill, Rediscovering the Natural Law in Reformed Theological 

Ethics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006); John T. McNeill, "Natural Law in the Teaching of the Reformers," The 

Journal of Religion 26, no. 3 (July 1946): 168-182; and David VanDrunen, Divine Covenants and Moral Order: A 

Biblical Theology of Natural Law (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014); David VanDrunen, "Medieval Natural Law and 

the Reformation: A Comparison of Aquinas and Calvin," American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 80 (Winter 

2006): 77-98. Much of the above is against the backdrop of Aristotle and Aquinas. For them, see Aristotle's 

Nicomachean Ethics and Aquinas's Summa Theologiae I-II, Q 1-114, especially his Treatise on Law (Q 90-144, 

sometimes published separately). Finally, it should be noted (without at this point much supporting argument) that 

the reason the actualization of a potential is a perfection, or, more to the point, is an actualization of a thing's good, 

is because in Aquinas's thinking, the terms 'being' and 'good' are convertible. For a discussion of this, see Jan A. 

Aertsen, "The Convertibility of Being and Good in St. Thomas Aquinas." New Scholasticism 59 (1985): 449-470. 

26 It is interesting to note that the word entelejceia arises from the root words ejn (in) + tevloV (end, goal) 

and ejvcein (to have). 

27 Owens, Interpretation, 52-53. 

28 This not to say that there are no other essential elements of Aquinas's philosophy. Along with Aquinas's 

accounting of existence, one must also have a proper application of Aquinas's notion of the analogy of being. For a 

varied discussion of this admittedly difficult topic, see W. Norris Clarke, "Analogy and the Meaningfulness of 

Language about God: A Reply to Kai Nielsen," Thomist 40 (1976): 61-95; George P. Klubertanz, St. Thomas 

Aquinas on Analogy (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1960); E. L. Mascall, Existence and Analogy: A Sequel to 

"He Who Is." (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1949), reprinted (n.c.: Archon Books, 1967); Battista Mondin, 

The Principle of Analogy in Protestant and Catholic Theology (The Hague:  Martinus Nijhoff, 1968); Joseph 

Owens, "Analogy as a Thomistic Approach to Being," Medieval Studies 24 (1962): 303-322; and Gregory P. Rocca, 

Speaking the Incomprehensible God (Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 2004). 
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the classical attributes of God (sans those attributes contained exclusively in revealed truth like, 

for example, the Trinity). It is to these two considerations that I would like to turn my attention. 

Existence and the Essence/Existence Distinction as an Argument for God's Existence 

Aquinas sets forth some of the basics of his accounting of existence and essence in his On 

Being and Essence.29 Whether he is there pressing these elements into the service of an 

argument for the existence of God is somewhat (perhaps mildly) disputed.30 In Q3 of his Summa 

Theologiae, Aquinas discusses the essence/existence distinction as a means of demonstrating 

God's simplicity. Having already in the previous question demonstrated God's existence with his 

famous "Five Ways," it seems clear to some that here in Q3 in the Summa he is not using the 

essence/existence distinction as an argument for God's existence.31 But Owens argues that not 

only is Aquinas making an argument for God's existence here in On Being and Essence, but that 

he makes this same argument in other places as well.32 

With this, let us look directly at the argument. Consider yourself as a human being. 

Whatever is true of you, is true of you either because of your essence or not. In other words, 

 
29 See note 3. 

30 In this translation of On Being and Essence, Maurer puts Joseph Owens in the camp of those who affirm 

that Aquinas uses this as an argument for God's existence and Etienne Gilson in the camp of those who deny that 

Aquinas uses this as an argument for God's existence. Most contemporary Thomists with whom I am familiar now 

affirm that this is indeed an argument for God's existence. For sources on this, see Gaven Kerr, Aquinas's Way to 

God: The Proof in the De Ente et Essentia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).  

31 In reality, it is slightly more complicated than I am making it sound here. Owens argues powerfully that 

all of Aquinas's "Five Ways" in Q 2 are employing Aquinas's notion of esse. See Joseph Owens, "Aquinas and the 

Five Ways," Monist 58 (Jan. 1974): 16-35. 

32 See Owens, "Aquinas and the Five Ways," pp. 17-18, n.31. It is important to note that even Aquinas 

himself, in certain places, attributes the argument to others (e.g., Avicenna). For example, in On the Power of God, 

Aquinas says "Now there is a being that is its own being: and this follows from the fact that there must needs be a 

being that is pure act and wherein there is not composition. Hence from that one being all other beings that are not 

their own being, but have being by participation, must needs proceed. This is the argument of Avicenna." (I, Q. V, 

3rd argument, p. 110). 
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whatever properties, conditions, states, etc. that obtain with you must arise either because of the 

kind of thing you are (i.e., because of your essence) or because of something besides your 

essence. Aquinas argues, "Whatever belongs to a thing is either caused by the principles of its 

nature … or comes to it from an extrinsic principle ...."33 

For example, the reason you as a human being have rationality is because you are a 

human. It is part of your essence as a human to have rationality. You have rationality by virtue of 

being human. Rationality is caused by your essence. These are four ways of saying the same 

thing. Again, the reason you have risibility (to use Aquinas's own example) is because you are a 

human. It is part of your essence as a human to have risibility. You have risibility by virtue of 

being human. Risibility is caused by your essence.  

But consider something else that is true of you. Is the reason you are here at the 

International Society of Christian Apologetics (or wherever you happen to be as you hear or read 

this paper) because you are a human? Is it part of your essence as a human to be here at ISCA? 

Are you here at ISCA by virtue of being a human? Is being here at ISCA caused by your 

essence? The answer is clearly 'no' since, if you were here at ISCA by virtue of being a human, 

then all others who are not here at ISCA would not be human. You can also think about it this 

way. Sometimes both Aristotle and Aquinas understand Form as that which constitutes the 

definition of a thing. But one should be careful not to think of 'definition' here as merely being a 

 
33 On Being and Essence, IV, §7, p. 56. Note that one can distinguish those principles that arise from the 

very essence, which is to say, the definition, of the thing (like rationality for a human) and those aspects of a thing 

that, while not themselves part of the definition of the thing, nevertheless are necessary aspects (proper accidents) 

that arise by those principles that are part of the definition. Thus, (as my example perhaps oversimplifies) the 

principles of rationality (which enables one to grasp incongruity) together with the capacity to make vocal sounds 

give rise to the necessary aspect (proper accident) of the ability to laugh. I owe John Knasas for this helpful 

observation. See his Being and Some Twentieth-Century Thomists, pp. 215-216, cited in note 12. 
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modern logical notion. Instead it is a metaphysical notion. In Aristotle and Aquinas, a thing is 

defined precisely because of its occupation within its species.34 

Given that you are here at ISCA, one must ask how this can be the case. Why are you 

able to be here at ISCA even though it is not part of your essence to be here at ISCA? The 

answer, of course is quite simple. You are here at ISCA because you caused yourself to be here 

at ISCA. Let us, then, press the matter. Instead of your rationality, risibility, or being here at 

ISCA, consider your existence. Is the reason you exist because you are a human? Is it part of 

your essence to exist? Do you exist by virtue of being human? Is your existence caused by your 

essence? Here the answer is, again, clearly 'no'; and it should be easy to see why. As Aquinas 

points out, "Now being itself cannot be caused by the form ... of a thing (by 'caused' I mean by an 

efficient cause), because that thing would then be its own cause and it would bring itself into 

being, which is impossible."35 

We all learned in Apologetics 101 that nothing can be the cause if its own existence, the 

atheist philosopher Quintin Smith notwithstanding.36 But if you cannot be the cause of your own 

existence, then your existence must be caused by something else. Aquinas summarizes, "It 

follows that everything whose being is distinct from its nature must have being from another."37 

 
34 "A species is defined by giving its genus (genos) and its differentia (diaphora): the genus is the kind 

under which the species falls, and the differentia tells what characterizes the species within that genus. As an 

example, human might be defined as animal (the genus) having the capacity to reason (the differentia)." 

(http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-logic/, accessed 11/11/16) 

35 On Being and Essence, IV, §7, p. 56. 

36 See Quentin Smith, "The Reason the Universe Exists Is that It Caused Itself to Exist," Philosophy 74 

(October 1999): 579-586. 

37 On Being and Essence, IV, §7, trans. Maurer, 56-57. 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-logic/
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But what about that thing's existence? It either exists by virtue of its essence or it is caused to 

exist by something else. Now, can this go on to infinity? Aquinas again, "There must be a reality 

that is the cause of being for all other things, because it is pure being. If this were not so, we 

would go on to infinity in causes, for everything that is not pure being has a cause of its being, as 

has been said."38 

This specter of the infinite regress arises within three of Aquinas's "Five Ways."39 The 

question can be asked, "why can there not be an infinite regress?" One thing that needs to be 

noted here is that Aquinas's argument in these three of his Five Ways goes in the opposite 

direction than how he is often taken. Usually, Aquinas is taken to mean that since there cannot be 

an infinite regress (for whatever reasons), then there must be a first cause. In other words, it is 

common for the critic to take Aquinas to be arguing a Kalam Cosmological argument. From this 

point, the critic of Aquinas's arguments would go on to challenge the assertion that there cannot 

be such an infinite regress, mistakenly thinking that the impossibility of an infinite regress is a 

necessary condition for the truth of Aquinas's conclusions.  

I submit, however, that he is actually arguing the reverse, viz., that since there must be a 

first cause, then there cannot be an infinite regress. This interpretation that Aquinas is not 

making the Kalam type of argument here is supported by the fact that in the Summa Theologiae 

 
38 On Being and Essence, IV, §7, trans. Maurer, 56-57. 

39 In the First Way he says "If that by which it is put in motion be itself put in motion, then this also must 

needs be put in motion by another, and that by another again.  But this cannot go on to infinity  ̧because then there 

would be no first mover …" The Second Way says "Now in efficient causes, it is not possible to go on to infinity, 

because in all efficient causes following in order, the first is the cause of the intermediate cause. The Third Way says 

"But every necessary thing either has its necessity caused by another, or not.  Now it is impossible to go on to 

infinity in necessary things which have their necessity caused by another, as has been already proved in regard to 

efficient causes. [ST I, 2, Art. 3, emphasis added] 
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Q46, he explicitly rejects that philosophy can disprove the possibility of such an infinite 

regress.40 

Taking this interpretation of the Five Ways requires the discussion to focus, not on 

whether there could be an infinite regress of the Kalam type, but why it is that the necessity of a 

first cause precludes the possibility of an infinite regress. What one finds upon a closer 

examination not very much further along into the Summa Theologiae is that, for Aquinas, there 

are in fact two different types of infinites—an infinite per se and an infinite per accidens. 

Aquinas discusses the differences in Q46 of the Summa. There he says, "In efficient causes it is 

impossible to proceed to infinity per se—thus, there cannot be an infinite number of causes that 

are per se required for a certain effect. … But it is not impossible to proceed to infinity 

accidentally as regards efficient causes …."41 

Aquinas illustrates the difference by contrasting the causal sequence of father to son with 

the causal sequences of a hand moving a stick that is moving a stone. With the former, a man can 

father a son who can then grow up to father a son and so on infinitely (according to Aquinas); or, 

if you need to think of it in the opposite order, a son was fathered by his father who was, in turn, 

fathered by his father, and so on. The reason he thinks that such a causal sequence can be infinite 

(or, at least, this infinite cannot be philosophically demonstrated to be impossible) is because the 

causal connections are only accidental. When the son goes on to father a son, his own father is 

causally uninvolved. His own father could go out of existence and yet the son could go on to 

father his own son. Thus, the father, while being a cause of the son, is not a cause of the son's 

causing his own son. To say it another way, the father, while being a cause of the son, is not a 

 
40 For a discussion of this, see my "Two Notions of the Infinite in Thomas Aquinas' Summa Theologiae I, 

Questions 2 and 46" Christian Apologetics Journal 8:1 (Spring 2009): 71-86. 

41 ST 1, Q, 46, ii, ad 7. 
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cause of the son's being a father. Aquinas says, "It is accidental to this particular man as 

generator to be generated by another man; for he generates as a man, and not as the son of 

another man."42 

But contrast this with the nature of the causal sequence of a hand moving a stick which is 

moving a stone. It is not only the case that the hand is moving the stick and that the stick is 

moving the stone, but more than that, the hand is the cause of the stick being a cause of the 

moving of the stone. In contrast to the father/son illustration, the father is not the cause of the 

son's being a cause of his own son. However, the hand is not only the cause of the stick's 

moving, but it is also the cause of the stick being a mover of the stone. The father is the cause of 

the son, but he is not the cause of the son's being a father. The hand not only causes the stick to 

move, but it also causes the stick to be a mover of the stone. Here, then, the hand/stick/stone 

causal relationship is per se and the father/son/son causal relationship is per accidens.43 

Where, then, does this leave us. Returning back to our original argument about a thing's 

existence being caused by something outside itself: it follows that whatever is being caused to 

exist must be being caused to exist by something that is uncaused. It must be bring cause to exist 

by something whose existence is its essence, which is to say a thing that exists because its very 

essence is existence. Anything that exists for which existence is not part of its essence must be 

 
42 ST 1, Q, 46, ii, ad 7. 

43 To say it another way: In a per accidens infinite, the cause of an effect is only accidentally related to the 

effect being itself a cause of a further effect whereas in an infinite per se the cause of the effect is what causes the 

effect itself to be a cause. When the cause of w is the cause of w's causing x and x is the cause of y's causing z, then 

there must be a first cause, otherwise, z would not be caused. Since there must be a first cause, this series cannot be 

an infinite. However, when the cause of w is not the cause of w's causing x and x is not the cause of y's causing z, 

then this series can be infinite since the infinity of the series is only accidental to z's being caused. The imagery of a 

series of interlocking gears might be helpful. That a gear is turning requires that either turning is part of its essence 

as a gear, or it is being turned by a gear for which turning is part of its essence as a gear. There could not be an 

infinite series of gears without a "first" gear doing the turning. Or consider looking into facing mirrors where you 

see a seemingly endless "regression" of images. There could not be an infinite number of reflections otherwise there 

would be no fact that is being reflected. 
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being caused by that for which there is no essence/existence distinction. It is substantial 

existence itself—ipsum esse subsistens.  

Existence and the Essence/Existence Distinction as an Argument for God's Attributes 

To round out the topic at hand, I want to say a few things about how Aquinas's 

accounting of existence entails the classical attributes of God. Since esse is the actualization of 

all actualities and the perfection of all perfections, Aquinas would insist that esse as such is 

unlimited and contains all perfections. All the perfections that are exemplified by creatures are 

made actual by esse. The esse of a thing is limited when conjoined with Form or with Form and 

Matter, which is to say, an essence. But since there has to be something whose essence does not 

have existence but, rather, whose essence is existence, then that thing's perfections are unlimited 

since they are not limited by the esse of the thing being conjoined with a Form or essence that is 

other than its existence. 

Perhaps an illustration will help—what I call the balloon illustration (which I borrowed 

from the philosopher Max Herrera). When one blows up a balloon, the air expands to fill the 

balloon up to the extent of and according to the shape of the balloon. By parallel, the esse (the 

act of existing) of a creature "fills up" the Form or essence of the creature to the extent of and 

according to the "shape" of the Form or essence of that creature. Thus, a horse contains all the 

perfections of esse (existence) up to the extent of and according to the limitations of the essence 

of horse. A human contains all the perfections of existence and up to the extent of and according 

to the limitations of the essence of human. Since in God there is no essence/existence distinction, 

then all the perfections of existence are in God because God's being is not conjoined with (and, 

thus, not limited by) Form. He is his own form or his own being. As Aquinas points out, "God is 
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absolute form, or rather absolute being."44 He argues that a being whose essence is esse 

possesses all perfections in superabundance. As he says it, "All perfections existing in creatures 

divided and multiplied, pre-exist in God unitedly."45  

For Aquinas, once one understands what existence is and what it means to say that in 

God there is no essence/existence distinction, then all the classical attributes of God—simplicity, 

perfection, goodness, infinity, immutability, eternity, unity, omniscience, living, love, just, 

omnipotence, and more—cascade seamlessly. As a word of warning to my fellow evangelicals, it 

would seem on this account that these classical attributes are tethered together such that, if one of 

them is rejected, there is nothing to forestall the others disappearing as well. 

Marrying the metaphysics of Aristotle with the innovations of esse and the 

essence/existence distinction, Aquinas was able to demonstrate the existence and attributes of a 

God that Aristotle's philosophy could never foresee. Aquinas concludes, "It is evident, then, ... 

that it holds its being from the first being, which is being in all its purity; and this is the first 

cause, God."46 As he aphoristically goes on to say, "All men know this to be God."47 

 
44 ST I, 3, 2 and I, 3, 7. 

45 ST I, 13, 5. 

46 On Being and Essence, IV, §7, trans. Maurer, 56-57. 

47 ST I, 2, 3. Etienne Gilson deftly summarizes the situation: "Thomism was not the upshot of a better 

understanding of Aristotle. It did not come out of Aristotelianism by way of evolution, but of revolution. Thomas 

uses the language of Aristotle everywhere to make the Philosopher say that there is only one God, the pure Act of 

Being, Creator of the world, infinite and omnipotent, a providence for all that which is, intimately present to every 

one of his creatures, especially to men, every one of whom is endowed with a personally immortal soul naturally 

able to survive the death of its body. The best way to make Aristotle say so many things he never said was not to 

show that, had he understood himself better than he did, he would have said them.  For indeed Aristotle seems to 

have understood himself pretty well. He has said what he had to say, given the meaning which he himself attributed 

to the principles of his own philosophy. Even the dialectical acumen of Saint Thomas Aquinas could not have 

extracted from the principles of Aristotle more than what they could possibly yield. The true reason why his 

conclusions were different from those of Aristotle was that his own principles themselves were different. … In order 

to metamorphose the doctrine of Aristotle, Thomas has ascribed a new meaning to the principles of Aristotle. As a 

philosophy, Thomism is essentially a metaphysics. It is a revolution in the history of the metaphysical interpretation 

of the first principle, which is 'being.'" [Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy, 365] 
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Some suggest that this is how God identified Himself to Moses in Exodus 3. "Indeed, 

when I come to the children of Israel and say to them, 'The God of your fathers has sent me to 

you,' and they say to me, 'What is His name?' what shall I say to them?" And God said to Moses, 

"I AM WHO I AM." And He said, "Thus you shall say to the children of Israel, 'I AM has sent 

me to you.'"48  If we are right in making this connection, then Gaven Kerr's comment in his 

Aquinas's Way to God is spot on. "So it seems that without any deep metaphysical insight nor 

with any explicit prior determination as such, the author of the biblical text has managed to offer 

an expression of God that just happens to be in accord with some of the most profound 

metaphysical reasoning about the nature of God and His relation to the world in the history of 

Western thought."49 

 
48 Exodus 3:13-14, New King James Version (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007). 

49 Kerr, Aquinas's Way to God, 169. 


