
1

Aquinas on 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.
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The doctrines constitute a 
metaphysical innovation 

whose significance is virtually 
inestimable.

His doctrine of existence together 
with the essence/existence 

distinction 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.



3

The 
Essence / Existence 

Distinction

The essence/existence 
distinction maintains that 
there is a real difference 

between in a created thing 
between its essence and its 

existence. 
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That essence and 
existence are distinct in 

sensible objects is evident 
from the fact that one can 
understand the essence of 

a thing without knowing 
whether it exists.
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Essence Existence
WHAT it is THAT it is
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Philosophical 
Background: 

Act and Potency

The Metaphysics of 
Act and Potency
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Act and potency are 
sometimes referred to as 

actuality 
and potentiality.

This is how Aristotle and 
Aquinas account for change.

Potency
= the power or capacity to be 

actual or real
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Act
(or Actuality) 

= to be real
A potency is actualized by a 

cause.

A person who is 
actually sitting but 

not actually standing, 
nevertheless has the 
potential or power or 

capacity to stand.
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Upon standing, the 
person actualizes his 
potential to stand, his 

standing becomes 
actual and his sitting 

now becomes 
potential.

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.
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Note, therefore, the 
difference between 
the non-existence 
of the standing in 
a sitting man and 
the non-existence 

of the standing in the rock. 

Aristotle
384 BC - 322 BC

"'Potency' means a source 
of movement or change, 
which is in another thing 

than the thing moved or in 
the same thing qua other; 
e.g., the art of building is a 

potency which is not in 
the thing built, while the 
art of healing, which is a 
potency, may be in the 

man healed, but not in him 
qua healed. 
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Aristotle
384 BC - 322 BC

"'Potency' then means the 
source, in general, of 

change or movement in 
another thing or in the 
same thing qua other."

Metaphysics, D (V), 12, 1019a15 - 1019a20, 
trans. W. D. Ross, in Richard McKeon, ed. 
The Basic Works of Aristotle (New York: 
Random House, 1941), 765.
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"Howsoever 
anything acts, it 

does so inasmuch 
as it is in act; 

howsoever anything 
receives, it does so 
inasmuch as it is in 

potency."
[Bernard J. Wuellner, Summary of Scholastic 
Principles (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 
1956), 5]

Aquinas employs the same notions 
of act and potency as Aristotle.
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"By non-existence 
we understand not 
simply those things 
which do not exist, 
but those which are 
potential, and not 

actual."
[ST, I, 5, 2, from St. Thomas Aquinas Summa 
Theologica: Complete English Edition in Five 
Volumes, trans. the Fathers of the English 
Dominican Province (Westminster, MD: 
Christian Classics, 1981)]

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"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."

[On the Principles of Nature, trans. Vernon J. 
Bourke in The Pocket Aquinas (New York: 
Washington Square Press, 1960), 61] 
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"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."
[Summa Contra Gentiles, II, 53, §1-2, trans. 
James F. Anderson (University of Notre Dame 
Press Edition) vol. 2, p. 155. Reprint of On the 
Truth of the Catholic Faith (Garden City, NY: 
Hanover House)]

The Significance of 
Aquinas's 

Employment of 
Act and Potency
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Sensible things are not able to 
ultimately account for the 
actualization of their own 

potentialities.

The act / potency of sensible things 
stands in stark contrast to God's 

nature of being pure actuality.

Philosophical 
Background: 

Form and Matter
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Aristotle's Doctrine 
of Form  

Aristotle's Doctrine 
of Form  

Although Aristotle rejected Plato's 
notion of Form, he did not reject 
the notion of Form altogether. 

Instead, Aristotle rejected Plato's 
transcendent forms and opted 
instead for immanent forms.
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The form of the thing is in the 
thing, not removed or separated 

from it.

In the sensible realm, form cannot 
exist without matter and matter 

cannot exist without form.

What is 
Matter?
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Hylomorphism

hylomorphic composition 
= the necessary twofold 

composition, material and formal, 
of everything in the sensible world

hule (uJlhv) = matter

morphe (morfhv) = form
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Not surprisingly, 
Aquinas follows 

Aristotle in the notions 
of form and matter.

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"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.'"

(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)
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Matter is not a principle 
of knowing but is a 

principle of 
individuation. 

Matter is actualized by 
Form.

Matter and Form 
together 

(hylomorphism) 
constitute a sensible 
(i.e., physical) object.
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"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)

In knowing a sensible 
object, the intellect of 
the knower grasps the 
Form of the sensible 

object.
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"Therefore, the manner 
of knowing a thing 

conforms to the state 
of the knower, which 

receives the form in its 
own way. 

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"It is not necessary that 
the thing known exist 
in the manner of the 

knower or in the 
manner in which the 

form which is the 
principle of knowing 
exists in the knower. 
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"From this it follows 
that nothing prevents 

us from knowing 
material things through 

forms which exist 
immaterially in our 

minds."
(Truth, QX, A. IV, Reply, trans. James V. 
McGlynn, vol. 2, (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 
19)

The Significance of 
Aquinas's 

Employment of 
Form and Matter
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Aquinas 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 Cause as their grounding.

Aquinas 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.



26

Historical 
Background of 
the Essence / 

Existence 
Distinction

Aristotle on the 
Essence/Existence 

Distinction
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For Aristotle, to be is to be a form.

As such, there is no philosophical 
distinction in Aristotle's philosophy 
between essence and existence.

Joseph Owens
1908-2005

"From the viewpoint of 
the much later 

distinction between 
essence and the act of 
existing, this treatment 
[of the nature of being 

per accidens] must 
mean that Aristotle is 

leaving the act of 
existing, entirely outside 

the scope of his 
philosophy.
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Joseph Owens
1908-2005

"The act of existing must 
be wholly escaping his 
scientific consideration. 

All necessary and 
definite connections 

between things can be 
reduced to essence."

[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]

Joseph Owens
1908-2005

Indeed, there does not seem 
to be a distinctive 

philosophical discussion of 
existence as such in any 

Greek philosophy, and, thus, 
no notion of an essence / 

existence distinction.
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Charles H. Kahn
Author of "Why Existence  Did Not Emerge as 

a Distinct Concept in Greek Philosophy" 

Parvis Morewedge

Charles H. Kahn
Author of "Why Existence  Did Not Emerge as 

a Distinct Concept in Greek Philosophy" 

Parvis Morewedge

"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." 

[Charles H. Kahn, "Why Existence Does Not Emerge as 
a Distinct Concept in Greek Philosophy," in 
Philosophies of Existence: Ancient and Medieval, ed. 
Pariz Morewedge (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 1982), 10]
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The Essence/Existence 
Distinction before 

Aquinas

Thomas was certainly not the 
first philosopher to make a 

specific mention of the 
essence/existence distinction. 
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Further, Aquinas's 
developed notion 
of existence was 
inspired by the 
earlier thinker 

Pseudo-Dionysius. 

However, Aquinas seems to be 
the first for whom his notion of 
existence and the essence / 

existence distinction will figure 
so prominently in his own 

philosophy. 
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His thinking will go on to play a 
significant role in subsequent 

Christian philosophical theology. 

Al-Farabi
872-950

There is an 
earlier mention 
of it is by the 
tenth century 

Arabic 
philosopher 
Al-Farabi.



33

Al-Farabi
872-950

"We admit that essence and 
existence are distinct in 

existing things. The essence is 
not the existence, and it does 

not come under its 
comprehension. If the essence 
of man implied his existence, 

to conceive his essence would 
also be to conceive his 

existence, and it would be 
enough to know what a man is, 

in order to know that man 
exists, so that every 

representation would entail an 
affirmation. 

Al-Farabi
872-950

"But the same token, existence 
is not included in the essence 
of things; otherwise it could 

become one of their 
constitutive characters, and 
the representation of what 
essence is would remain 
incomplete without the 

representation of its existence. 
And what is more, it would be 
impossible for us to separate 

them by the imagination.  
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Al-Farabi
872-950

"If man's existence coincided 
with his corporeal and animal 

nature, there would be nobody 
who, having an exact idea of 
what man is, and knowing is 
corporeal and animal nature, 

could question man's 
existence. But that is not the 
way it is, and we doubt the 
existence of things until we 

have direct perception of them 
through the senses, or mediate 

perception through a proof.   

Al-Farabi
872-950

"If Thus existence is not a 
constitutive character, it is only 

an accessory accident."

[This is a tertiary quote. Djemil Saliba quotes 
Alfarabi in his Etude sur la métaphysique, pp. 
84-85. Saliba is quoted by Etienne Gilson, 
History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle 
Ages (London: Sheed and Ward, 1955, 
reprinted 1972), 186] 
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Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"In order not to confuse this 
important metaphysical move 
[in Alfarabi] with later ones, it 

should be noted that the 
primacy of essence dominates 
the whole argumentation. Not 

for an instant is there any 
doubt that existence is a 

predicate of essence, and 
because it is not essentially 

included in it, it is considered 
an 'accident.'

Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"We are still far away from the 
Thomistic position, which will 
deny both that existence is 

included in essence and that it 
is accidental to it. With 

Thomas Aquinas, existence 
will become the 'act' of 

essence, and therefore the act 
of being; we are not there, but 

we are on the way to it.
Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy in the 
Middle Ages, 186.
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Probably the biggest 
influence that 
suggested the 

essence/existence 
distinction was 

Avicenna, though 
Aquinas will 

significantly change 
the meanings of the 

terms. Avicenna (Ibn Sina) 
980-1037

The language of the distinction 
between form and being (essence 
and existence) is found in the Liber 
de Causis (Book of Causes, dated 
late 1000s to early 1100s) and was 
accommodated by Aquinas for his 

own purposes.
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The Essence/Existence 
Distinction after 

Aquinas

Controversy over the place of 
existence in Aquinas' philosophy 
in light of the essence/existence 
distinction erupted as early as 

the sixteenth century.
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The 16th Century Thomist 
philosopher Dominic Báñez (in 
his The Primacy of Existence in 
Thomas Aquinas) defended the 
notion that in the philosophy of 
Thomas Aquinas, existence is 

the primary metaphysical 
notion. 

Dominic Báñez
1528-1604
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Aquinas on the 
Essence/Existence 

Distinction

Aquinas lays 
out his 

understanding 
of the essence / 

existence 
distinction in his 

On Being and 
Essence.
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"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. 

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"From this it is clear 
that being is other than 

essence ... unless 
perhaps there is a 
reality who quiddity 

[essence] is its being."
[On Being and Essence, IV, §6, trans. Armand 
Maurer, (Toronto: The Pontifical Institute of 
Midiaeval Studies, 1968), 55]
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Aquinas's Notion 
of Existence

The infinitive of the Latin verb 
sum (I am) is 'esse' and is often 

translated into English as 'being' 
or 'existence.'
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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. 
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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.
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Joseph Owens
1908-2005

"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."

[Joseph Owens, An Interpretation of Existence 
(Houston: Center for Thomistic Studies, 1968), 
51]

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"Wherefore it is clear that 
being as we understand it 
here is the actuality of all 
acts, and therefore the 

perfection of all 
perfections."

[On the Power of God, VII, 2, ad. 9, trans. 
English Dominican Fathers (Eugene: Wipf and 
Stock, 2004), v. III, p. 12]
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If you saw a giant glass ball, 
you might ask how did it 

come to be.

But if you were hearing music, 
you would not ask how it 

came to be. 
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Rather, you would ask what is 
causing the music to be 

right now.

This is how 
Thomas Aquinas 

understands existence.
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Anything that exists that 
does not exist by virtue of 

its essence must be 
continuously caused to 

exist by something whose 
essence IS existence itself.

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"Now since God is 
very being by His 

own essence, 
created being must 
be His proper effect 
… Now God causes 
this effect in things 
not only when they 

first begin to be, but 
as long as they are 

preserved in being..."
ST 1, Q, 46, ii, ad 7
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"As the production of a 
thing into existence 

depends on the will of 
God, so likewise it 

depends on His will that 
things should be 

preserved; for He does not 
preserve them otherwise 
than by ever giving them 

existence; hence if He 
took away His action from 
them, all things would be 

reduced to nothing."
ST 1, Q, 9, ii 

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"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 no 

composition. Hence from 
that one being all other 
beings that are not their 

own being, but have 
being by participation, 
must needs proceed."

[On the Power of God, quæstiones disputatæ de 
potential dei, Bk. I, Q. 3, art. 5, c, trans. English 
Dominican Fathers (Eugene: Wipf & Stock2004), 
110.]
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Existence and the 
Essence/Existence 
Distinction as an 
Argument for 

God's Existence

Whatever is true of you, 
is true of you either 

because of your 
essence or not.
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"Whatever belongs to a 
thing is either caused 
by the principles of its 
nature (as the capacity 
for laughter in man) or 

comes to it from an 
extrinsic principle ... . 

The reason 
you have 
rationality 
is because 

you are
human.
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It is part 
of your 
essence 

as human 
to have 

rationality.

You have 
rationality 
by virtue 
of being 
human.
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Rationality 
is caused 
by your 

essence.

The reason 
you have 

risibility is 
because 
you are 
human.
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It is part of 
your 

essence as 
human 
to have 

risibility.

You have 
risibility by 

virtue of 
being 

human.
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Risibility is 
caused
by your 

essence.
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Is the reason you are 
where you are because 

you are a human?

Is it part of your essence 
as a human to be 
where you are?
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Are you where you are 
by virtue of being a 

human?

Is being where you are 
because of your 

essence?
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Why, then, are you able to 
be where you are even 
though it is not part of 

your essence to be where 
you are?

You are where you are 
because you caused 

yourself to be where you 
are.
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Now, instead of your 
rationality, risibility, or 
being where you are, 

consider your 
existence as a human.

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 because of 
your essence?
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"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.

But if you are not the 
cause of your own 

existence, then your 
existence must be 

caused by something 
else.
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"It follows that 
everything whose 

being is distinct from 
its nature must have 
being from another."

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

But what about that 
thing's existence?
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It either exists by 
virtue of its essence or 
it is caused to exist by 

something else.

Can this go on 
to infinity?
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"... 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."
[On Being and Essence, IV, §7, trans. Maurer, 56-57]

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

First Way

"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 …"
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

Second Way

"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."

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

Third Way

"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."
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Premise 1: The Universe began 
to exist.

Premise 2: Whatever begins to
exist has a cause of 
its existence.

Conclusion: Therefore, the 
universe has a cause 
of its existence.
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Premise 1: The Universe began 
to exist.

One argument for premise 
1 says that a temporal 

infinite past is impossible 
because an infinite series 

is impossible.

But this is not at all what 
Aquinas is arguing when 

he is denying the 
possibility of an infinite 

regress.
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Not: If (since) there cannot be an 
infinite regress, there must be a 
first cause. There cannot be an 
infinite regress. Therefore, there is 
a first cause.

1. ~IR  F
2. ~IR / F

Rather: If (since) there is a first cause, 
there cannot be an infinite 
regress. There is a first cause. 
Therefore, there cannot be an 
infinite regress.

1. IR  ~F
2. F / ~IR
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infinitum per accidens
(accidental infinite)

vs. 

infinitum per se
(per se infinite) 

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"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 …"

ST 1, Q, 46, ii, ad 7
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"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."

ST 1, Q, 46, ii, ad 7
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70
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Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"The proof in no way 
considers movement 

as a present reality the 
existence of which 

requires an efficient 
cause in the past, 

which is God.  

Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"It aims simply at 
establishing that in the 

universe as actually 
given, movement, as 
actually given, would 

be unintelligible without 
a first Mover 

communicating it to all 
things.  
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Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"In other words the 
impossibility of an 

infinite regress must 
not be taken as an 

infinite regress in time, 
but as applying to the 
present consideration 

of the universe."
The Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, trans. 
Edward Bullough (New York: Dorset Press, 
n.d.), p. 76.

Anything that exists that 
does not exist by virtue of 

its essence must be 
continuously caused to 

exist by something whose 
essence IS existence itself.
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"Now since God is very 
being by His own 

essence, created being 
must be His proper 
effect … Now God 

causes this effect in 
things not only when 
they first begin to be, 

but as long as they are 
preserved in being..."

ST 1, Q, 46, ii, ad 7

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"As the production of a 
thing into existence 

depends on the will of 
God, so likewise it 

depends on His will that 
things should be 

preserved; for He does not 
preserve them otherwise 
than by ever giving them 

existence; hence if He 
took away His action from 
them, all things would be 

reduced to nothing."
ST 1, Q, 9, ii 
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This cause is something 
for which there is no 
essence/existence 

distinction.

It is substantial 
existence itself:
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It is substantial 
existence itself:

ipsum esse subsistens

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"God is supremely 
being, inasmuch as His 
being is not determined 
by any nature to which 
it is adjoined; since He 
is being itself, 
subsistent, absolutely 
undetermined."
ST 1, Q 11, art. iv
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"To God alone does it 
belong to be His own 
subsistent being. ... for 
no creature is its own 
existence, forasmuch as 
its existence is 
participated."
ST 1, Q 12, art. iv

Existence and 
the Essence / 

Existence 
Distinction as an 
Argument for 

God's Attributes
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Esse (existence) as such is 
unlimited and contains all 

perfections.

Esse is limited, if you will, 
only when conjoined with 

form or with form and matter.

The Balloon Illustration
The air expands to fill the 
balloon up to the extent of  

and according to the shape 
of  the balloon. 
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The Balloon Illustration
By parallel, the act of  

existing of  a creature "fills 
up" to the extent of  and 

according to the "shape" of  
the essence of  that creature. 

A horse 
contains all 

the 
perfections 
of  existence 

up to the 
extent of  and 
according to 

the limitations 
of  the 

essence of  
horse.
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A human 
contains all 

the 
perfections 
of  existence 

up to the 
extent of  and 
according to 

the limitations 
of  the 

essence of  
human.

A being whose essence 
is its existence will be 
all the perfections of 

existence without limit.
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Since in God there is no 
essence/existence 

distinction, then all the 
perfections of being exist in 
God because God's being is 

not conjoined with (and, thus, 
limited by) form.

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"God is absolute 
form, or rather 
absolute being"

(Deus sit ipsa forma, vel potius ipsum esse). 
Summa Theologiae, I, 3, 2 and I, 3, 7. 
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An infinite being (i.e., a being 
whose essence is esse) 

possesses all perfections in 
superabundance. 

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"... the perfections 
following from God 
to creatures ... pre-

exist in God 
unitedly and 

simply, whereas in 
creatures they are 
received, divided 
and multiplied."

[Summa Theologiae, I, 13, 4]
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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"All perfections 
existing in 
creatures 

divided and 
multiplied, pre-

exist in God 
unitedly."

[Summa Theologia, I, 13, 5]

This is the philosophical 
grounding for all the 
classical attributes of 

God.
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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.

Remember, for Aquinas, esse
is an act.

Further, for Aquinas, in God there is 
no essence/existence distinction.

This means that God is pure act, 
pure actuality, being itself (ipsum 

esse subsistens), uncaused, infinite, 
and eternal perfection.
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Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"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. 

Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"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. 
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Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"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. 

Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"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. 
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Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"The true reason why his 
conclusions were different 
from those of Aristotle was 

that his own principles 
themselves were different. …

Etienne Gilson
1884-1978

"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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Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"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.
[On Being and Essence, IV, §7, trans. Maurer, 
56-57]

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

"All men know 
this to be God."

Summa Theologia I, 2, 3
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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.'" 

Exodus 3:13 - 14 
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