
1

Saving Natural Theology 
from Jeffrey Johnson

Richard G. Howe, PhD
Provost

Norman L. Geisler Professor of Philosophy and Apologetics, 
Southern Evangelical Seminary

Past President, International Society of Christian Apologetics



2

1. respond to criticisms of Thomas Aquinas that 
arise out of a misunderstanding of his thinking
 This is more or less an exegetical issue of interpreting 

Thomas Aquinas's thinking in its philosophical context.

 As far as it goes, this does not prove that Thomas 
Aquinas's thinking is true. 

 However, it does show that, if Thomas Aquinas's thinking 
is false, it will be for reasons other than those criticisms 
arising out of any misunderstanding. 

2. defend that certain philosophical positions of 
Thomas Aquinas are in fact true
 As a philosopher, it is my conviction that Aquinas's 

metaphysics is by and large true.

 For the most part, this presentation will be concerned 
with the first aim.
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Who Is 
Thomas Aquinas 
and What Did He 

Say?

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

Thomas Aquinas was a 
13th Century 

Dominican Friar / 
theologian / 
philosopher. 
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Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

He was born 1224/5 in 
Roccasecca, Italy, near 
the city of Aquino (from 
which his family name 

was derived).

Thomas Aquinas
1225 - 1274

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)
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Aristotle
(384-322 BC)

Plato
(428-348 BC)

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

½ million words 1 million words 8 million words

Aristotle
(384-322 BC)

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)
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 The Content of the Summa Theologiae 

First Part: God

Second Part: Man

Third Part: Christ

 The Content of the Summa Theologiae 

First Part 
Prima Pars; I; Ia
119 questions consisting of 584 articles
existence and nature of God
creation
man
divine government
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 The Content of the Summa Theologiae 

First Part of the Second Part
Prima Secundae; I-II; Ia-Iae
114 questions consisting of 619 articles
morality
the habits
law

 The Content of the Summa Theologiae 

Second Part of the Second Part
Secunda Secundae; II-II; Iia-Iiae
189 questions consisting of 917 articles
faith
prudence and justice
fortitude and temperance
acts of certain men (prophecy; tongues; 

contemplative life, etc.)



8

 The Content of the Summa Theologiae 

Third Part
Tertia Pars; III; IIIa
90 questions consisting of 549 articles
Christ
sacraments (section on penance was 

unfinished)

This makes a total of 512 questions with 2,669 
articles (not counting the supplement).

 The Content of the Summa Theologiae 

Supplement (written by Rainaldo da Piperno)
Suppl.; Suppl. IIIae
99 questions consisting of 446 articles
completion of section on penance
confession
indulgences
marriage
eschatology
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 The Content of the Summa Theologiae 

Appendicies 1 and 2 (complied by Nicolai from 
Aquinas's Commentary on the Sentences of Peter 
Lombard)
purgatory

 The Plan of the Summa Theologiae 
Question (e.g., The Existence of God)

First Article of the Question (e.g., Whether the Existence of God is Self-Evident)
Objections

first objection
second objection
...

"On the contrary" (usually a quote from an authority)
"I answer that" (unpacking of his own arguments pertaining to the article)
Replies to each of the objections

Next Article of the Question
...

[repeat until all the articles for this question are exhausted]
Next Question

...
[repeat until all 614 questions consisting of 3,125 articles questions are exhausted]
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You just don't 
understand

! [fill in the blank]

My View of 
General Revelatoin

and Natural 
Theology
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What Is the 
Doctrine of 
Revelation?
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Revelation is God making 
known to mankind His divine 
person and divine truths that 
would otherwise be unknown.

It means "to unveil."

How Do 
Revelation and 

Inspiration Differ? 
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God transferring to mankind 
His divine Person and 

divine truths through human 
agency into written 

language form for mankind 
to understand

InspirationRevelation
God making known to 

mankind His divine 
Person and divine truths 

that would otherwise 
be unknown

Giving of the truth Recording of the truth

What Is 
General 

Revelation?
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General Revelation is God 
making known to mankind 
through His creation His 

existence, attributes, 
and goodness.

through His creation 

On the basis of God revealing 
Himself through creation, many 
people have been able to gain 
some understanding of God's 

existence and attributes merely 
by observing the wonders of 

God's creation.
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The heavens declare 
the glory of God; and 
the firmament shows 

His handiwork.  
Psalm 19:1   

The heavens declare 
His righteousness, 
and all the peoples 

see His glory. 
Psalm 97:6   
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For since the creation of the 
world His invisible attributes 

are clearly seen, being 

understood by the things that 
are made, even His eternal 

power and Godhead … 
Rom. 1:20a  

For when Gentiles, who do not 
have the law, by nature do the 

things in the law, these, 
although not having the law, are 
a law to themselves, who show 

the work of the law written 
in their hearts ... 

Rom. 2:14-15a  
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"He causes the grass to grow for the cattle, 
and vegetation for the service of  man, that 
he may bring forth food from the earth, and 

wine that makes glad the heart of  man, oil to 
make his face shine, and bread which 

strengthens man's heart. 
Psalm 104:14-15

"... We also are men with the same nature 
as you, and preach to you that you should 
turn from these useless things to the living 
God, who made the heaven, the earth, the 
sea, and all things that are in them, who in 
bygone generations allowed all nations to 
walk in their own ways. Nevertheless He 
did not leave Himself without witness, in 

that He did good, gave us rain from heaven 
and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with 

food and gladness."
Act 14:15-17 
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But as more toxic philosophical 
voices have fogged the conversation 

throughout history, the need has 
arisen to appeal to deeper issues in 
philosophy to demonstrate God's 

existence and attributes "through the 
things that are made" (Rom. 1:20).

The application of sound reason in 
understanding God's revelation of 

Himself through creation gives rise to 
Natural Theology.
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What Is Natural 
Theology?

The truths knowable by 
reason through General 

Revelation constitutes what is 
known as Natural Theology.
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Natural theology is that body of 
knowledge about God's existence 
and nature that can be acquired 
by natural human reason as it 
attends itself to the sensible 

world (i.e., things encountered by 
the senses) around us. 

Natural Theology has been 
widely embraced and 

celebrated in Christianity 
since the Church Fathers.
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This celebration has 
continued in both Catholicism 
and Protestantism until today.

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

Albert the Great
(1206-1280).

William of Auvergne 
(1190-1249)

Alexander of Hales 
(1170 (80?)-1245)

Phillip the Chancellor
(1160-1236)

Peter Lombard 
(1100-1160)

Anselm 
(1033-1109)

Boethius 
(480-524)

Pseudo-Dionysius 
(5th - 6th century)

Augustine
(354-430)

Clement of Alexandria
(150-215)
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Norman L. 
Geisler

(1932-2019)  

Louis Berkhof
(1873-1957)

Louis Sperry 
Chaffer

(1871-1952)

Geerhardus 
Vos

(1862-1949)

Herman 
Bavinck

(1854-1921)

B. B. Warfield
(1851-1921)

James Petigru 
Boyce 

(1827-1888) 

Robert Lewis 
Dabney

(1820-1898)

William G. T. Shedd
(1820-1894)

Charles Hodge
(1797-1878)

John Gill
(1679-1771)

Stephen Charnock
(1628-1680)

Francis Turretin
(1623-1687)

John Owen 
(1616-1683)

Jacobus Arminius
(1560-1609)

Louis Berkhof
(1873-1957)

Geerhardus Vos
(1862-1949)

Herman Bavinck
(1854-1921)

B. B. Warfield
(1851-1921)

James Petigru 
Boyce 

(1827-1888) 

Robert Lewis 
Dabney

(1820-1898)

William G. T. Shedd
(1820-1894)

Charles Hodge
(1797-1878)

John Gill
(1679-1771)

Stephen Charnock
(1628-1680)

Francis Turretin
(1623-1687)

John Owen 
(1616-1683)
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However, Natural Theology is 
coming under increasingly 

stark criticism in certain 
contemporary evangelical 

circles.

This criticism is especially 
directed at the thinking of 

Thomas Aquinas.
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What Is 
Special 

Revelation?

Special Revelation is God 
making known to mankind 

through His prophets, 
apostles, and His Son His 

nature and will that could not 
necessarily be known through 

General Revelation
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"... knowing this first, that no 
prophecy of Scripture is 

of any private interpretation, 
for prophecy never came 

by the will of man, but holy 
men of God spoke as 
they were moved by 

the Holy Spirit."
2 Peter 1:20-21 

All Scripture is given by 
inspiration of God, and is 
profitable for doctrine, for 
reproof, for correction, for 

instruction in 
righteousness, that the 

man of God may be 
complete, thoroughly 

equipped for every good 
work.

2 Timothy 3:16-17 
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All Scripture is given by 
inspiration of God, and is 
profitable for doctrine, for 
reproof, for correction, for 

instruction in 
righteousness, that the 

man of God may be 
complete, thoroughly 

equipped for every good 
work.

2 Timothy 3:16-17 

theopneustos
(qeovpneustoV) = God breathed

theos (qeovV) = God

pneō, pneuma (pnevw, 
pneu:ma) = I breathe, breath, 
spirit, Spirit  

All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, 
and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for 
correction, for instruction in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be complete, 
thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

2 Timothy 3:16-17  

R
I
G
H
T
E
O
U
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I
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correction instruction in righteousness
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Systematic Theology

Book of Scripture: propositional"Book" of Nature: non-propositional

 2 Timothy 3:16-17 

All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is 
profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for 

instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be 
complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

 Romans 1:20a 

For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes 
are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are 
made, even His eternal power and Godhead, so that they 

are without excuse.

God making known to mankind through His 
prophets, apostles, and His Son His nature and 

will that could not necessarily be known 
through General Revelation

God making known to mankind through His 
creation His existence, attributes, and 

goodness which enable us to distinguish in 
Scripture proper vs. figurative language of God 

Special RevelationGeneral Revelation

Natural Theology Biblical TheologyNatural Theology Biblical Theology

Systematic Theology  

Biblical Theology
Sound reason's attendance to Scripture  

Natural Theology
Sound reason's attendance to creation

Special Revelation
God's revelation through His prophets, apostles and the Lord 

Jesus of His existence, attributes, will, and gospel.
John 14:25-26; 16:12-13; 2 Tim. 3:16 

General Revelation
God's revelation through creation 
of His existence and attributes.

Ps. 19; Ps. 97; Rom. 1:20; Rom. 2:14-15; Acts 17:14

God
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Acceptance is necessary and 
sufficient for eternal life

Acceptance is necessary but not 
sufficient for eternal life

Sufficient to save if acceptedSufficient to condemn if rejected

Some accept, some rejectSome accept, some reject

Not all people have itAll people have it

Given FOR all peopleGiven TO all people

Reveals God's gospel and willReveals God's existence and attributes

Given through Prophets and Apostles
(read by their writings, a.k.a., the Scriptures)

Given through creation
(known through simple apprehension of the sensible world) 

Special Revelation General Revelation 

Who Is 
Jeffrey Johnson 
and What Is He 

Saying?
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Jeffrey D. Johnson

Jeffrey D. Johnson
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Jeffrey D. Johnson

Jeffrey D. Johnson
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Jeffrey D. Johnson
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Jeffrey D. Johnson

Joel Settecase Khaldoun Sweis Jeffrey Johnson

Jeffrey D. Johnson

Joel Settecase Khaldoun Sweis Jeffrey Johnson
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A List of 
Grievances

 his misunderstanding of the doctrine of the sufficiency of 
Scripture 

 his untenable view on how to interpret the Scriptures 

 his erroneous method of reading Aquinas's Summa 
Theologiae

 his confusing the philosophical issue of the one and the 
many with the theological doctrine of the Trinity 

 his misunderstanding of Aquinas's doctrine of analogy 

 his unawareness of how Aquinas uses the term 'know', 
especially regarding Aquinas's claim that we cannot know 
God 
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Johnson's 
Unawareness of the 
Differences between
Natural Science and a 
Philosophy of Nature

Jeffrey D. Johnson

"Instead of building 
on natural 

revelation, Aquinas 
builds his natural 

theology on natural 
science."

[Jeffrey D. Johnson, Saving Natural Theology from Thomas Aquinas (Conway: 
Free Grace Press, 2021), 1-2, emphasis added]
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Jeffrey D. Johnson

"According to Aquinas, 
the 'philosophical 
science built up by 
human reason' is 
rooted in natural 

science—the study of 
how motion works in 

'sensible' things."
[Saving, 13-14. Johnson's quote of Aquinas is from the Summa Theologiae I, Q1, 
art. 1]
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Johnson repeats this mistaken 
interpretation in his video 

discussion with Owen Strachan 
and James White when Johnson 

accuses Aquinas of trying to 
understand who God is "through 

the lens of natural science."
[Live from GBTS with Jeff Johnson and Owen Strachan. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sO7cynt-
SOA, accessed 12/17/22; time stamp 53:54]

Johnson does not seem to be 
aware of the differences between 
natural science and a philosophy 

of nature. 
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He confuses the ancient and 
medieval notion of "science" with 

the contemporary notion of 
"science."

In English translations of 
Aristotle and Aquinas, a body of 
knowledge or an area of study 
that is deducible from its first 

principles is regarded as 
a science.
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These would include those 
bodies of knowledge and areas of 

study which we would today 
consider quite removed from the 

natural sciences like physics, 
chemistry, biology, astronomy, 

and the like. 

Aristotle
(384 BC-322 BC)

In Aristotle's Metaphysics, 
the English word 'science' 

translates the Greek 
ejpisthmh: (epistemē).

One should note that 
Aristotle subject matter  

could not be about 
"science" as the word is 

commonly used in 
contemporary English. 
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Aristotle
(384 BC-322 BC)

"And the most exact of 
the sciences 

[ejpisthmw:n] are those 
which deal most with 

first principles." 
[Metaphysics Bk. I, chap. 2 (982a25), trans. W. D. Ross in Richard McKeon, ed. 
The Basic Works of Aristotle, (New York: Random House, 1941), 691]

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

"There are two kinds of sciences. … 
some which proceed from a principle 

known by the natural light of the 
intelligence, such as arithmetic … some 
which proceed from principles known by 

the light of a higher science … [for 
example] music from principles 

established by arithmetic. … Just as the 
musician accepts on authority the 

principles taught him by the 
mathematician, so sacred science is 
established on principles revealed 

by God." 
[Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica [hereafter ST] I, Q1, art. 3, trans. The Fathers of 
the English Dominican Province (Westminster: Christian Classics, 1981), vol. 1, p. 2]
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Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

"It was necessary for the salvation of 
man that certain truths which exceed 
human reason should be made known 
to him by divine revelation. … In order 

that the salvation of men might be 
brought about more fitly and more 
surely, it was necessary that they 
should be taught divine truths by 
divine revelation. It was therefore 

necessary that, besides philosophical 
science built up by reason there 

should be a sacred science learned 
through revelation." 

[Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica [hereafter ST] I, Q1, art. 1, vol. 1, p. 2]

Jeffrey D. Johnson

"If God is transcendent and 
ontologically distinct from 

the universe, then it's a huge 
leap to jump from earth to 

heaven. I'm convinced it's an 
impossible leap. Yet, 

Aristotle transitioned from 
physics to metaphysics by 

making a philosophical 
assumption. … 
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Jeffrey D. Johnson

"Aristotle assumed that the 
cause-and-effect relationship 

between sensible things 
flowed back to the first 

cause. That is, he assumed 
that the laws of physics 

apply to God as much as 
they apply to sensible 

things."
[Johnson, Saving, 31]

Jeffrey D. Johnson

"Aquinas asserted that the rules 
that apply to finite things in 
motion do not apply to the 

unmoved mover…which is true. 
But Aquinas was not consistent 
in applying the principle. If God 
transcends the laws of motion 
that govern the physical world, 

why did he base his 
understanding of God on these 

laws in the first place?"
[Johnson, Saving, 39]
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Being scandalized that the subject under 
consideration is "natural science," Johnson 
completely misses that what both Aristotle 
and Aquinas are discussing is metaphysics 

not merely physics. 

They are not at all focusing on "the laws of 
physics" but specifically the metaphysical 

principles of act and potency.

Act and potency are 
sometimes referred to as 
actuality and potentiality.
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 Potency 
(or potentiality)

= the power or capacity or 
possibility to be actual or real

 Act 
(or Actuality)

= to be real
A potency is actualized 

by a cause.
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There is a distinction 
between logical potency and 

metaphysical potency.

Logical potency 
is the possibility of 

something inasmuch 
as it is not a 

contradiction.

Metaphysical potency 
is a metaphysical 

aspect or constituent 
of a thing that can be 

actualized.



45

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]

It is of the nature of the 
philosophical reasoning of Aristotle 

and Aquinas that metaphysical 
truths are expressly knowable from 

our sensory encounter with the 
world around us. 
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Johnson's 
Unawareness of 

Classical Empiricism 
vs. 

Modern Empiricism

Jeffrey D. Johnson

"Aristotle claimed … all 
knowledge, including knowledge 
of God, is a posteriori. 
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Jeffrey D. JohnsonJeffrey D. Johnson

"Aristotle claimed … all 
knowledge, including knowledge 
of God, is a posteriori. 

The expression "a 
posteriori" is from the 
Latin meaning "from 

the latter thing."

In philosophy, "a 
posteriori" defines a 

certain type of 
knowledge that arises 

from or is based on 
experience.

Jeffrey D. JohnsonJeffrey D. Johnson

"Aristotle claimed … all 
knowledge, including knowledge 
of God, is a posteriori. 

It is contrasted with 
the expression "a 

priori" meaning "from 
the earlier thing." 

In philosophy, "a 
priori" defines a 
certain type of 

knowledge that arises 
apart from or prior to 

experience.
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Jeffrey D. JohnsonJeffrey D. Johnson

"Aristotle claimed … all 
knowledge, including knowledge 
of God, is a posteriori. 

Interestingly, some 
English translations of 
the Latin will use the 

expression 'a 
posteriori' to translate 
the Latin demonstratia 

quia and the 
expression 'a priori' to 

translate the Latin 
propter quid. 

Jeffrey D. Johnson

"Aristotle claimed … all 
knowledge, including knowledge 
of God, is a posteriori. Though 
the English empiricists—John 
Locke, George Berkeley, and 

David Hume—would not arrive 
on the scene until the 

seventeenth century, Aristotle 
set the stage for them by 

building his natural theology on 
empirical knowledge."  

[Failure, p. 55]
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Jeffrey D. JohnsonJeffrey D. Johnson

"Aristotle claimed … all 
knowledge, including knowledge 
of God, is a posteriori. Though 
the English empiricists—John 
Locke, George Berkeley, and 

David Hume—would not arrive 
on the scene until the 

seventeenth century, Aristotle 
set the stage for them by 

building his natural theology on 
empirical knowledge."  

[Failure, p. 55]

Note carefully how 
Johnson traffics freely 
in the categories of 'a 

posteriori' and 
'empirical' in the 

context of discussing 
Aristotle on the one 

hand and Locke, 
Berkeley, and Hume 

on the other.

John Locke
(1623-1704)

George Berkeley
(1685-1753)

David Hume
(1711-1776)
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John Locke
(1623-1704)

George Berkeley
(1685-1753)

David Hume
(1711-1776)

Modern empiricism sought to parse 
out epistemology along the lines and 

categories that were themselves 
epistemological.

John Locke
(1623-1704)

George Berkeley
(1685-1753)

David Hume
(1711-1776)

It concerned itself largely with 
the knowing of:

 "qualities" or "properties" (Locke), or 

 "ideas" and "perceiving" (Berkeley), or 

 "sensations"  or "phenomena" (Hume).
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Aristotle
(384 BC-322BC)

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

Aristotle
(384 BC-322BC)

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

In contrast, the classical 
tradition of Aristotle and 

Aquinas regarded the event of 
knowing to be a function of the 
metaphysics of (1) what it is to 

be a knower; and (2) what it is to 
be an object known. 
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Aristotle
(384 BC-322BC)

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

what 
what 

METAPHYSICSMETAPHYSICS

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

"Truth is defined by 
the conformity of 

intellect and thing; and 
hence to know this 

conformity is to 
know truth. 

[Thomas Aquinas, ST I, Q16, art. 2]
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The fact that Johnson thinks that the 
a posteriori of Aristotle and Aquinas 

is the same as the a posteriori of 
modern and contemporary 

philosophy shows how unaware he 
is of how Modern and Contemporary 

Empiricism differs from Classical 
Empiricism.

Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

"Our knowledge, taking 
its start from things, 

proceeds in this order. 
First, it begins in 

sense; second, it is 
completed in the 

intellect." 
[Thomas Aquinas, Truth, I, 11, trans. Mulligan, 48, in Truth (3 vols), vol. 1 
trans. Robert W. Mulligan (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1952); vol. 2 trans. 
James V. McGlynn (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1953); vol. 3. trans. Robert 
W. Schmidt (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1954). The three volumes were 
reprinted as Truth (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994)]
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It is little wonder, then, that he is 
completely unable to notice the 

metaphysical reasoning going in 
Aristotle's and Aquinas's thinking.

What is more, it is little wonder why 
Presuppositionalists like Johnson 

insist that only the presupposition of 
God can deliver one from the 

impasse of certain philosophical 
"problems."
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Jeffrey D. Johnson

"Only by 
presupposing the God 
of the Bible is ultimate 

truth possible. … In 
order to maintain a 

cohesive worldview, 
we must presuppose 
the God of the Bible.

[Jeffrey D. Johnson, The Absurdity of Unbelief: A Worldview Apologetic of the 
Christian Faith (Conway: Free Grace Press, 2021), 46, 266]

Is it my contention that, for the most 
part, these philosophical "problems" 
arise only after the onset of modern 

and contemporary philosophy.



56

 the problem of induction/uniformity of nature

 Hume's skepticism of our knowledge of causality

 the egocentric predicament

 the problem of the correspondence of thoughts to 
things

 the reality of the external world (the Matrix problem)

 knowledge as justified, true, belief

 the fact/value dichotomy

 the naturalistic fallacy

 the problem of the one and the many

 Aristotle's Ten Categories

 Aristotle's Four Causes

 substance/accident

 universals/particulars

 form/matter

 teleology

 act/potency

 Aquinas's essence/existence distinction
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Johnson's 
Unawareness of 

Passive Potency vs. 
Active Potency

Jeffrey D. Johnson

"The fatal flaw of the 
philosophical theology of 

Thomas Aquinas is the 
foundation of his natural 

theology—divine immobility, 
the idea that God cannot 

move himself. … 
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Jeffrey D. Johnson

"This is the basic problem 
even the confident Angelic 

Doctor could not overcome. 
Divine immobility cannot be 
reconciled with the God of 

the Bible because it is 
inherently incongruent with 

the God of the Bible."
[Jeffrey D. Johnson, The Failure of Natural Theology: A Critical Appraisal of the 
Philosophical Theology of Thomas Aquinas (Conway: Free Grace Press, 2021), 
114]

Jeffrey D. Johnson

"The Bible does not teach 
divine immovability. Of course, 

the Bible affirms that God 
didn't create himself. He didn't 
come into existence or need 

any external power to actualize 
any passive potency within 

him. … He is self-existent and 
needs nothing outside himself 
to be who he is and to do what 

he wills to do. 
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Jeffrey D. Johnson

"Yet God's aseity, 
independence, and 

absoluteness do not mean that 
God can't choose to exercise 

power or refrain from 
exercising power. The biblical 
doctrine of divine simplicity 
and immutability does not 

mean, as Aquinas believed, 
divine immobility."

[Johnson, Failure, 137]

Jeffrey D. JohnsonJeffrey D. Johnson

"Yet God's aseity, 
independence, and 

absoluteness do not mean that 
God can't choose to exercise 

power or refrain from 
exercising power. The biblical 
doctrine of divine simplicity 
and immutability does not 

mean, as Aquinas believed, 
divine immobility."

[Johnson, Failure, 137]

Johnson seems completely 
unaware of Aquinas's 

distinction between active 
potency and passive 

potency.

Passive potency is the 
ability of something to 

undergo change in as much 
as it possess metaphysical 

potency.



60

Jeffrey D. JohnsonJeffrey D. Johnson

"Yet God's aseity, 
independence, and 

absoluteness do not mean that 
God can't choose to exercise 

power or refrain from 
exercising power. The biblical 
doctrine of divine simplicity 
and immutability does not 

mean, as Aquinas believed, 
divine immobility."

[Johnson, Failure, 137]

Active potency is the ability 
of something to cause 

change in something else.

Though God does not have 
passive potency (i.e., God is 
impassible and immutable),

Jeffrey D. JohnsonJeffrey D. Johnson

Active potency is the ability 
of something to cause 

change in something else.

Though God does not have 
passive potency (i.e., God is 
impassible and immutable),

 Impassible 

God's impassibility means 
that nothing in creation 
can causally affect God.

 Immutable 

God's immutability means 
that God cannot undergo 

change.
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Jeffrey D. JohnsonJeffrey D. Johnson

"Yet God's aseity, 
independence, and 

absoluteness do not mean that 
God can't choose to exercise 

power or refrain from 
exercising power. The biblical 
doctrine of divine simplicity 
and immutability does not 

mean, as Aquinas believed, 
divine immobility."

[Johnson, Failure, 137]

Active potency is the ability 
of something to cause 

change in something else.

Though God does not have 
passive potency (i.e., God is 
impassible and immutable), 

God does possess the 
power (i.e., the active 

potency) to cause things to 
exist (creation and 

conservation) and to cause 
change in things that exist.

Johnson's 
Unawareness of 

Aquinas's Doctrine 
of Esse
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'Esse' is the infinitive 
of the Latin verb 

"I am," sum. 

1) how Aquinas's doctrine of esse is 
absolutely necessary to enable one to 
understand the rest of his metaphysics—
indeed, his entire system—and 

2) that Jeffrey Johnson never considers esse
and how it enables Aquinas to transform the 
pagan philosophy of Aristotle into the 
Christian philosophy Thomists celebrate.
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Jeffrey D. Johnson

"I blame Thomas Aquinas 
for ruining natural 

Theology. … He has done 
the most damage in 

syncretizing the pantheistic 
notions flowing out of 

Athens with the distinct 
and self-contained God 
who personally revealed 
himself in Jerusalem."  

[Saving, p. xi-xii]

Jeffrey D. Johnson

"By holding Aristotle's 
starting point and 

rejecting Aristotle's 
conclusion, Aquinas' 

philosophical theology 
was filled with all kinds 
of irresolvable tension."  
[Jeffrey D. Johnson, "Doubting Thomas Indeed: A Quick Response to Edward 
Feser," Reformed Baptist Blog, Feb. 15, 2022, 
https://reformedbaptistblog.com/2022/02/15/doubting-thomas-indeed-a-quick-
response-to-edward-feser/, accessed 12/17/22]
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Jeffrey D. JohnsonJeffrey D. Johnson

"By holding Aristotle's 
starting point and 

rejecting Aristotle's 
conclusion, Aquinas' 

philosophical theology 
was filled with all kinds 
of irresolvable tension."  
[Jeffrey D. Johnson, "Doubting Thomas Indeed: A Quick Response to Edward 
Feser," Reformed Baptist Blog, Feb. 15, 2022, 
https://reformedbaptistblog.com/2022/02/15/doubting-thomas-indeed-a-quick-
response-to-edward-feser/, accessed 12/17/22]

Johnson is making two serious 
mistakes here.

First, as we have already seen, he 
has completely missed what 

Aristotle's and Aquinas's starting 
point was in the first place. 

Second, because he is completely 
unaware of Aquinas's doctrine of 

esse, Johnson does not at all 
understand how and why it is that 

Aquinas comes to different 
conclusions about God than 

Aristotle did even though 
Aquinas employs Aristotle's 

arguments verbatim. 

Unpacking Esse
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Aquinas's doctrine of esse is 
a profound augmentation of 

Aristotle's metaphysics.

The highest level in his 
Aristotle's metaphysics 

is Form. 
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For Aristotle, to be real is 
to acquire Form. 

 For the most part, Form is a thing's essence.

 Form actualizes matter, making a sensible thing real.

 The "gods" of Aristotle themselves are eternal 
Forms without matter.

 Aristotle has no separate philosophical doctrine of 
existence in terms of which an essence is made real. 

 Indeed, there does not seem to be doctrine of 
existence as such in contrast to essence in any 
ancient Greek philosophy.
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For Aquinas the essence 
itself, if it is to be real, 
must be actualized by 

existence (esse). 

Joseph Owens
(1908-2005)

"For Aristotle, to be 
actualized meant to 
acquire form. For 

Aquinas, it meant to be 
brought into existence, 

since for him 
existence is the 

actuality of every form 
or nature."

[Joseph Owens, "Aquinas and the Five Ways," Monist 58 (January 
1974): 21]
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 According to Aquinas, for any created thing, 
there is a fundamental distinction between 
its essence (what it is) and its existence 
(that it is). 

 This is known as the essence/existence 
distinction.

 For any created thing, its essence is not 
what causes the thing to exist.

 Thus, for any creature to be real, it must be 
given existence.

 This has to do not only with creation 
coming into existence. It also means that 
creation is sustained in existence.

 Creatures can only exist inasmuch as they 
are given existence by that being whose 
very essence is subsistent existence itself—
ipsum esse subsistens.
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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. 

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]



70

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. 

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. 

One should 
notice here the 

relevance of 
Aquinas's 
doctrine of 

Divine simplicity.
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Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

"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, Bk. I, Q. 3, art. 5, c, trans. English Dominican Fathers 
(Eugene: Wipf & Stock2004), 110.] 

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..."
[Summa Theologiae 1, Q, 46, ii, ad 7 ]
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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."

[Summa Theologiae 1, Q 12, art. iv]

"For by Him all things were 
created that are in heaven 

and that are on earth, 
visible and invisible, 
whether thrones or 

dominions or principalities 
or powers. All things were 
created through Him and 
for Him. And He is before 
all things, and in Him all 

things consist."
Colossians 1:16-17
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Clearly Johnson is 
completely unaware of this 

distinctive in Aquinas.  
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"There is the premise, this 
presupposition behind Thomism that 
shapes basically how he understands 
Scriptures that there is the 'chain of 

being' between God and creation; and 
because it's Aristotelian philosophy 
that doesn't have a clear distinction 
between God and creation because 
there's no creation out of nothing 

in Aristotle. 

"The Bible has creation as coming out 
of nothing and it's not God; creation is 

not God. That is a huge biblical 
foundational presupposition. Now, 
Aquinas will affirm it verbally, but 

working off the matrix of this chain of 
being, which leads to pantheism if 

you're consistent. And so, this method 
is how he's understanding God and it 
leads to a hyper view of simplicity " 

[Live from GBTS, time stamp 53:55]
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In differing amounts of detail, one finds the 
notion of the chain of being (even if the 

phrase is not used) in:

 Plato (Timaeus, 28a, ff)

 Aristotle (History of Animals, VIII)

 Plotinus (Enneads)

 Augustine (Confessions, IV, 10)

 Aquinas (Summa Contra Gentiles, IV, 11). 

Of these, Augustine and Aquinas's view 
is unique. The being which is God is not 
univocal to the being of creation. 
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The term 'univocal' (lit., "of the same 
voice") refers to words or concepts that 

mean the same thing.

In the sentence "My wife went to the bank 
and deposited money after which I went 

to the bank and withdrew money" the 
term 'bank' is being used univocally.

The term 'univocal' stands in contrast to 
the terms 'equivocal' and 'analogical'.

Equivocal terms are used in completely 
different ways.

In the sentence "My wife went to the bank 
and deposited money while I stood on the 
bank and never caught one fish" the term 

'bank' is being used equivocally. 
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Analogical terms are in between in that 
they are similar.

In the sentences "Bob is very healthy" 
and "Exercize is very healthy" the term 

'healthy' is being used, not in exactly the 
same way nor in completely different 

ways. 

Rather, it is a relationship of similarity.

Aquinas's doctrine of analogy is critical to 
understanding his philosophical theology.

The failure to factor in analogy when 
analyzing Aquinas's understanding of 

human language about God is what leads 
to a myriad of unfounded criticisms.

This is especially true regarding the 
doctrine of Divine simplicity. 
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Of these, Augustine and Aquinas's view 
is unique. The being which is God is not 
univocal to the being of creation. God is 

subsistent being itself. Creation is 
caused being. It should be clear that it is 
absolutely not the case that the chain of 

being in Aquinas's view is anywhere 
close to pantheism.

Johnson observes that Aquinas employs 
much of the arguments of Aristotle.

But Johnson then completely misses that 
Aquinas replaces Aristotle's principles with 
his own principle of esse.



79

Because of this, Johnson comes to the 
wrong conclusion that the god of Aristotle—
most definitely not the true God—has to be 
the God of Aquinas despite Aquinas's claims 
otherwise. 

Johnson thinks that only by being 
inconsistent can Aquinas make his claims 
about what he thinks his philosophy 
demonstrates about God. 

As we shall see, there is no 
inconsistency whatsoever.
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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. 

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. 
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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.  

Jeffrey D. Johnson

"I am convinced 
that classical 

apologetics, being 
rooted in Greek 

philosophy, proves 
the wrong God."

[Jeffrey D. Johnson, Saving Natural Theology from Thomas Aquinas. (Conway: 
Free Grace Press, 2021), ix]
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Jeffrey D. JohnsonJeffrey D. Johnson

"I am convinced 
that classical 

apologetics, being 
rooted in Greek 

philosophy, proves 
the wrong God."

[Jeffrey D. Johnson, Saving Natural Theology from Thomas Aquinas. (Conway: 
Free Grace Press, 2021), ix]

 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.  

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. 
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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. 

Etienne Gilson
(1884-1978)

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

own principles themselves were 
different. …
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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]

"being."

Etienne Gilson
(1884-1978)

being
(esse)
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Implications of Esse

”For since the creation of the 
world His invisible attributes 

are clearly seen, being 
understood by the things that 
are made, even His eternal 
power and Godhead …“ 

Rom. 1:20a
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Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

True

Living

Personal

Loving

Just

Merciful

Providential

Omnipresent 

Simple

Perfect

Good

Infinite

Immutable

Eternal

One

Omniscient

Existence as such is unlimited 
and contains all perfections.

Existence is limited only when 
conjoined with Form or with 

Form and matter. 
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The Balloon 
Illustration

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. 

Since God is not a being whose 
existence is constrained by a 

distinct essence, but rather His 
essence is subsistent existence 

itself, then God has all the 
perfections of existence 

without limit. 
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Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274)

"Nothing of the 
perfection of being 
can be wanting to 

Him who is 
subsisting being 

itself."
[Summa Theologiae, I, 4, 2, ad. 3]

All the classical attributes of God—
Simplicity, Perfection, Goodness, 

Infinity, Immutability, Eternality, Unity, 
Omniscience, Truth, Life, Personal, 
Loving, Just, Merciful, Providential, 

Omnipresence, Omnipotence—cascade 
inexorably from God's nature as 

subsistent existence itself. 
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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 Theologiae, I, 13, 5]

Conclusion
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 It is quite fair to challenge Aquinas's thinking on 
any given point.

 It is also quite fair to challenge anyone's 
interpretation of Aquinas's thinking on any given 
point. 

 After all is said and done, it might turn out that 
Aquinas is wrong. 

 But if he is wrong, I hope I have shown that it is 
not for any of these reasons Jeffery D. Johnson 
gives.


