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he questIoN of the demoNstratIoN of the eXIsteNce of God has oc-
cupied the thoughts and arguments of  many thomists. all agree that the existence of  God can be 
demonstrated in philosophy. the disagreement turns around the origin of  the demonstration. this 
involves a further argument about the origin of  the common understanding of  the term “God.” st. 
thomas clearly states that God’s existence must be demonstrated from his effects.1 the name of  God 

cannot be defined because His essence and existence are one. As the created intellect cannot compre-
hend his existence, so it cannot comprehend his essence so as to define it. Since God’s essence cannot be 

comprehended by a created intellect, he cannot be reduced to a genus. as he cannot be reduced to a genus, 
he cannot be defined. So to be an object of  demonstration or question, there must be some other explanation 

of  the name or term given to God by men than one which would be capable of  definition. The signification 
of  the name God and its origin is here taken as the middle term in a demonstration and the explanation of  the 

name cannot be a definition. It must therefore be derived from the effects of  God and be a quia not a propter quid 
demonstration.
 there are many opinions about the origin of  this name. for some it is derived from revelation; for others from 
an examination of  the metaphysics of  being without any reference to Natural Philosophy; for others from the act of  
judgement; for other from the things in themselves which we experience; for others from the desire of  intellectual 
beings to know God. In this paper, I want to examine the exact manner in which men become aware of  God and then 
how this could be an object of  question in a science. There are some who think that the question of  the origin of  the 
name for God must be radically distinguished from the question of  his existence. While it is true that the problems 
are not exactly the same, they do overlap. When Aristotle calls God the First Cause and the Unmoved Mover, does he 
mean a being which cannot be reduced to a genus for definition or a being in whom essence and existence are one, 
even though he may not exactly use these terms.
 I shall now list the various positions usually invoked as authentic interpretations of  st. thomas. each has 
much value to it. In this little article, I have given a few minor problems with these positions to show that there is need 
for further clarification. I in no sense mean these problems to be an exhaustive criticism of  the positions involved. 
the explanation I hope to give in the body of  this article should explain the various problems with each position in a 
clearer light.

a. the meaNING of the NotIoN of God must come from reVelatIoN

 this is the position of  the Gilson school. the main effect of  God is esse as manifested in the name God 
gives to himself  on Sinai, ego sum qui sum.2 But to demonstrate this requires an appreciation of  the real distinction 
between essence and existence, which involves a correction of  certain ideas of  aristotle.
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 such a knowledge can only come from the no-
tion of  God found in revelation and specifically from 
the ego sum qui sum (Yahweh). as a result, though God’s 
existence can be demonstrated by reason, it can only be 
demonstrated by those philosophers who are aware of  
the authentic notion of  God which is contained in the 
holy scriptures. these are the christian philosophers 
and those who know about Judaeo-christian revelation. 
Plato and aristotle did not come to the notion of  be-
ing as being. they only examined particular being and so 
they could not have a fully developed metaphysics. since 
the demonstration of  God in metaphysics demands a 
concept of  being as being, which includes immaterial be-
ing, they could not know about him.3

 one small problem with this 
position is that it is based on the as-
sumption that the only authentic 
name of  God is one from rev-
elation like ego sum qui sum. 
this is because it is the one 
which most properly express-
es the notion of  subsistent 
esse. st. thomas says many 
times that the names which 
philosophers give to God are 
from his effects and these ef-
fects are the sensible effects. In 
fact, the names in the Bible are even 
derived from things which are known 
to us by the senses.4

 While one cannot deny that God’s self-revelation 
on sinai is the most proper name for God, this does not 
mean that the knowledge of  subsistent being is only 
limited to those who have heard this name. Nor does it 
mean that other names for God do not in fact truly ex-
press something about his being, for example, uncaused 
cause or subsistent being itself.

B. the meaNING of the NotIoN of God 
comes from EssE IN metaPhYsIcs

 this position has many proponents who disagree 
among themselves as to the origin of  the notion God 
within metaphysics. I have chosen two excellent repre-
sentatives, Joseph owens and thomas c. o’Brien.

 Joseph owens5 holds that the notion of  God is 
found in the concept of  esse gained from the act of  esse

discovered by the intellect. the examination of  it is a 
posteriori and depends on some concept of  material being. 
once one material being is experienced, from the rich 
experience of  the existential act found in the judgement 
about it, one ascends to the discovery of  common being 
and the causes of  common being, which include God.

 as a result, the mind can understand the existence 
of  God from examining the causality of  the existential 
act found in the union of  the mind with the thing in 
the judgement, the second act of  the intellect. One does 
not need to investigate Natural Philosophy in discovering 
God or metaphysics by means of  causality.thomas c. 

o’Brien’s6 position seems similar to this one. 
 

  for him though, the real 
distinction between esse and es-

sence is only known once one 
has arrived at the existence of  
God. the existence of  God 
may be discovered in meta-
physics a posteriori, but from 
examining act and potency. 
still, the consideration of  
Natural Philosophy does not 
seem to be necessary.7

  this position does not 
seem to do justice to several com-

mon teachings of  st. thomas. st. 
Thomas often affirms that according to the 

order of  the sciences, Physics must be known be-
fore metaphysics. In Physics, one comes to know about 
the existence of  beings which are not material. other-
wise, Physics would be first philosophy. St. Thomas is 
clear that this is the way man historically discovered the 
true science of  first causes, Metaphysics. Another prob-
lem is the very character of  human knowledge which as-
cends little by little to the ultimate causes of  the world. 
If  it were so easy to discover the first cause, one wonders 
why it took philosophers so long to do this and why this 
long discourse is not better understood by more people.

c. the NotIoN of God comes from hIs 
causalItY IN moBIle BeING

 This opinion is well-represented by Fr. William 
Wallace and Fr. James A. Weisheipl and does justice to 
the texts of  st. thomas. In my opinion, this is the cor-
rect position, but sometimes the way of  presenting it has 
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done a little violence to the thought of  st. thomas. many 
thinkers have the idea that the purpose of  Natural Phi-
losophy is to discover the existence of  God and that God 
is a proper object of  the science of  nature. Further, fol-
lowing the philosophers of  the enlightenment, they have 
the idea that one must first prove the existence of  God 
by reason in order to have a metaphysics, or prove it in 
theology by reason in order to have a science of  faith. as 
a result, I think the character of  the discovery of  God in 
natural philosophy must be made more explicit.

 according to this opinion, God is reached in nat-
ural philosophy as the cause of  changeable being. after 
demonstrating the necessity of  immaterial beings, both 
angels and God, one can know the possibility of  another 
science, metaphysics. at the end of  his examination of  
changeable being, the philosopher concludes to the ne-
cessity of  immaterial being, the unmoved mover. the 
unmoved mover does not properly belong to Natural 
Philosophy. this allows the philosopher to proceed to 
a science concerning being in common where God and 
his attributes are properly discussed and distinguished ac-
cording to his names.8 God is not the object or the sub-
ject matter of  Metaphysics, but one must reach the nec-
essary conclusion of  his existence at the end of  the science of  
mobile being in order to explain limited mobile being.

 this opinion has many advantages because it 
does justice to the texts of  St. Thomas about the order in 
which the sciences are studied and about the Prime mover 
being in some way identified with subsistent esse.9 It also 
does justice to the classic idea of  Aristotelian logic that 
no science proves the existence of  its own subject matter. 
If  the subject matter of  Metaphysics must include imma-
terial beings, then one can only clarify the subject matter 
of  metaphysics after proving the existence of  other enti-
ties besides material beings, such as the human soul and 
the first Unmoved Mover. Once these entities have been 
proved, then the mind can make a further separation in 
being to include beings which are not material and there-
fore being as being must include immaterial beings in its 
consideration.

 The first beings men experience are the sensi-
ble ones and their discovery of  other ones is always in 
light of  these.’o according to the natural way of  human 
knowledge by abstraction, a deep and sensitive experi-
ence of  mobile being is necessary for the mind to ascend 
to the separation which is immaterial, immobile being. st. 
thomas concludes the Physics by referring to the Prime 

Mover, who is not the subject of  motion, but whose ex-
istence is necessary to explain beings which are subject to 
motion perfectly.10

 
d. the NotIoN of God Is derIVed from 
the Natural desIre to see hIm aNd Is aN 
a PrIorI traNsceNdeNtal

 this is the opinion of  Joseph marechal and is one 
of  the basic theses of  transcendental thomism. accord-
ing to this opinion, the demonstration of  the existence of  
God is a priori because it is a necessary conclusion of  the 
natural desire in man to see God. all knowledge comes 
first from certain a priori principles a la Kant. this dyna-
mism is expressed in the natural volition of  good and 
the necessary possibility of  fulfillment of  good. It is the 
intuition of  this a priori condition and the remote possi-
bility of  fulfillment which is the basis for the demonstra-
tion of  the necessity of  absolute being.12 the proof  of  
this absolute being generates the objective character of  
knowledge.

 there are some evident preliminary problems 
with this position. st. thomas says that knowledge be-
gins in the senses and conclusions concerning immaterial 
things are a posteriori in philosophy. even the notions of  
God found in theology are derived from sensible things. 
moreover, the natural desire does not refer to the begin-
ning of  knowledge, a transcendental a priori condition 
for knowing truth, but to the potency of  intellect to its 
last perfection. to claim that one must have the last per-
fection in execution before he can have the first imper-
fection in execution seems rather strange. the vision of  
God is the ultimate perfection of  the intellect in second 
act. It does not take the place of  the first principles of  
knowledge. to know about the quia of  God, is not a nec-
essary precondition to reduce the intellect to act in know-
ing about the truth of  material things, e.g. form and mat-
ter, act and potency, being and becoming, generation and 
corruption, etc. the quia of  God is a conclusion from 
these truths, not their cause for us. one could say that 
this position makes the knowledge of  the existence of  
God the efficient cause of  all knowledge, not the final 
cause. this is in direct opposition to clear texts of  st. 
thomas. In theology, the order may be different, because 
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it begins with what is most knowable in itself, not what is 
most knowable from our point of  view.

e. the NotIoN of God’s eXIsteNce de-
PeNds oN reVealed theoloGY aNd Is 
NecessarY as a PrecoNdItIoN for studY-
ING metaPhYsIcs

 this last opinion is the classic position of  the 
twentieth century manualists and seems to be inspired by 
Christian Wolff.13 although these manualists are not spe-
cifically concerned with the problem of  God in Natural 
Philosophy, they have developed a very influential school 
about the place of  the quinque viae in philosophy which 
has important implications for this problem.

 Following Wolff, they divide Metaphysics into 
two parts: ontology and special metaphysics. to estab-
lish the possibility of  ontology, one must establish the 
cause of  common being. so God’s existence must be 
proved first in Metaphysics using the proofs from The-
ology before the philosopher can go on to investigate 
further about being and the attributes of  God. all else 
follows from these proofs. the proofs are metaphysical 
but a priori in philosophy and preconditions for studying 
the science of  metaphysics.

 The critique of  this position turns around the 
failure of  these philosophers to distinguish God as a sub-
ject of  Theology and his place in the subject matter of  
Philosophy. It has been justly pointed out that God is not 
properly the subject of  Metaphysics. He is a subject only 
in relation to the subject matter of  common being as its 
cause. Those who posit this opinion have some difficulty 
in separating theology which is revealed from Natural 
Theology. They also have some difficulty explaining just 
why it is necessary to study Natural Philosophy at all, 
though the texts of  st. thomas are clear about this as to 
the natural order of  investigation in the sciences.

f. TOWArdS A SOlUTION TO THe dIFFICUlTy

 all of  these opinions have merit in contributing 
to a solution to the problem of  the origin and nature of  
the demonstration of  the existence of  God in philoso-
phy. I would like to contribute some nuances which will 
point out the difficulties in some or expand on positive 
points in others.

 first, all the names of  God in st. thomas are 

essentially related to the notion of  God gained from 
sensible effects. These names are not definitions be-
cause our minds cannot comprehend either the essence 
or the existence of  God. rather, what men call God, or 
the commonly accepted meaning of  the name is used 
in place of  a definition. This is because the demonstra-
tion is from effect to cause, the only proper procedure 
from our point of  view. the effect takes the place of  the 
definition of  the cause in the demonstration.14 If  God is 
demonstrated in philosophy, as st. thomas is sure he is,15 
then the meaning of  the name of  God must arise from 
some source other than revelation to be the middle term 
in a truly philosophical demonstration. the concept can-
not come from faith alone or only from holy scripture, 
but must come from the effects of  God,16 in this case 
the sensible effects because even the names which faith 
uses arise from the experience of  the sensible beings,17 
although their source is from God’s revealing them, not 
from the process of  abstraction.

 The question then arises as to how one can place 
the question about the existence of  God in philosophy 
according to the methodology of  philosophy to proceed 
to a demonstration. Not everything can be an object 
of  question, but only things which are known to exist 
through arguments or discursively.18 the problem is that 
one cannot make something an object of  question the 
existence of  which no man knows by science.

 the existence of  God is reached through reason-
ing about those beings which are connatural to our way 
of  knowing as we do not have an experience of  the self-
evidence of  God, even though God is the most know-
able being in Himself. We must come to identify our 
word, God, with a being we know about from examining 
those things open to us. yet we cannot posit a question 
about this being according to the method of  philosophy 
without discovering his existence. since this being is not 
a material being, no philosophical science can begin by 
asking whether God exists. We must begin with the mate-
rial beings we know and by searching through the beings 
we know discover their first cause. We do discover such a 
being, but without looking for him.

 In other words, the existence of  God comes to 
be affirmed at the same time as one discovers fully the 
nature of  the beings we know, which are composed, con-
tingent and material. It is not reached discursively first 
as an object of  question in any natural science. Nor is it 
reached exactly inductively.19 God is reached accidentally 
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at the end of  Philosophy of  Nature. one arrives at the 
necessity of  the immaterial being without making him 
an object of  question. One comes to know the being one 
identifies with the first cause of  the world concomitantly 
with discovering the nature of  changeable being, when 
one becomes aware the changeable beings must be ef-
fects.

 this does not mean that the existence of  God be-
longs properly to Natural Philosophy. What one searches 
for in Natural Philosophy as an object of  question is the 
knowledge of  the things naturally experienced by us as 
connatural to our way of  knowing, the sensible, mate-
rial beings. this is the proper beginning of  knowledge 
quoad nos. When the first philosophers began to investi-
gate being, they began with sen-
sible beings, the only one known 
by them. they assumed these be-
ings were identical with being as 
being and since they wanted to 
explain the first cause of  all be-
ing they posited the fact that the 
first, universal cause of  universal 
being was material. But the sen-
sible, changeable beings could 
only be perfectly known by knowing that they depended 
on another being to be. The first philosophers, who ap-
proached the subject of  being as being did so in a natural 
way. They tried to flee ignorance about material things 
by discovering the first cause of  all. The first philoso-
phers, who little by little fled ignorance about material 
beings, thought Natural Philosophy was the science of  
being as being, because they had not yet discovered that 
there was more to being than material being, something 
they could only discover because of  man’s way of  know-
ing by examining material beings. once they discovered 
the existence of  this other being, they discovered meta-
physics.20 Without discovering this other being, Natural 
Philosophy would be first philosophy and there would be 
no metaphysics.

 Before this discovery is made then, man tries to 
explain first causality in a purely material way, in fact, he 
uses only secondary causes as the first causes. The first 
philosophers posited all sorts of  things as first causes: 
fire, earth, air, water, a mixture, a material mind, num-
ber, etc. In trying to explain all material effects, they were 
compelled by the things in themselves (ipsa rei evidens natu-
ra) to dream the truth, as though compelled by the truth 
itself  (somniabant quodammodo veritatem).21 they Natural 

Philosophy. the duty to teach others of  that existence 
and investigate its properties, comes in metaphysics or re-
vealed Theology. When St. Thomas proves the existence 
of  God in the quinque viae, he is doing so as a theolo-
gian who assumes the job of  a philosopher and teaches 
the faithful that one can demonstrate the existence of  
God, a given in revelation, also from reason alone. the 
concept does not come properly from faith, even though 
names like ego sum qui sum (Yahweh) are only revealed. 
the concept or content of  the name God comes from 
sensible effects. It seems unnecessarily difficult to discuss 
the quinque viae outside the method of  theology as a sci-
ence, even though many or all of  the same arguments 
may be used in philosophy according to a different meth-
odology.

 one may also see this ne-
cessity because no science proves 
the existence of  its own subject.22 
the existence of  immaterial be-
ings must be known in Natural 
Philosophy because otherwise it 
would be the science of  being as 
being. there could not be a sep-
arate science, metaphysics. the 

existence of  immaterial things is known in this science, 
but only accidentally.

 By their very nature, then, things lead us to dis-
cover God, but without looking for him. man goes out 
to look for order and meaning in the material, sensible, 
changeable world like someone goes to a field to dig a 
grave. In the process of  digging the grave, he finds the 
treasure which is God’s existence, but not just by chance 
or fortune like other accidental discoveries. the things 
in themselves have the light to yield this knowledge. he 
is compelled to discover this truth for a complete expla-
nation of  the order of  the material things as particular 
things themselves.

 man, then, dreams the truth compelled by the 
changeable beings to the being on which these depend, 
which must be completely different. the dream is the 
intuition that there must be a first cause of  all the effects 
known by man which man can directly experience before 
he can explain the existence of  the sensible things known 
by him. the disillusion of  the philosopher is in trying to 
make that cause a material one. strangely, because of  the 
limitations of  the methods of  positive science, the expla-
nation of  the causes of  the world of  modern scientists 

“By their very nature, then, things 
lead us to discover God, but without 

looking for him.” 
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and philosophers is very primitive. What the ancient pre-
socratics posited because of  their place at the beginning 
of  the evolution of  ideas, the modern philosopher or 
scientist takes as a solution because of  the limitations of  
his method.

 for the ancient philosopher, the evidence of  the 
things in themselves leads him to the immaterial order. 
They lead him not just to the angels, for they are more 
like reflections of  the prime cause, but to God Himself. 
Nothing else will do. the discovery of  the existence of  
God does not come to us a priori in faith or from the 

necessity of  the natural desire for God. It is a posteriori, 
but does not come to us first in Metaphysics, because 
then the science would prove what was necessary to its 
own subject matter. Nevertheless the demonstration of  
God as a teaching device or proposing him as an object 
of  question is proper to the order of  that science. There 
can be no final explanation of  the beauty and order of  the 
material things in themselves, without arriving at the first 
immaterial cause which is done as the crown of  Physics. 
“the fool has said in his heart, ‘there is no God’.”
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