
 

 

 

 

 

DIVINE SIMPLICITY IN SCHOLASTIC THOUGHT 

 

Chris Morrison, M.A. 

  



1 
 

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

For the scholastics, divine simplicity was a foundational doctrine concerning God’s 

nature. Indeed, for at least Aquinas, it governed everything that could be said of God. Yet despite 

its clarity to them, it has been correctly called by Eleanore Stump “one of the most difficult and 

perplexing tenets of classical theism.”
1
 

According to divine simplicity, there is no composition of any kind in God—not a 

composition of matter and form, what He could be and what He is, of substance and accidents, 

etc. In fact, on this view, all of God’s attributes are actually identical with one another (thus, His 

omniscience is His omnipotence, etc.) and even with Himself. 

Today, divine simplicity has fallen out of favor among theologians, especially 

evangelicals (though even some Catholics have called for its rejection
2
), who have been willing 

to sacrifice it in their response to several modern difficulties (e.g., open theism).
 3

  There has 

been, though, a recent revival of interest in the subject in the past twenty years.
4
 

This paper seeks to put the doctrine of simplicity in its historical context, especially as 

understood by the scholastics, who provided its fullest treatment. To that end, Scholasticism as a 

movement will be surveyed first. A brief overview of divine simplicity’s presence in the early 

church will then be provided, and finally an exploration of its prominence in the thought of three 

important scholastics: Anselm of Canterbury, Peter Abelard, and Thomas Aquinas.  

 

THE RISE OF SCHOLASTICISM 

 

The term “scholasticism” applies to both a method and a system of thought, and further 

can be applied to either theology or philosophy. This paper will focus on the school of thought 

developed starting in the ninth century, where scholastic theology stands in distinction to 

patristic theology.
5
 

                                                           
1
 Eleonore Stump, “Simplicity,” in A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, ed. Philip 

Quinn and Charles Taliaferro (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1997), 250.   
2
 Barry L. Whitney, “Divine Immutability in Process Philosophy and Contemporary 

Thomism,” Horizons 7, no. 1 (1980): 49-68. Cf.  James W. Felt, "Invitation to a Philosophic 

Revolution," New Scholasticism 45 (1971): 87-109, etc. These Catholic theologians actually 

seem to be challenging definitive statements from their Church that affirm divine simplicity (e.g., 

Vatican I: 3.1.2).   
3
 To take only one example, consider Bruce Ware’s “An Evangelical Reformulation of 

the Doctrine of the Immutability of God,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 29, no. 

4 (1986): 431-446. Further, this is hardly surprising, given Evangelicals general disinterest in 

philosophy and heavy emphasis on the Bible for all information pertaining to God. 
4
 A search of the subject “God—Simplicity” in EBSCO’s philosophical databases 

returned 172 articles; 148 were published after 1990; 95 after 2000; and 65 in the past five years. 
5
 The Catholic Encyclopedia, s.v., “Scholasticism,” http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/ 

13548a.htm. (Accessed July 22, 2012) 
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 The word itself is a Latin derivation of the Greek σχολάζω, which referred to devotion to 

study.
6
 In early Christian usage, it was applied to the teachers in Charlemagne’s court and then 

later to medieval scholars who studied theological philosophically.
7
 The older patristic 

theologians were inclined toward Platonism and thus tended to stress intuition over 

demonstration. With the Carolingian emphasis on education and the increasing availability of 

Latin translations of Aristotle (especially from the eleventh century onward), theology began 

taking a decidedly more dialectic approach.
8
  

 This is not to imply that the patristics were not philosophically oriented. They were. Yet 

for them, the role of human reason was merely to establish the praeambula fidei (“preambles of 

faith”—that is, those rational truths on which faith rests; e.g., God exists and is omnipotent). As 

such, “their attitude inclined more to the Crede ut intelligas (Believe that you may understand) 

than to the Intellige ut credas (understand that you may believe).”
9
 Some Scholastics, such as 

Peter Abelard, took dialectics too far and subjected revelation to the authority of human reason. 

Later (and greater) scholars, however, applied the method with greater care for the primacy of 

special revelation. 

 In any case, the Carolingian reforms led to the establishment of schools in the ninth 

century that taught this method and can be thought of as the beginning of the era, although it 

would not be until Anselm of the eleventh century that the movement would begin to gain its full 

force. Scholasticism arguably reached the zenith of its influence and explanatory power in the 

thirteenth century through the work of Thomas Aquinas, and it was not until the rise of Descartes 

in the sixteenth century that the period formally closed. But as all things theological, this was 

also a time of great controversy and there was as much disagreement, if not more, than 

consensus. Thus Etienne Gilson says, 

 

If we look at the situation as a young student in theology saw it around the year 1320, it 

will appear to be rather confused. . . . [T]he problem was precisely to select the best 

theology among the many that recommended themselves to one’s attention. . . . [A] 

Franciscan could either stick to the old doctrine of St. Bonaventura, or he could decide in 

favor of Duns Scotus, unless he found it more advisable to enlist among the followers of 

Ockham. Were our man a Dominican he could find at the very least three theologies at 

his disposal. There were Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas; and people were 

beginning to talk about a German preacher by the name of Meister Eckhart. There is 

never too much of a good thing, but . . .  the difficulty was that since Ockham was 

refuting Duns Scotus, the while Duns Scotus himself was correcting Bonaventura, or 

Thomas Aquinas straightening out Albertus Magnus, . . . who was right?
10

 
                                                           

6
 LSJ Online, s.v. “σχολάζω.” Available online: http://www.tlg.uci.edu/lsj/#eid=104837 

&context=lsj&action=defn-up (Accessed August 10, 2012). Technically, “scholasticism” is a 

derivative of the Latin scholasticus, which is a transliteration of the Greek σχολαστικός. 
7
 Earle E. Cairns, Christianity through the Centuries, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1996), 226. 
8
 The Catholic Encyclopedia, s.v., “Scholasticism.” 

9
 The Catholic Encyclopedia, s.v., “Dialectics,” http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/ 

04770a.htm (Accessed August 10, 2012). 
10

 Etienne Gilson, The Unity of Philosophical Experience (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 

1999), 73-74. 



3 
 

Beyond those sectarian differences, the scholastics were divided on how they viewed 

universals. Indeed, some historians have even characterized the entire philosophical enterprise of 

the era as an attempt to solve that problem
11

 In general, there were three major schools of 

thought: realists, represented by Anselm, held the platonic belief that universals existed in and of 

themselves and that things were what they were in virtue of their partaking in those universals. 

At the other end of the spectrum, nominalists, represented by William Ockham, held that 

universals did not exist at all, but were instead merely mental categories with no objective, extra-

mental referent. Between these two positions was that of Thomas Aquinas’ moderate-realism, 

which held with the realists that universals corresponded to extra-mental, objective reality, but 

with the nominalists in agreeing that all that exists is concrete individuals. Thus, for moderate-

realists, universals referred to really existing forms insofar as they existed in individual things. In 

short, realists held to the real existence of universals apart from individuals (universalia ante 

rem); moderate-realists held to the real existence of universals only in the individuals in which 

they were instantiated (universalia in re); and nominalists held that universals existed only as 

names for common characteristics of things (universalia post rem).
12

 

These were important differences, and they had important theological ramifications.
13

 Yet 

despite that fact, they should not be overly exaggerated. All of these theologians were 

fundamentally orthodox, and even those who strayed too far from the faith were condemned for 

mostly technical reasons.
14

 Yet, it is equally important to note that these differences existed, for 

in doing so they highlight the strength of those doctrines upon which all agreed (i.e., divine 

simplicity). It is in that diversity of thought that the place of simplicity should be examined. 

 

SIMPLICITY IN THE CHURCH FATHERS 

 

While this survey is primarily dedicated to the idea of simplicity in scholastic thought, it 

is helpful to note its presence in early church doctrine as well.  

One very early, though indirect, reference to divine simplicity can be found in Ignatius’ 

epistles. While challenging Gnostic Docetism, he points out that “incorporeal beings have neither 

form nor figure, nor the aspect of an animal possessed of shape, because their nature is in itself 

simple.”
15

  Thus, spiritual beings such as angels and human souls are simple,
16

 for they have no 

matter by which to distinguish one part from another. A fortiori, God must also be a simple 

being. Ignatius’ doctrine is nowhere near as developed as that of the scholastics (indeed, Aquinas 
                                                           

11
 Ibid., 3. 

12
 Everett Ferguson, Church History, Vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 426. 

13
 For instance, Gilson’s historical analysis in The Unity of Philosophical Experience 

argues (convincingly!) that realism and nominalism always result in a self-refuting skepticism.  
14

 E.g., Though Abelard affirmed the Trinity, his explanation of it was condemned. 
15

 The Epistle of Ignatius to the Smyrnaeans, 3 (Longer Version); Ante-Nicene Fathers 

(hereafter, ANF) 1.04.07 
16

 Cf. Aristotle, De Anima 1.5 and Plato, “the soul is in the very likeness of the divine, 

and immortal, and intelligible, and uniform, and indissoluble, and unchangeable” (Phaedo). 
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even disallowed metaphysical composition; for more, see section below), but the roots are there 

in the sub-apostolic age.
17

 

 

The earliest direct Christian reference to divine simplicity comes from Irenaeus. 

But if they had known the Scriptures, and been taught by the truth, they would have 

known . . . that God is not as men are. . . . He is a simple, uncompounded Being, without 

diverse members, and altogether like, and equal to himself, since He is wholly 

understanding, and wholly spirit, and wholly thought, and wholly intelligence, and 

wholly reason, and wholly hearing, and wholly seeing, and wholly light, and the whole 

source of all that is good — even as the religious and pious are wont to speak concerning 

God. 
18

 

 

 First, it is worth noting how even in this very early stage how developed the doctrine was. 

God is “uncompounded” and “without diverse members,” a notion which (in its context) would 

preclude in God various passions humans experience as separate and distinct (e.g., love or 

sadness). Moreover, the various attributes discussed are identified with one another—He is 

wholly hearing and wholly seeing. But if so then necessarily in God hearing is seeing, etc.  

Finally, the context
19

 here is instructive, as Irenaeus is making his appeal as an apologetic against 

those who had misunderstood God’s nature. While divine simplicity would have apologetic 

value for the scholastics, for them it would become more of a theological point. 

 Again, Athenagoras refers in passing to God’s simplicity: “Did, then, [Plato] who had 

contemplated . . . [God’s] real existence, the simplicity of His nature . . . think, that to learn the 

truth concerning those who are said to have been produced from sensible things, namely earth 

and heaven, was a task transcending his powers?”
20

 It should be noted here that God’s simplicity 

is not a matter of argument, but something taken as a fact—it is, for Athenagoras, a mere 

observation of something even Plato was able to see clearly. 

 It was not merely simplicity itself that was accepted and assumed by the Church Fathers, 

but some other doctrines either entailed by or that entailed divine simplicity are present, too. 

Tertullian, for instance, seems to suggest that God is actus purus (Pure Actuality), which for 

Aquinas is the notion by which simplicity is necessarily derived, when he (Tertullian) says:  

 

Some affirm that the gods (i.e.,   ο ) were so called because the verbs    ι  and σ  σ αι 

signify to run and to be moved. This term, then, is not indicative of any majesty, for it is 

derived from running and motion, not from any dominion of godhead. But inasmuch as 

the Supreme God whom we worship is also designated   ός, without however the 

appearance of any course or motion in Him, because He is not visible to any one, it is 
                                                           

17
 The notion that the human soul is simple is well attested in the Church Fathers. See 

also Irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.7.1 (ANF 1.08.25); Tertullian, A Treatise on the Soul 10-14, 

21-22 (especially 14) (ANF 3.01.18-19), etc. 
18

 Irenaeus, Against Heresies 2.13.3 (ANF 1.08.08); 
19

 The whole section (2.13.3-7) is worth reading. There one finds an intimate connection 

between impassibility and simplicity over and against the Gnostic anthropopathisms; Irenaeus 

even goes on to anticipate Aquinas’ notion that all language about God is analogical. 
20

 Athenagoras, A Plea for the Christians 23 (ANF 2.04.03). 
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clear that that word must have had some other derivation, and that the property of 

divinity, innate in Himself, must have been discovered.
21

 

 

 Tertullian here argues against “the appearance of any course or motion in” God, where 

“motion” is a translation of the Latin motus. Yet motus refers not just to physical movement, but 

of change of any kind. Thus, for Tertullian, in God there is no change, and where there is no 

change, there is only actuality. Moreover, his defense of the Trinity uses language that 

presupposes some form of simplicity: “the Father is one, and the Son one, and the Spirit one, and 

that They are distinct from Each Other. This statement is taken in a wrong sense . . .  as to imply 

a separation among the Father, and the Son, and the Spirit. . . . [But] it is not by division that He 

is different, but by distinction.”
22

 And again, “Now if He too is God, according to John, (who 

says) ‘The Word was God, (John 1:1) then you have two Beings - One that commands that the 

thing be made, and the Other that executes the order and creates. In what sense, however, you 

ought to understand Him to be another, I have already explained, on the ground of Personality, 

not of Substance - in the way of distinction, not of division.”
23

 

 Other important early theologians who endorsed divine simplicity included Origen (“that 

which ought to be free from all bodily intermixture, in virtue of being the one sole species of 

Deity”
24
), Athanasius (“for [God] is not composed of parts, but being impassible and simple, He 

is impassibly and indivisibly Father of the Son”
25
), Augustine (“There is, accordingly, a good 

which is alone simple, and therefore alone unchangeable, and this is God. . . . those things which 

are essentially and truly divine are called simple, because in them quality and substance are 

identical”
26
), Basil (“Since the divine nature is not composed of parts, union of the persons is 

accomplished by partaking of the whole,”
27

) and others.  

 It is, then, unquestionable that the notion of divine simplicity has found a place in the 

theology of the church from its earliest days. Thus it cannot be regarded as an invention of the 

scholastics, even if under them it came to take greater prominence. In that light, attention will 

now be turned to how three of the most influential scholastics—Anselm, Abelard, and 

Aquinas—employed and developed the doctrine. 

 

The Scholastics on Simplicity 

 

Anselm 

 

 Anselm, the Archbishop of Canterbury from 1093 to 1109, is perhaps best known for his 

ontological argument, which he puts forward in his Proslogion. In contrast to his Monologion, in 
                                                           

21
 Tertullian Ad Nationes 2.4 (ANF 3.01.12). 

22
 Tertullian, Against Praxeas 9 (ANF 3.01.60). His suggestion that “the Father is the 

entire substance, but the Son is a derivation and portion of the whole,” would be heretical by 

later standards. But the error is likely only in his language, as he lacked the vocabulary available 

to the scholastics to better define the relationships of the Persons of the Trinity. 
23

 Tertullian, Against Praxeas 12 (ANF 3.01.61). 
24

 Origin, De Principiis 6 (ANF 4.04.04). 
25

 Athanasius, Against the Arians 1.8.28. 
26

 Augustine, The City of God 11.10. 
27

 Basil, On the Holy Spirit 18.23. 
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which he sought to prove God’s existence by a variety of arguments, he hoped via his 

ontological argument to provide one all-encompassing argument that would also prove that He 

has all the attributes Christians assign to Him (omnipotence, omniscience, etc.). In both works, 

divine simplicity has an important place. 

 In Monologion, Anselm begins with a multifaceted argument: first, if some things are 

better than others, then there must be a standard by which they are good, but that standard must 

be Goodness itself.
28

 Second, by the same reasoning, there must be something that is Greatness 

itself, and since to be Great is good, then the Greatest thing must be Goodness itself.
29

 Finally, he 

argues that all things have their existence through other things, but that this cannot go on forever, 

so there must be that which has its existence in itself. Thus, the Greatest, Best thing is also self-

existent.
30

 

 Having thus proved God exists, Anselm moves on to prove His various attributes. Early 

in this discussion, he argues that God must be simple, saying, “For everything composite needs 

for its existence the parts of which it is composed; and what it is it owes to its parts. For through 

them it is whatever it is, whereas what they are they are not through it; and so, it is not at all 

supreme.”
31

 That is, if God is composed of parts, He is not supreme, since He owes something of 

His existence to those parts. But since God is supreme, He cannot be composed of parts; that is, 

He must be simple. 

 In Proslogion, Anselm takes a different approach. Conceiving of God as that of which 

nothing greater can be conceived, he argues that God must necessarily exist, insofar as a really 

existing greatest thing is greater than a non-existent greatest thing.
32

 Indeed, for Anselm, “God 

cannot be conceived not to exist.”
33

 But if this is sound, then the argument “thus works as a sort 

of divine-attribute-generating machine.”
34

 For if God is the greatest conceivable being, then 

whatever is the greatest must be attributed to Him (e.g., omnipotence). For Anselm, one of these 

attributes is divine simplicity, but unlike in the Monologion, in which he sets out to prove 

simplicity relatively early, here Anselm waits until near the end of his treatise for its discussion. 

In chapter eighteen, he points out that because that which is composed of parts is capable of non-

existence (insofar as its parts could in theory be separated), God cannot have parts, since He is 

not capable of non-existence. Thus, 

 

there are no parts in you, Lord, nor are you more than one. But you are so truly a unitary 

being, and so identical with yourself, that in no respect are you unlike yourself; rather 

you are unity itself, indivisible by any conception. Therefore, life and wisdom and the 
                                                           

28
 Anselm, Monologion 2. 

29
 Ibid., 3. 

30
 Ibid., 3-4. 

31
 Ibid., 17. 

32
 Thomas Williams and Sandra Visser have proposed another reading in which the 

general principle is not that an existent being is greater than a non-existent being, but rather that 

the greatest conceivable being has properties that cannot be attributed to only a possibly existent 

being (namely, necessary existence). Thus, if it is possible to conceive of a greatest conceivable 

being, it must, by nature, exist (Anselm (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 73-94). 
33

 Anselm, Proslogion 3. 
34

 Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy, s.v. “Anselm.” Available online: 

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2011/entries/anselm/ (Accessed August 10, 2012). 
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rest are not parts of you, but all are one; and each of these is the whole, which you are, 

and which all the rest are.
35

 

 

 Thus, whereas the Monologion argues that God must be simple to account for His self-

existence, the Proslogion sees divine simplicity as intuitively obvious given the fact that unity, 

self-identity, and indivisibility are greater than compositeness of any kind.  

 

Abelard 

 

 Peter Abelard was a near contemporary of Anselm. A French logician, he studied under 

William of Champeaux in Paris and rose to prominence there through his logical refutation of his 

professor’s realism. His approach to theological and philosophical questions was not surprisingly 

then logical. To that end, it was that aspect of the problem of the Trinity—how three Persons 

could be one God—that led him to write the Theologica Summa Boni, for which he was 

condemned in 1121. In response, he wrote the Theological Christiana, which incorporated the 

Summa Boni, and finally his Theologica Scholarium, his principle theological work.
36

 

 To make his case, Abelard makes a distinction between essential sameness and numerical 

sameness. He then gives the example of a waxen image and asks if there are one or two objects. 

On one hand, it is obvious that there is only one object: the waxen image. But on the other hand, 

it seems that there are really two objects, since the lump of wax is one thing not identical to the 

image.
37

 Abelard says there is but one object even as there are two things; that is, the wax and 

the image are identical to one another insofar as they are identical in substance, but distinct 

insofar as they have different properties.
38

 

 Such a distinction seems to suggest a straightforward answer to the logical problem of the 

Trinity. Each Person can be considered a composite structure of substance and their particular 

properties, and thus, just as the lump of wax is distinct from yet identical to the waxen image, the 

Persons, sharing a common substance, are identical in substance while numerically distinct. 

 This, however, was not, and could not, be the answer he provided. For like all medievals, 

he accepted divine simplicity, which disallows complexity in God: 

 

We confess the unity, or simplicity, or identity of the divine substance in such a way that 

just as it remains completely devoid of parts, so also it remains completely devoid of 

accidents; nor can it be changed in any way at all, nor can there be anything in it that is 

not it itself. And so it is the same completely simple and individual substance that is the 

Father and the Son and also the Holy Spirit; and the same thing is also the whole Trinity 

itself, that is, these three persons simultaneously.
39

 
                                                           

35
 Proslogion 18. 

36
 Jeffrey Brower and Kevin Guilfoy, eds. The Cambridge Companion to Abelard 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 226. 
37

 In contemporary philosophy, this example represents what is called the problem of 

material constitution. Today it is assumed that there are, in fact, two objects in any such cases 

(i.e., the lump of wax and the image), since they have non-identical properties (e.g., wax can be 

melted and yet it still remain the same wax, whereas the same cannot be said about the image). 
38

 Abelard, Theological Christiana 3.139-40. 
39

 Abelard, Theologica Scholarium 2.68. 
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If God is a composite of form and substance, then He is not simple. Yet one may object 

that, so far, Abelard’s discussion of simplicity only denies parts, accidents, and mutability in 

God, which the Trinitarian model above does not require. Yet he goes on to argue that even the 

possession of forms and properties would render God complex.
40

 

 His solution was to argue that there is still another kind of substantial identity yet 

numerical distinction, namely, rather than the Persons cannot be distinct in their properties (since 

in God there are no properties), they are distinct in what is proper to each
41

, thus preserving 

simplicity. Unfortunately, given that “what is proper” relies heavily (if not exclusively) on what 

can be said about a thing rather than what really is in a thing, it appears that Abelard’s 

distinctions did not hold at the ontological level. That is, the Father, Son and Spirit would not be 

distinct by anything real them, but rather only insofar as what could be said about them. In that 

sense, his views seemed indistinguishable from modalism, and thus he was condemned. 

 The purpose of discussing Abelard’s view of the Trinity is to highlight the importance of 

divine simplicity in his thought. Whether or not he was able to reconcile his solution to the 

problem with simplicity is a matter for philosophers to decide. What is evident here, however, is 

that Abelard rejected a clearly coherent solution naturally suggested by his own distinctions, and 

that precisely because divine simplicity played such an important role in his metaphysics. 

 

Aquinas 

 

 It is common knowledge that scholastic thought reached its zenith in the work of Thomas 

Aquinas. The centrality of divine simplicity for him can be observed in several ways; two such 

observations will suffice here. 

 The first is to note how central and already developed the thought was in his short treatise 

On Being and Essence, which was one of his first works, composed before he received his 

Master’s degree in March of 1256.
42

 Towards the end of the first chapter, he says: 

 

Some substances are simple and some composite, and essence is in both; but it is present 

in simple substances more truly and perfectly because they also have being more 

perfectly. Simple substances are also the cause of those that are composite; at least this is 

true of the primary and simple substance, which is God.
 43

 

 

Simplicity is not only asserted, but related to the notion of essence. Aquinas can already 

say that the way in which simple substances have their essence is truer and more perfect than 

their composite counterpart (recall Anselm’s argument above). Further, he makes the broader 
                                                           

40
 T.Sch. 2.65-66 and 2.71-72 

41
 Following Aristotle, who for instance argued that substances are not in a subject. 

Substances do not have the property not being in a subject. Rather, the statement denies that 

substances have the property being in a subject—it is a negative claim about the object in 

consideration. So things that differ in property differ by positively existing realities, whereas 

things that differ by what is proper only differ by what is properly said about them. 
42

 Thomas Aquinas, On Being and Essence, trans. by Armand Maurer, 2nd ed. (Toronto: 

Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1968), 8. 
43

 Ibid., 33. 
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point that composite substances are caused by simple substances, which if true certainly implies 

at least the simplicity of the divine substance (God)! 

If one wonders why Aquinas can make such statements without a thorough defense, he 

will find only a few pages later Thomas’ observation that “everyone admits the simplicity of the 

first cause.”
44

 Perhaps everyone was wrong, but the universal agreement to the concept is here 

witnessed and provides the foundation for much of scholastic thought. 

The second observation is to look at Aquinas’ magnum opus, his Summa Theologica. 

After proving God exists via his famous Five Ways, the first thing Thomas addresses is divine 

simplicity, saying, 

 

Now it can be shown how God is not, by denying Him whatever is opposed to the idea of 

Him, viz. composition, motion, and the like. Therefore (1) we must discuss His 

simplicity, whereby we deny composition in Him; and because whatever is simple in 

material things is imperfect and a part of something else, we shall discuss (2) His 

perfection; (3) His infinity; (4) His immutability; (5) His unity.
45

 

 

 It is important to note Thomas’ proposed order. Before discussing divine attribute such as 

perfection, infinity, immutability, and unity (all of which should be non-controversial), he first 

insists on discussing simplicity. That is, for Thomas, divine simplicity is the lens through which 

everything said about God must be seen. Moreover, not content with simply asserting the 

doctrine, Thomas defines it in a long section of eight articles, denying to God a body, 

composition of matter and form, a distinction in God’s essence and identity, composition of 

essence and existence, all accidents, any remainING composition, and even whether He can enter 

into composition with other things.
46

 

 While this is not the place to explore Thomas’ doctrine, his methodology for deriving it 

should be noted. He had proved God exists by appealing to the necessity of a First Cause of all 

change. Since he understood change to be the reduction of potentiality to actuality by something 

else (necessarily) in act, then the First Cause had to be Pure Act. For it is impossible for the First 

Cause to be anything other than what it is, for to be other than what it is would require it to be 

acted upon by something else, which would mean it is no longer the First Cause. That is, were it 

to be changed (necessarily, by something other than itself), then it would be dependent on that 

which changed it for its existence, and therefore the entire enterprise would call for looking for 

yet a more fundamental First Cause.
47

 If, however, there is no potentiality in God (as the First 

Cause), then He must be simple, since all forms of composition necessarily imply potentiality 

(even if only the potential for the relationship to dissolve). 
                                                           

44
 Ibid., 51. 

45
 Summa Theologica, Ia.3. 

46
 Ibid., Ia.3.1-8; cf. Summa Contra Gentiles 1.16-27, which takes a similar approach and 

offers more details. The fact that SCG was written as an apologetic for the Catholic faith gives 

divine simplicity (presented so early in the work) an apologetic value, similar to Irenaeus’ use. 
47

 ST Ia.2.3; 3.1; for a detailed explanation of this argument, see Chris Morrison’s 

Reconsidering Divine Simplicity (Master’s Thesis: Luther Rice Seminary, 2011). 
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 As such, Thomas puts those who would deny divine simplicity in the position of denying 

that God is the First Cause (either by making God dependent on other realities He did not create 

or by making Him dependent on His own creation, which seems pantheistic).
48

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Scholastic theologians did not merely believe in divine simplicity; for them, it directed 

their theology. Though they widely reject it today, modern theologians would do well to 

remember its long historical pedigree, role in shaping theology, and the arguments put forward in 

its favor. Though the above survey has been necessarily brief, enough data has been provide to 

warrant both a reconsideration of the basic merits of the doctrine, as well as, perhaps, deeper 

studies to help the Church today appreciate divine simplicity’s full import. Such studies would 

not only be of historical value, but could potentially suggest (again) answers to theological 

questions being raised in today’s world.  
                                                           

48
 For a scholarly defense of the first alternative, see Alvin Plantinga’s Does God Have a 

Nature? (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1980). 
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