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The Existence of God

We began this lecture series by making the distinction 
between natural theology and sacred theology. We also 
said that Catholic theologians like Thomas Aquinas make 
much use of the philosophical demonstrations of natural 
theology in treating the natural truths about God. The 
sacred theologian thus uses philosophy as a handmaid. 
St. Thomas Aquinas, for example, after introducing the 
nature of theology in the first question of the Summa of 
Theology, then proceeds to demonstrate God’s existence 
and attributes using philosophical demonstrations. In this 
way he shows the harmony between divine Revelation and 
human reason. In this talk and the following ones we shall 
use natural theology to demonstrate the existence of God, 
following the famous five ways of St. Thomas Aquinas. 

Now some may object that it is unnecessary for those 
who already believe in God to try to demonstrate His ex-
istence through reason. If we already believe in God, or 
the immortality of the soul, or other natural truths of the 
faith, why demonstrate them? And for those do not believe 
in God, it seems that a philosophical demonstration would 
not help bring them to faith.

It is certainly not obligatory for believers to be able to 
philosophically demonstrate the existence of God, but it 
is very useful for several reasons. First, because it enables 
the faithful to better understand the reasonableness of their 
faith. Indeed, Christian faith is supremely reasonable, even 
though its most sublime parts transcend reason. Reflect-
ing on the reasonableness and inner harmony of the faith 
can help the believer to grow in faith, hope, and charity.1

Secondly, philosophical demonstrations help those 
whose belief in God is shaky or non-existent. The rise of 
atheism and the variety of religious sects and denomina-
tions today underscore the often wildly different ideas that 
people have about God. Erroneous or nebulous beliefs 
about God indicate that reason often has less to do with 
religion than mere sentiment or opinion. The recovery of 
reason in religion, especially at its foundation regarding 
God Himself, will go far in purging false ideas and show-
ing the inner harmony of Catholicism. This harmony or 
reasonableness is a strong testimony to the truth of the 
faith. It can help nonbelievers navigate through those 
conflicting opinions and errors in today’s religious land-
scape which give rise to skepticism and doubt. Finally, not 
only do the demonstrations of God’s existence show the 
reasonableness of belief, but they also provide the basis 

1  See Francisco Suarez, Opera omnia, vol. 1, prooemium, xxiii: 
“Scholastic theologians . . . use natural theology as a servant, to confirm 
supernatural truths and from the harmony of both kinds of theology 
to enable the mind of the faithful to rest more easily in those truths.”

for rightly understanding His nature and attributes, such 
as His oneness, omnipotence, eternity, and omniscience.

It is interesting to note that Revelation itself affirms the 
power of reason to come to a natural knowledge of God. 
The book of Wisdom treats of the natural evidence of God’s 
existence in 13:1-9:

For all men were by nature foolish who were in igno-
rance of God, and who from the good things seen did not 
succeed in knowing Him who is, and from studying the 
works did not discern the artisan; but either fire, or wind, or 
the swift air, or the circuit of the stars, or the mighty water, 
or the luminaries of heaven, the governors of the world, 
they considered gods. Now if out of joy in their beauty they 
thought them gods, let them know how far more excellent is 
the Lord than these; for the original source of beauty fash-
ioned them. Or if they were struck by their might and energy, 
let them from these things realize how much more powerful 
is he who made them. For from the greatness and the beauty 
of created things their original author, by analogy, is seen. 
. . .  But again, not even these are pardonable. For if they so 
far succeeded in knowledge that they could speculate about 
the world, how did they not more quickly find its Lord?”

St. Paul also affirms reason’s natural capacity to grasp 
God’s existence in Romans 1:18-23:

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 
ungodliness and wickedness of those men who in wickedness 
hold back the truth of God, seeing that what may be known 
about God is manifest to them. For God has manifested it 
to them. For since the creation of the world his invisible 
attributes are clearly seen—his everlasting power also and 
divinity—being understood through the things that are made. 
And so they are without excuse, seeing that, although they 
knew God, they did not glorify Him as God or give thanks, 
but became vain in their reasoning.

Psalm 14 says that the denial of God is a mark of the 
fool: “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God.’” Denial 
of God is also the characteristic of those who hold that 
crime goes unpunished: “He thinks in his heart, ‘God has 
forgotten, he has hidden his face, he will never see it.’ . . 
. Why does the wicked [man] renounce God, and say in 
his heart, ‘Thou wilt not call to account’?” (Ps 10:11, 13).

The ability of reason to demonstrate the existence of God 
was infallibly defined by the Church in the First Vatican 
Council, in response to currents of modern thought (es-
pecially Kant) which put in doubt or denied this capacity. 
Vatican I declared: “If anyone says that the one true God, 
our Creator and our Lord, cannot be known with certainty      
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with the natural light of human reason through those things 
which are created, let him be anathema.”2

1. The Importance of Moral Dispositions 
for Accepting Proof of God’s Existence
Given the fact that reason can know the existence of God 

with certitude, how does it happen that many intelligent 
people are atheists? It is a common experience that the 
proofs of the existence of God frequently fail to convince 
atheists and agnostics. They may even prefer to put ev-
erything in doubt, such as the principle of causality and 
non-contradiction, rather than accept the arguments. The 
fact is that the existence of God, the immortality of the soul, 
the reality of judgment, and other religious issues are not 
questions that leave us indifferent. It is difficult to examine 
them dispassionately because interests arise which serve 
to move the will to hostility or benevolence, according 
to our moral dispositions and the state of our conscience.

What moral dispositions might serve as an obstacle to 
the recognition of the truth about the existence of God? 
The chief obstacle is undoubtedly pride, a vice unwilling 
to recognize our subjection to a Supreme Being. Self-love 
would prefer to convince us that we ourselves are the su-
preme being. This then engenders rebellion against God’s 
moral law revealed in conscience, along with a desire for 
freedom from His will and law, and a desire for absolute 
autonomy. A moral obstacle also can be caused by rebel-
lion against some act of God’s Providence, such as the 
death of a loved one. Another obstacle may be fear of the 
loss of earthly goods such as wealth, friends, and family, 
or perhaps fear of persecution and calumny. Let no one 
underestimate the strength of these motives, for without 
grace we would all fall into them.

If God exists then I cannot make myself the center of my 
universe. I will have to recognize a Being who dwarfs me 
more than I can possibly conceive, a Being who is Absolute 
Moral Purity, Perfect Goodness, the all-powerful eternal 
Wisdom beside whom all human knowledge and creation 
is as nothing. If God exists, then I cannot be my own law 
unto myself. For if God exists then He must be king of 
His creation, and I will not belong to myself, but to Him. 
If God exists, then He will govern the world according to 
His law, which I will be forced to observe. If God exists, 
then I must love Him, for He has made me for Himself. 
And if I do not wish to acknowledge all this and serve 
Him, then I will have a strong incentive to find fault with 
the arguments used to show God’s existence and the truth 
of the Catholic faith.

There is a perverse impulse in man to divinize himself, 
and this tendency leads us to resist recognizing the true 
divinity, even though the reasoning is not difficult. In 
short, if I am not ready to make God the center of my 

2  Vatican I, Dogmatic Constitution on the Faith, Dei Filius, canon 
1 of ch. 2, DS 3026.

moral universe instead of myself, then I do not have the 
moral dispositions to grasp the truth about God. Humility 
and love provide the moral orientation for grasping the 
intellectual arguments that are the foundation of faith. 
Recognizing the existence of God makes the humble soul 
exult, but appears as slavery to the proud and the worldly.

In many cases, acceptance of the truth of the Catholic 
faith may require overcoming long ingrained prejudice 
and repugnance, or it may require great sacrifices. For 
example, in Rome in the first Christian centuries, accep-
tance of the Catholic faith carried with it the likelihood 
of facing martyrdom. This is still true even today in the 
Muslim and Communist world. And even where there is no 
immediate risk of martyrdom, often there is fear of being 
ostracized by one’s society and family. All of this surely 
poses an obstacle to the recognition of religious truth. Such 
obstacles can be overcome only through grace, humility, 
and the love of God and of truth above all things.

The resistance to recognizing God is summed up in the 
threefold concupiscence spoken of by St. John in his first 
Epistle: “the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the 
pride of life” (1 Jn 2:16). The lust of the flesh is the desire 
for pleasure, the lust of the eyes is the desire for wealth, 
and the pride of life is the disordered desire for one’s own 
excellence. On the contrary, recognizing the existence of 
God is strongly facilitated by the painful recognition of 
one’s own indigence. It can be an experience of the death 
or suffering of a loved one, the nearness of our own death, 
or even the birth of a child and the recognition of one’s 
responsibility to educate and love him.

This does not mean that we are simply dealing with 
sentiments that God exists or does not, for the existence 
of God can be proven by arguments of reason. However, 
we can see that there is an intimate connection between 
wisdom and our moral disposition, which is beautifully 
illustrated in Christ’s parable of the Sower. Good seed is 
sown on four types of soil, but only the fertile soil receives 
it fruitfully. Theology requires the fertile soil of good 
moral dispositions, for it is not like any other science. It 
is concerned with wisdom, which is the highest form of 
knowledge, and it aspires to knowledge of our First Cause 
and final end, and knowledge of the meaning of life and 
the path to realize it. No one can arrive at wisdom except 
by the path of humility.

2. St. Thomas’ First and Second Ways  
to Demonstrate the Existence of God:  

God is the First Mover
Each of the five proofs for the existence of God begins 

with an observation of the world and a consideration of 
the principle of causality, so as to rise up from the crea-
ture to the First Cause and Creator. In other words, the 
demonstrations for the existence of God presuppose two 
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very obvious things: first, the existence of a real world of 
changeable things such as is grasped by the senses, and 
second, the validity of the principle of causality (as well 
as the principle of non-contradiction).

The principles of non-contradiction and causality are 
first principles of the mind, which means that they are im-
mediately seen as evident once the terms are understood. 
Other first principles include the notion that reality exists, 
the whole is greater than the part, or on the moral level 
that good is to be done and evil avoided. The human mind 
is gifted with a natural grasp of first principles, and these 
self-evident propositions are the basis for all reasoning. 
Some crazy philosophers may doubt these premises, but 
the common man is generally sane enough to not put in 
doubt those things that are most obvious. To doubt what 
is most obvious is to abdicate reason, for all reasoning 
involves moving from what is more obvious to what is less 
obvious. Nothing is more obvious than the existence of 
the sensible world and the principles of non-contradiction 
and causality. This is why the proofs for God’s existence 
are naturally knowable by anyone. The reasoning may be 
difficult at times, but the starting point is simply a common 
sense grasp of the most basic truths of reality. 

The principle of causality states that everything that 
moves or changes is moved or changed by another. That 
is, everything that changes has a cause. In more technical 
philosophical terms, the principle of causality states that 
everything that passes from potency (possible-being or 
potentiality) into act (actual-being or actuality) is moved 
by something that is already in act.

Act and potency are technical terms which describe a 
common sense division of being into two classes: those 
things that are, and those things that can be, but are not yet. 
In philosophy the first class is called act, and the second, 
potency. The baby is in potency to being an adult, for he 
has the power or ability to become an adult (a power that a 
chair or tree do not have), but he is already an actual human 
being, or a human being in act. The baby is in potency to 
growing, getting a job, or being wise, but he is already a 
rational animal in act, as well as a crying rational animal, 
a cute rational animal, etc.

These principles lay the simple groundwork for St. 
Thomas’s first and second proofs for the existence of God, 
which will be considered here as complementary aspects 
of one demonstration.3 St. Thomas states the two proofs 
as follows:

The first and more manifest way is the argument from 
motion. It is certain, and evident to our senses, that in the 
world some things are in motion. Now whatever is in motion 
is put in motion by another, for nothing can be in motion ex-
cept it is in potentiality to that towards which it is in motion; 
whereas a thing moves inasmuch as it is in act. For motion is 

3  The five ways of St. Thomas are found in ST I, q. 2, a. 3.

nothing else than the reduction of something from potentiality 
to actuality. But nothing can be reduced from potentiality to 
actuality, except by something in a state of actuality. Thus 
that which is actually hot, as fire, makes wood, which is 
potentially hot, to be actually hot, and thereby moves and 
changes it. Now it is not possible that the same thing should 
be at once in actuality and potentiality in the same respect, 
but only in different respects. For what is actually hot cannot 
simultaneously be potentially hot; but it is simultaneously 
potentially cold. It is therefore impossible that in the same 
respect and in the same way a thing should be both mover and 
moved, i.e. that it should move itself. Therefore, whatever is 
in motion must be put in motion by another. If that by which 
it is put in motion be itself put in motion, then this also must 
needs be put in motion by another, and that by another again. 
But this cannot go on to infinity, because then there would 
be no first mover, and, consequently, no other mover; seeing 
that subsequent movers move only inasmuch as they are put 
in motion by the first mover; as the staff moves only because 
it is put in motion by the hand. Therefore it is necessary to 
arrive at a first mover, put in motion by no other; and this 
everyone understands to be God.

The second way is from the nature of the efficient cause. 
In the world of sense we find there is an order of efficient 
causes. There is no case known (neither is it, indeed, pos-
sible) in which a thing is found to be the efficient cause of 
itself; for so it would be prior to itself, which is impossible. 
Now in efficient causes it is not possible to go on to infinity, 
because in all efficient causes following in order, the first 
is the cause of the intermediate cause, and the intermediate 
is the cause of the ultimate cause, whether the intermediate 
cause be several, or only one. Now to take away the cause is 
to take away the effect. Therefore, if there be no first cause 
among efficient causes, there will be no ultimate, nor any 
intermediate cause. But if in efficient causes it is possible to 
go on to infinity, there will be no first efficient cause, neither 
will there be an ultimate effect, nor any intermediate efficient 
causes; all of which is plainly false. Therefore it is necessary 
to admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the 
name of God.

The material world is in constant change and movement; 
things are constantly passing from potency (possible-
being) to act (actual-being). Now it is obvious that nothing 
moves from potency to act without being moved by some-
thing else that is already in act. One domino falls because 
another one knocks it down, which is knocked down by 
another, and that by another, and so on. A nail is moved by 
a hammer, which is moved by a hand, which is moved by 
an arm and a whole series of muscles, which are moved by 
a will, which is moved by a decision, which was moved by 
a deliberation, which was moved by a prior desire to build 
a house, which was moved by a prior deliberation, which 
was moved by the desire for happiness, which is naturally 
produced in us by considering the good, which is caused 
by the nature of the will, which is caused by God. In all 
of these cases the movement is caused by other movers, 
who in turn may be moved by other movers, and so on. 
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The change does not “explain” itself, for it requires a cause 
distinct from itself. Change requires a changer.

Perhaps someone may object that a thing could cause 
itself. After all, life is self-movement, and don’t all ani-
mals move themselves? The answer is that nothing moves 
itself without having a distinction of parts, one of which 
moves the other, and vice versa. No one part of a living 
thing moves from potency to act without being moved by 
another part already in act, which in its turn is moved by 
another, and so on. This can be seen clearly in biological 
changes,4 or in the movement of animals. Even in man’s 
higher spiritual faculties the intellect and will are con-
stantly interacting. For example, the will desires something 
because the intellect has conceived it as a good in a prior 
deliberation. And that deliberation was caused by a prior 
act of the will to deliberate. And that command of the will 
was motivated by the intellect that saw deliberating as a 
good, etc.

Nothing can be the cause of itself entirely and absolutely 
(without one part moving another), because it would have 
to be before bringing itself into being, which is contradic-
tory. Nothing can pull itself into being by its own boot-
straps. Nothing can be its own cause of being, for it would 
already have to exist, to be able to cause itself to come 
into existence. Not even God can be a cause of Himself, 
for to cause Himself, He would have to be, before being. 
If God exists, it is not because He causes His own being, 
but because He is uncaused.

All change needs a cause, but someone may posit that 
these could all be purely natural causes. A natural cause 
would, in its turn, be moved by other moved movers (by 
other causes which in their turn were moved from potency 
to act). Indeed, atheists often say that an infinite regress 
of moved movers would make a first cause unnecessary. 
Rather than having one ultimate Cause, perhaps there 
is simply an unending chain of moved movers, natural 
causes which are caused by something before and then in 
turn cause something after, like a chain of dominoes. Is 
an infinite chain of natural causes possible? 

The answer must be no, and this can be shown by con-
sidering together the entire set of moved movers or caused 
causes, no matter how large. Simply put, movement cannot 
be totally explained by moved movers alone. For all moved 
movers move other things only insofar as they themselves 
are moved by another. We may make a chain of moved 

4  Blood clotting, for example, is caused by a whole sequence of 
causes and effects in the proteins in the blood stream. See Michael J. 
Behe, Darwin’s Black Box (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), 
84: “When an animal is cut, a protein called Hageman factor sticks 
to the surface of cells near the wound. Bound Hageman factor is then 
cleaved by a protein called HMK to yield activated Hageman factor. 
Immediately the activated Hageman factor converts another protein…” 
The chain continues on and on until finally the blood clots. Another 
even more spectacular example of causal chains is in the reproduction 
of DNA.

movers as long as we like (St. Thomas calls these the in-
termediate causes), but the whole chain of moved movers 
will never move if there is not a First Mover at the source 
of all movement which is itself not moved.

If we suppose that all movement or change is caused 
by an infinite regress of moved movers, then we run into 
an insoluble problem. How did that whole infinite chain 
of moved movers get into motion, and what made it pass 
from potency to act? Even that supposed infinite regress of 
moved movers will never move if there is not some other 
mover which is not itself moved, supporting the whole 
process. The major difficulty people have in grasping 
this reasoning is that the mention of an infinite regress 
tends to paralyze their minds (just as it would paralyze 
all movement!). It is impossible to imagine an actual in-
finite regress, and its very vagueness seems to preserve it 
as a possibility. However, the necessity of a First Mover 
depends on the nature of causality (which the mind can 
grasp with certainty) and not on one’s ability to describe 
or imagine infinity!

Consider a given change (a domino falls down, or a 
hammer hits a nail), and assume that it has a string of 
causes behind it. Let us lump the entire chain of moved 
movers into a set—the set or chain of all the moved mov-
ers for any given change. Now we can consider that set 
as a unit, no matter how many members it includes. Even 
if the number of moved movers in the set is infinite, that 
whole set of moved movers will never move unless it is 
moved by something outside the set. For the whole set 
of moved movers, no matter how long, acts like one unit 
which is itself a moved mover. And a moved mover will 
never move unless it is moved by another. Therefore there 
exists an unmoved Mover, outside of any chain of moved 
movers, which is the FOUNDATION and FIRST CAUSE 
of all the movement of all the chains of moved movers.5

We may not have common experience of an unmoved 
mover or uncaused cause, but its existence is necessary 
in order to explain motion. Without an unmoved mover, 
nothing would ever pass from potency to act and the whole 
chain of motion could never start. Therefore, a unique kind 
of cause must exist, a cause not directly observable but 
whose existence is necessary to explain the fundamental 
reality of motion. This is a cause which, while being the 
first cause of other things, remains itself unchanged. Since 

5  A good analogy for this argument is given by Scott Hahn in Reasons 
to Believe: How to Understand, Explain, and Defend the Catholic Faith 
(New York: Doubleday, 2007), 32: “Consider an analogy: imagine that 
you drive up to a railroad crossing, only to find a train passing by. You 
see boxcar after boxcar, first dozens of them and then hundreds of them. 
You arrived as the train was already in motion, so you never saw the 
engine. But you must infer that the train has an engine; because, if you 
see a train in motion, you know that something is moving it. An engine 
is pulling it. If you try to solve the problem by positing an infinite series 
of boxcars, you haven’t done away with the need for explaining the 
motion. You’ve enlarged the problem—infinitely.”
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it remains unchanged, it does not need a cause for itself, 
therefore it is the first of all causes. 

This does not contradict the principle of causality, for 
that law does not say that everything that exists has a cause, 
but rather that everything that changes or comes into being 
has a cause. St. Thomas’ first two proofs have shown that 
it is impossible for everything that exists to be caused, 
for in that case nothing would ever come to be, which is 
obviously absurd. Therefore it follows that being is of two 
types: caused and uncaused, the creature and the Creator. 
Change in the world cannot ultimately be explained unless 
there is a First Mover who is not moved by anything else, 
a First Uncaused Cause. And this Uncaused Cause is what 
people mean when they say God. Therefore, God exists. 

Some may object that it is contradictory for something 
to be an unmoved mover, for how can something change 
other things while remaining itself unchanged? The im-
portant thing to note here is that motion changes the thing 
moved, and not the mover. In order for something to act as 
an efficient cause for something else, it must be already in 
act (actual-being). In order for something to be caused, it 
must be in potency (possible-being), and then pass into act. 
The change lies in the thing that is moved as it passes from 
potency into act. The sun lights up whatever comes into 
the path of its rays. A great book enlightens the minds of 
those who read it, but is not changed by being understood. 
The more perfectly an efficient cause is in act, the more 
power it has to move other things from potency to act.

Now the First Uncaused Cause must be entirely in act 
from the beginning, or rather, from all eternity. For if it 
were also in potency to be moved or changed, then it would 
have to be moved into act by something else, and thus it 
would no longer be a First Unmoved Mover. It would fall 
into the set of moved movers and would no longer be God. 
Therefore there exists an Uncaused Cause who is pure 
ACT, without any potency to be changed by others, and 
which never passed from potency (possible-being) into 
act (actual-being).

This conclusion has two important corollaries. God, 
who is Pure Act, must also be immutable or unchangeable. 
This is because every change is a passage from potency 
to act and requires a cause, but God is the First uncaused 
Cause, and pure Act without any potency. Because God 
is unchangeable, He must also be eternal, outside of any 
measurement of time. This is because time is simply the 
measure of motion or change, and something unchange-
able must be completely outside the realm of before and 
after. God does not experience past or future, but lives 
with simultaneous possession of all perfection in an eternal 
present.

3. St. Thomas’ Third Way to  
Demonstrate God’s Existence:  

Contingent and Necessary Being
St. Thomas Aquinas states his third way to demonstrate 

God’s existence as follows:
The third way is taken from possibility and necessity, 

and runs thus. We find in nature things that are possible to 
be and not to be, since they are found to be generated, and 
to corrupt, and consequently, they are possible to be and not 
to be. But it is impossible for these always to exist, for that 
which is possible not to be at some time is not. Therefore, 
if everything is possible not to be, then at one time there 
could have been nothing in existence. Now if this were 
true, even now there would be nothing in existence, because 
that which does not exist only begins to exist by something 
already existing. Therefore, if at one time nothing was in 
existence, it would have been impossible for anything to 
have begun to exist; and thus even now nothing would be 
in existence—which is absurd. Therefore, not all beings are 
merely possible, but there must exist something the existence 
of which is necessary. But every necessary thing either has 
its necessity caused by another, or not. Now it is impossible 
to go on to infinity in necessary things which have their 
necessity caused by another, as has been already proved in 
regard to efficient causes. Therefore we cannot but postulate 
the existence of some being having of itself its own necessity, 
and not receiving it from another, but rather causing in others 
their necessity. This all men speak of as God.

 It is a self-evident principle that from nothing, nothing 
can come. If there ever were a time in which absolutely 
nothing existed, then nothing could ever come into being 
out of that absolute nothingness. Therefore, being—some 
sort of being at least—always existed for all of eternity.

Put another way, the world obviously contains cor-
ruptible (material) and contingent things which come 
into being and pass away after a finite span of time. But 
if the world were composed entirely of such corruptible 
and non-necessary entities, the present existence of the 
world would be inexplicable. For all of these corruptible 
and non-necessary things have a definite lifespan and did 
not exist before that. In order to explain the present exis-
tence of the world on the basis of such corruptible things 
alone we would have to fill up an INFINITE span of time 
before the present with a succession of finite corruptible 
and non-necessary things. If this succession of corruptible 
things were ever to fail (and there is no principle by which 
it would not, if there is nothing necessary in existence), 
nothing would ever come after it. And yet here we are now. 
How is it that this succession of finite things has never 
failed for all of eternity up to now? It is obvious that there 
must be something necessary and imperishable in existence 
that keeps the succession of corruptible beings from failing 
and passing into complete nothingness.
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Even a materialist would agree with this point, but he 
thinks that matter (or matter and energy) is precisely this 
necessary being. The materialist believes that this succes-
sion of finite things has never failed for all of eternity up 
to now precisely because when one thing becomes cor-
rupted, ceasing to be what it is, it passes immediately into 
something else. This happens inevitably because things 
have a necessary substrate which is naturally conserved 
in all changes: matter.

And we can agree with him, for prime matter is indeed a 
necessary being, in the sense that it is naturally incorrupt-
ible and incapable of natural generation. It is the substrate 
of all substantial change, in which one individual loses 
its being and becomes another thing, as when wood is 
burnt and turned into ashes, or when an animal dies and 
becomes a decomposing corpse. Prime matter is what stays 
constant in all physical changes. For when material things 
are corrupted and lose their being, they do not just fall into 
nothingness, but they become something else. Their prime 
matter receives a new form. For this reason the material 
universe continues, even though all the various individu-
almaterial beings which compose it have finite life spans, 
after which they become corrupted and lose their being.

Prime matter never exists in a pure state, but it always 
has some substantial form by which it is wood, ashes, an 
animal, a fish, a mineral, etc. Material things are composed 
of matter and form together, that is, all material things 
have prime matter and a particular substantial form which 
makes them what they are. The prime matter in them is a 
capacity or potency to receive new substantial forms, such 
as the form of ash instead of wood, or of diamond instead 
of carbon, or of rotting flesh instead of a living animal.6 

Perhaps prime matter should be included in the category 
of necessary and incorruptible beings, the existence of 
which was inferred from the common sense experience of 
contingent, non-necessary beings in the world. But even 
necessary or incorruptible beings (those things which 
are not subject to natural generation or corruption, such 
as human souls, angels, and prime matter) must have a 
cause of their necessary being, while there must exist an 
absolutely uncaused, necessary and eternal being, which 
neither receives its being nor its necessity from another. 
This is because of the previously discussed impossibility 
of an infinite regress of caused causes, unsupported by an 
uncaused cause. Naturally necessary beings like prime 
matter, human souls, and angels still require a cause of 
their being, while there must also exist some uncaused 
necessary being or beings, whose necessity comes from 
itself. And this necessary uncaused Being is what everyone 
means by the word God. Therefore God exists.

6  For further discussion of matter and form, see Mortimer Adler, 
Aristotle for Everybody (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1978), 23-66. 

The real question is what sort of being this Necessary 
and Uncaused Eternal Being (or beings) is. The materialist 
thought it might be prime matter, but identifying prime 
matter with God is actually one of the greatest errors that 
can be made, because prime matter and God are as oppo-
site as things can be.7 Prime matter is absolutely inert, a 
principle of pure potency (potentiality or receptivity) that 
can receive all different types of forms. It is because of this 
potency to receive different forms that material things are 
corruptible and can be transformed into other things. On 
the contrary, as the First Mover and Uncaused Cause of 
all changes, God is pure ACT, a principle of pure actuality. 
God therefore must be pure spirit, unmixed with matter.

The Prime Mover and Uncaused Cause must be the 
most perfect of all beings, so as to be the cause of all other 
things. Nothing can give that which it does not have. Now 
prime matter is the most imperfect of all things, for it is 
nothing more than a substrate which can receive all kinds 
of forms, but which in itself is none of them. All perfec-
tion comes from form, and not from prime matter, a pure 
receptor of forms. Therefore, if prime matter is a naturally 
necessary being, it cannot be confused with God, to which 
it is most opposite. It owes its necessity and being to God, 
who created it as the lowest level of perfection in things 
(pure potency) to be a necessary principle and substrate of 
all material things. Revelation indicates that prime matter 
has not existed from all eternity, but was created with a 
temporal beginning. It is naturally incorruptible, but before 
being created by God it did not exist. 

7  St. Thomas Aquinas, normally so respectful of his adversaries, 
says that this error is the “stupidest” (stultissimus) of errors. And he is 
right, because no other error strays so far from the truth.


