FIVE WAYS OF THOMAS AQUINAS

FIve WAYS OF THOMAS AQUINAS REPRESENT ONE OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT CONTRIBUTIONS TO PHILOSOPHICAL AND
THEOLOGICAL DISCOURSE IN THE HISTORY OF \W/ESTERN THOUGHT. IN THE 13TH CENTURY, AQUINAS SOUGHT TO RECONCILE
FAITH WITH REASON, EMPHASIZING THE IMPORTANCE OF NATURAL PHILOSOPHY. His “FIVE W AYS” ARE FIVE ARGUMENTS FOR THE
EXISTENCE OF GOD, LAID OUT IN HIS SEMINAL WORK, THE “SUMMA THEOLOGICA.” THESE ARGUMENTS HAVE GREATLY
INFLUENCED BOTH PHILOSOPHICAL AND THEOLOGICAL DISCUSSIONS THROUGHOUT THE CENTURIES. IN THIS ARTICLE, WE WILL
EXPLORE EACH OF THESE FIVE WAYS IN DETAIL AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS FOR UNDERSTANDING THE EXISTENCE OF GOD.

THe Five W AYS EXPLAINED

THOMAS AQUINAS® FIVE W AYS CAN BE CATEGORIZED INTO TWO MAIN GROUPS: THE COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS (WHICH
FOCUS ON THE EXISTENCE OF THE UNIVERSE) AND THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT (WHICH FOCUSES ON DESIGN AND PURPOSE).
BELOW, WE WILL DELVE INTO EACH OF THESE ARGUMENTS.

1. THE ARGUMENT FROM MOTION

THE FIRST OF THE FIVE WAYS IS THE ARGUMENT FROM MOTION. AQUINAS OBSERVED THAT EVERYTHING IN MOTION MUST BE
MOVED BY SOMETHING ELSE. HE ARGUED THAT THERE CANNOT BE AN INFINITE REGRESSION OF MOVERS, THUS, THERE MUST BE A
FIrsT MOVER, WHICH IS UNDERSTOOD AS GOD.

® AQUINAS DEFINES MOTION AS A CHANGE FROM POTENTIALITY TO ACTUALITY.

e For EXAMPLE, A WOODEN CHAIR EXISTS IN THE POTENTIAL FORM OF A CHAIR UNTIL IT IS MADE. THE CARPENTER IS THE
ONE WHO ACTUALIZES THAT POTENTIAL.

o ULTIMATELY, THERE MUST BE AN INITIAL CAUSE OF THIS MOTION, LEADING TO THE CONCLUSION THAT GOD IS THE FIRST
MOVER.

THIS ARGUMENT EMPHASIZES THE NECESSITY OF A FOUNDATIONAL CAUSE THAT INITIATES ALL SUBSEQUENT CHANGES OR
MOVEMENTS IN THE UNIVERSE.

2. THE ARGUMENT FROM CAUSATION

THE SECOND ARGUMENT IS THE ARGUMENT FROM CAUSATION. AQUINAS ARGUED THAT EVERY EFFECT HAS A CAUSE; NOTHING
CAN CAUSE ITSELF. IF WE TRACE BACK THE CHAIN OF CAUSATION, WE CANNOT REACH AN INFINITE SERIES OF CAUSES. THEEEFOEE,
THERE MUST BE A FIRST CAUSE THAT IS UNCAUSED, WHICH AQUINAS IDENTIFIES AS GOD.

e THIS ARGUMENT IS BASED ON THE PRINCIPLE THAT EVERY EFFECT IS THE RESULT OF A CAUSE.

e For INSTANCE, A TREE DOES NOT EXIST WITHOUT A SEED, AND A SEED DOES NOT EXIST WITHOUT A PARENT TREE.

L4 ULTIMATELY, THIS LEADS US TO THE CONCLUSION THAT THE FIRST CAUSE IS NECESSARY FOR THE EXISTENCE OF
EVERYTHING ELSE.

BY ESTABLISHING THE NEED FOR A FIRST CAUSE, AQUINAS REINFORCES THE EXISTENCE OF A DIVINE BEING WHO IS THE ORIGIN OF



ALL THAT EXISTS.

3. THE ARGUMENT FROM CONTINGENCY

THE THIRD WAY IS THE ARGUMENT FROM CONTINGENCY. AQUINAS NOTED THAT MANY THINGS IN THE UNIVERSE ARE CONTINGENT,
THEY CAN EITHER EXIST OR NOT EXIST. IF EVERYTHING WERE CONTINGENT, THERE WOULD HAVE BEEN A TIME WHEN NOTHING
EXISTED. HO\X/EVER, IF THERE WAS A TIME WHEN NOTHING EXISTED, THEN NOTHING WOULD EXIST NOW, WHICH CONTRADICTS
OUR CURRENT REALITY. THUS, THERE MUST BE A NECESSARY BEING WHOSE EXISTENCE IS NOT CONTINGENT ON ANYTHING ELSE.

® A NECESSARY BEING IS ONE THAT MUST EXIST AND CANNOT NOT EXIST.

® THIS BEING IS SELF-EXISTENT, AND AQUINAS IDENTIFIES THIS NECESSARY BEING AS GOD.

® THE EXISTENCE OF CONTINGENT BEINGS IMPLIES THE NECESSITY OF A BEING THAT IS NOT CONTINGENT.

THROUGH THIS ARGUMENT, AQUINAS PROVIDES A FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING WHY SOMETHING EXISTS RATHER THAN
NOTHING.

4. THE ARGUMENT FROM DEGREE

THE FOURTH ARGUMENT IS THE ARGUMENT FROM DEGREE. AQUINAS OBSERVES THAT THINGS IN THE WORLD HAVE VARYING
DEGREES OF QUALITIES, SUCH AS GOODNESS, TRUTH, AND NOBILITY. For INSTANCE, WE CAN SAY THAT ONE PERSON IS BETTER
THAN ANOTHER. |F THERE ARE VARYING DEGREES OF THESE QUALITIES, THERE MUST BE A STANDARD OR A MAXIMUM DEGREE OF
GOODNESS OR PERFECTION. THIS STANDARD MUST EXIST INDEPENDENTLY OF THE CONTINGENT BEINGS WE OBSERVE.

® AQUINAS POSITS THAT THE MAXIMUM GOODNESS IS GOD/ WHO EMBODIES THE ULTIMATE STANDARD OF ALL
PERFECTIONS.

e \W/ITHOUT A PERFECT BEING TO COMPARE AGAINST, WE WOULD HAVE NO BASIS FOR EVALUATING THE DEGREES OF
GOODNESS AMONG VARIOUS BEINGS.

® THIS ARGUMENT LEADS US TO CONCLUDE THAT GOD IS THE SOURCE OF ALL PERFECTION.

BY ESTABLISHING A STANDARD OF PERFECTION, AQUINAS ARGUES FOR THE EXISTENCE OF A DIVINE BEING THAT SERVES AS THE
FOUNDATION OF ALL MORAL AND QUALITATIVE EVALUATIONS.

5. THe TeLeoLoGIcAL ARGUMENT (ARGUMENT FROM DESIGN)

THE FINAL WAY IS THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT, ALSO KNOWN AS THE ARGUMENT FROM DESIGN. AQUINAS NOTED THAT
NATURAL BODIES WORK TOWARDS A PURPOSE OR END, WHICH SUGGESTS AN INTELLIGENT DESIGNER. HE OBSERVED THAT EVEN
NON-CONSCIOUS ENTITIES ACT TOWARD AN END, IMPLYING THAT THERE MUST BE SOME GUIDING INTELLIGENCE DIRECTING THEM.

e For INSTANCE, AN ACORN GROWS INTO AN OAK TREE, FULFILLING ITS PURPOSE.

¢ AQUINAS ARGUES THAT THINGS LACKING INTELLIGENCE CANNOT DIRECT THEMSELVES TOWARDS AN END UNLESS DIRECTED
BY AN INTELLIGENT BEING.



® THIS CONCLUSION LEADS US TO GOD AS THE ULTIMATE DESIGNER WHO IMBUES CREATION WITH PURPOSE AND ORDER.

THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT EMPHASIZES THE INTRICATE ORDER AND PURPOSE IN THE UNIVERSE, POINTING TOWARDS THE
EXISTENCE OF GOD AS THE SOURCE OF THIS DESIGN.

IMPACT AND RELEVANCE OF THE FIVE WAYS

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF AQUINASI FIvVE W AYS EXTENDS BEYOND MERE THEOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS. THEY HAVE SHAPED
PHILOSOPHICAL DISCOURSE AND CONTINUE TO BE REFERENCED IN CONTEMPORARY DEBATES ABOUT THE EXISTENCE OF GoD.

PHILOSOPHICAL INFLUENCE

AQUINAS” WORK HAS INSPIRED NUMEROUS PHILOSOPHERS AND THEOLOGIANS THROUGHOUT THE AGES:

e THE FIVE WAYS ARE OFTEN TAUGHT IN PHILOSOPHY COURSES, PROVIDING A FOUNDATION FOR UNDERSTANDING
METAPHYSICS AND THEOLOGY.

® MODERN PHILOSOPHERS LIKE W ILLIAM LANE CRAIG AND ALVIN PLANTINGA HAVE DRAWN FROM AQUINASI ARGUMENTS
TO FORMULATE THEIR O\WN DEFENSES OF THEISM.

o CRITICS OF THEISM ALSO ENGAGE WITH AQUINAS’ ARGUMENTS TO CHALLENGE THEISTIC PERSPECTIVES, LEADING TO RICH
DISCUSSIONS IN PHILOSOPHY.

THEOLOGICAL RELEVANCE

IN THEOLOGY, AQUINAS/ ARGUMENTS HAVE PROVIDED A FRAMEW ORK FOR UNDERSTANDING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FAITH
AND REASON:

® THEY ILLUSTRATE HOW HUMAN REASON CAN LEAD TO KNOWLEDGE OF GOD, COMPLEMENTING THE REVELATIONS FOUND IN
SACRED TEXTS.

e THE FIVE WAYS SERVE AS A BRIDGE FOR DIALOGUE BETWEEN BELIEVERS AND SKEPTICS, FOSTERING MUTUAL
UNDERSTANDING.

® THEY UNDERSCORE THE RICHNESS OF THE CATHOLIC INTELLECTUAL TRADITION, HIGHLIGHTING THE ROLE OF REASON IN
FAITH.

CoNcLUSION

IN SUMMARY, THE Five WAYS oF THOMAS AQUINAS OFFER PROFOUND INSIGHTS INTO THE EXISTENCE OF GoD THROUGH
RATIONAL ARGUMENTS. EACH WAY BUILDS UPON THE LAST, PROVIDING A COHESIVE PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATION FOR
UNDERSTANDING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EXISTENCE, CAUSATION, PURPOSE, AND THE DIVINE. THE LASTING IMPACT OF
AQUINAS” WORK CONTINUES TO RESONATE IN BOTH PHILOSOPHICAL AND THEOLOGICAL DISCUSSIONS, MAKING THESE



ARGUMENTS RELEVANT EVEN IN CONTEMPORARY DISCOURSE. W/HETHER ONE FINDS THEM COMPELLING OR NOT, AQUINASI Five
W/ AYS INVITE US TO ENGAGE IN DEEP REFLECTION ON THE NATURE OF EXISTENCE AND THE POSSIBILITY OF A TRANSCENDENT
REALITY.

FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

WHAT ARE THE FIVE WAYS OF THOMAS AQUINAS?

THe Five WAYS oF THOMAS AQUINAS ARE FIVE ARGUMENTS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD PRESENTED IN HIS WORK 'SUMMA
THEOLOGICA'. THEY INCLUDE THE ARGUMENT FROM MOTION, THE ARGUMENT FROM CAUSATION, THE ARGUMENT FROM
CONTINGENCY, THE ARGUMENT FROM DEGREE, AND THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT.

How DOES THE ARGUMENT FROM MOTION SUPPORT THE EXISTENCE OF GOD?

THE ARGUMENT FROM MOTION POSITS THAT EVERYTHING IN MOTION MUST HAVE BEEN SET IN MOTION BY SOMETHING ELSE. SINCE
THERE CANNOT BE AN INFINITE CHAIN OF MOVERS, THERE MUST BE A FIRST UNMOVED MOVER, WHICH AQUINAS IDENTIFIES AS GOD.

\WHAT IS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ARGUMENT FROM CAUSATION?

THE ARGUMENT FROM CAUSATION STATES THAT EVERYTHING THAT EXISTS HAS A CAUSE. SINCE AN INFINITE REGRESS OF
CAUSES IS NOT POSSIBLE, THERE MUST BE AN UNCAUSED CAUSE, WHICH AQUINAS ARGUES IS Gob.

CAN YOU EXPLAIN THE ARGUMENT FROM CONTINGENCY?

THE ARGUMENT FROM CONTINGENCY ASSERTS THAT MANY THINGS IN THE UNIVERSE EXIST CONTINGENTLY, MEANING THEY COULD
EITHER EXIST OR NOT EXIST. |F EVERYTHING WERE CONTINGENT, THERE WOULD BE A TIME WHEN NOTHING EXISTED. THUS, THERE
MUST BE A NECESSARY BEING THAT CAUSED CONTINGENT BEINGS, WHICH AQUINAS IDENTIFIES AS GoD.

\W/HAT DOES THE ARGUMENT FROM DEGREE IMPLY?

THE ARGUMENT FROM DEGREE SUGGESTS THAT VARYING DEGREES OF QUALITIES (LIKE GOODNESS OR TRUTH) IMPLY THE
EXISTENCE OF A PERFECT BEING THAT EMBODIES THESE QUALITIES TO THE HIGHEST DEGREE. AQUINAS CONCLUDES THAT THIS
PERFECT BEING IS GOD.

How DOES THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT RELATE TO THE EXISTENCE OF GoD?

THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT, OR ARGUMENT FROM DESIGN/ POSITS THAT THE ORDER AND PURPOSE OBSERVED IN THE WORLD
IMPLY AN INTELLIGENT DESIGNER. AQUINAS ARGUES THAT THIS DESIGNER IS GOD, WHO CREATED THE UNIVERSE WITH A SPECIFIC
PURPOSE.

WHAT PHILOSOPHICAL INFLUENCES SHAPED AQUINASIS Five WAys?

AQUINAS WAS INFLUENCED BY ARISTOTELIAN PHILOSOPHY, PARTICULARLY THE CONCEPTS OF CAUSALITY AND POTENTIALITY.
HEe ALSO INTEGRATED ELEMENTS OF NEOPLATONISM AND CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY TO FORMULATE HIS ARGUMENTS.

How HAVE THE FIvE W AYS BEEN RECEIVED IN MODERN PHILOSOPHY?

THE FIVE W AYS HAVE BEEN BOTH INFLUENTIAL AND CONTESTED IN MODERN PHILOSOPHY. \WHILE MANY SCHOLARS APPRECIATE
THEIR LOGICAL STRUCTURE, OTHERS CRITIQUE THEM BASED ON CONTEMPORARY SCIENTIFIC UNDERSTANDINGS AND
PHILOSOPHICAL PERSPECTIVES.



Is THE FIVE W AYS ARGUMENT STILL RELEVANT TODAY?

YES, THE FIVE W AYS REMAIN A SIGNIFICANT PART OF DISCUSSIONS IN PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION AND THEOLOGY, AS THEY
PROVIDE A CLASSICAL FRAMEWORK FOR THEISTIC ARGUMENTS AND CONTINUE TO PROVOKE THOUGHT AND DEBATE AMONG
PHILOSOPHERS AND THEOLOGIANS.
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