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Five Ways of Thomas Aquinas: Unveiling the Cosmological
Arguments

Have you ever looked up at the night sky and pondered the sheer existence of everything? The vastness
of space, the intricate workings of nature, the very fact that you exist – these questions have captivated
philosophers for centuries. One of the most influential figures in tackling these existential mysteries was
Thomas Aquinas, a 13th-century Dominican friar and theologian. His "Five Ways," a series of cosmological
arguments proving God's existence, continue to spark debate and inspire wonder today. This post will
delve into each of these five ways, explaining them in a clear, accessible manner, even for those with no
prior philosophical background. We'll break down the complexities, explore their strengths and
weaknesses, and leave you with a deeper understanding of Aquinas's profound contribution to philosophical
thought.

1. Argument from Motion (The First Way): Everything is in Motion,
Something Must Have Started It

Aquinas's first way begins with an observation we can all relate to: things are constantly changing. A ball
rolls, a plant grows, a star burns. He argues that everything that is in motion must have been put in motion
by something else. Think of a billiard ball: it only moves because another ball struck it. That ball, in turn,
was likely struck by another. You can trace this chain of causation back indefinitely, but Aquinas posits that
it cannot continue infinitely. There must be an unmoved mover, a first cause that initiated the entire chain
of motion, and this, he argues, is God. The implication is that this unmoved mover is outside of the physical
world and doesn't require anything else to exist.

2. Argument from Causation (The Second Way): Every Effect Has a
Cause, Ultimately Leading Back to God

This argument builds upon the first, extending the concept of causality. Every event has a cause; nothing
can cause itself. If you trace back the causal chain of any event, you’ll find a series of prior events leading
up to it. Just like the chain of motion, this causal chain can't stretch back infinitely. There must be a first
cause, an uncaused cause, which is the origin of all subsequent causes. Again, Aquinas identifies this
uncaused cause as God. This argument relies on the principle of sufficient reason – every contingent being
requires a reason for its existence.



3. Argument from Contingency (The Third Way): Things Exist and
Don't Exist, Pointing to a Necessary Being

Aquinas observes that things in the universe come into and go out of existence. They are contingent –
their existence is not necessary. If everything were contingent, there would have been a time when
nothing existed. But if nothing existed, then nothing could have come into existence, as something cannot
come from nothing. Therefore, there must be a necessary being, something whose existence is not
contingent, that brought everything else into existence. This necessary being is, according to Aquinas, God.
This argument highlights the dependence of contingent beings on something outside themselves for their
existence.

4. Argument from Gradation (The Fourth Way): Degrees of Perfection
Imply a Perfect Being

This argument focuses on the observable variations in the qualities of things. We see degrees of goodness,
truth, and beauty in the world. Some things are more good, true, or beautiful than others. The very
existence of these degrees implies the existence of a standard of perfect goodness, truth, and beauty against
which all other things are measured. This standard, Aquinas argues, is God. It's like saying that there can be
no concept of "tall" without a concept of "tallness" itself. Similarly, we understand degrees of goodness only
because a perfect being exists as the ultimate standard.

5. Argument from Teleology (The Fifth Way): The Order and Purpose
in Nature Point to a Designer

This argument, often referred to as the argument from design, observes the inherent order and purpose
found in nature. Things in the world seem to act for a purpose; they are not merely random occurrences.
The intricate complexity of biological organisms, for example, suggests a design, a plan. The natural world
doesn't seem to be self-organizing; it appears to operate according to intelligent design. Aquinas argues that
this inherent purpose and order point to an intelligent designer, a being capable of creating such intricate
systems – God. This argument is often used to support the existence of a creator god through the
observation of natural phenomena.

Conclusion

Thomas Aquinas's Five Ways represent a powerful and enduring attempt to demonstrate God's existence
through reason and observation. While each argument has its critics and has been subjected to considerable
philosophical debate, their influence on Western thought remains undeniable. They challenge us to
consider the fundamental questions about existence, causality, and the nature of reality. They also show the
powerful way in which logic and reason can be used to explore theological concepts. Whether or not you



agree with Aquinas's conclusions, grappling with his arguments provides a valuable opportunity for
intellectual engagement and self-reflection.

FAQs

Are Aquinas's Five Ways universally accepted? No, Aquinas's arguments have been widely debated1.
and criticized throughout history. Many philosophers and theologians disagree with his conclusions
or find flaws in his reasoning.

How do modern scientific discoveries impact Aquinas's arguments? Scientific advancements,1.
particularly in evolutionary biology, have challenged the argument from design (the fifth way).
However, other arguments, like the cosmological arguments, continue to be relevant and debated
within philosophy.

What are some common criticisms of the Five Ways? Common criticisms include the problem of1.
infinite regress (challenging the assumption that an infinite causal chain is impossible), the lack of
empirical evidence for God's existence, and the potential for alternative explanations for the observed
order in the universe.

Are the Five Ways intended as irrefutable proofs? Aquinas himself didn't present his Five Ways as1.
absolute, irrefutable proofs. He viewed them more as reasoned arguments aimed at supporting a
belief in God, not as a complete and definitive demonstration.

How do the Five Ways relate to faith? Aquinas saw reason and faith as complementary, not1.
contradictory. He believed that reason could provide support for faith, but ultimately, faith is
necessary to fully grasp the nature of God. The Five Ways were designed to provide rational support
for a pre-existing faith commitment.
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