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Why the Five Ways?  
Aquinas’s Avicennian Insight into the Problem of Unity in 

the Aristotelian Metaphysics and Sacra Doctrina

Daniel D. De Haan

Abstract: This paper will argue that the order and the unity of St. Thomas Aquinas’s 
five ways can be elucidated through a consideration of St. Thomas’s appropria-
tion of an Avicennian insight that he used to order and unify the wisdom of the 
Aristotelian and Abrahamic philosophical traditions towards the existence of God. 
I will begin with a central aporia from Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Aristotle says that 
the science of first philosophy has three different theoretical vectors: ontology, 
aitiology, and theology. But how can all three be united into a single Aristotelian 
science? In his Metaphysics of the Healing, Avicenna resolved the impasse by tak-
ing the ontological vector as the subject of metaphysics. He then integrated the 
question of the four first causes into the penultimate stage of his demonstration 
for the existence of God, thereby placing aitiological and theological questions 
among the ultimate concerns of a unified Aristotelian metaphysics. In the five 
ways, St. Thomas integrated Avicenna’s Aristotelian search for the first four causes 
into the last four of his five ways, by showing that each of the four aitiological 
orders terminate in an ultimate first cause that we call God. Finally, by appending 
the proof from the Physics to the beginning of the five ways, St. Thomas was able 
to show that the ultimate aim of both natural philosophy and metaphysics is the 
divine first principle, which is the beginning and subject of sacra doctrina.

The Abrahamic philosophical tradition has proposed a variety of ways 
to demonstrate the existence of God. With so many ways to choose 
from, why did Saint Thomas Aquinas select the five ways to be the 

philosophical cornerstone of his Summa theologiae? The proper interpretation of the 
five ways remains an ongoing debate. Though any explanation ultimately must be 
theological,1 Brother Thomas does acknowledge that the five ways are praeambula 
fidei taken from philosophy, which have been assimilated into his theological sci-
ence.2 If this is the case, then perhaps a partial explanation for these five ways can 
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be found through exploring their native place within Aquinas’s natural philosophy 
and metaphysics.

While most interpretations tend to examine each of the five ways individually, 
I offer here a complementary approach that interprets the unity of the five ways as 
a complete whole. For the sake of spatial considerations, however, I will focus my 
attention on the last four ways. Unfortunately, this way of proceeding forces me—in 
this study—to take for granted that the first way is a theological hybrid of the way 
from the Physics, that is, it begins in natural philosophy and ends in metaphysical 
theology. I will argue that the remaining four of the five ways should be regarded as 
a fourfold unit aimed at a sapiential answer to the aitiological concerns of Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics. The Metaphysics poses a problem for all its would-be commentators: 
how can the science of the ultimate first four causes be reconciled with an onto-
logical science of being qua being and a theological science of divine causes? This 
study contends that the five ways should be understood, first, as central to Aquinas’s 
philosophical solution to the problem of unity in the Aristotelian metaphysics, and, 
second, as illustrating the unity and the subordination of the philosophical sciences’ 
natural knowledge of God to the science of sacra doctrina.

To defend this proposal I must hazard a speculative reconstruction of Aquinas’s  
metaphysical science. But, unlike most overtly Aristotelian reconstructions of a 
“Thomistic” metaphysics, I will follow Aquinas’s own Avicennian suggestions 
concerning the subject, principles, and ultimate objects of inquiry proper to the 
science of metaphysics.3 In other words, my reconstruction of Aquinas’s metaphysics  
follows the model of Avicenna’s own scientific presentation of Peripatetic first 
philosophy in the Metaphysics of the Healing, in contrast to many other reconstruc-
tions that adopt as their model those collated logoi by Aristotle, which came to be 
called Metaphysics. Let us now turn our attention to the problem of unity within  
Aristotle’s Metaphysics.

Aristotle and the Unity of Metaphysics’  
Ontological, Aitiological, Theological Aims

The ordered collection of logoi by Aristotle that bears the title Metaphysics have 
confronted some of the greatest philosophers with innumerable questions, puzzles, 
and seemingly irresolvable difficulties. Throughout this recondite collation of logoi, 
Aristotle patiently addresses problems within the framework of a scientific study of 
being; however, the coherence and unity of the doctrines found within these dif-
ferent treatises remains less than perspicuous.4 A central difficulty is found in the 
fact that Aristotle’s many proposals for a unified metaphysical science seem to be 
fundamentally problematic. Aristotle proposes at least three apparently incompatible 
trajectories for the study of being: the aitiological, ontological, and theological. We 
are told that first philosophy is wisdom, because it is a science of first principles and 
causes,5 but Aristotle also says that the study of being qua being is concerned with 
the most universal knowledge and so it is not like those many particular sciences; 
rather, it is a universal science of being.6 Third, the study of being is also called a 
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divine science, a theology, because God is thought to be one of the ultimate causes 
and principles, and, above all, it seems that God would possess such a science.7 Now 
any two of these approaches might be reconcilable, but given all three, there is no 
clear prima facie answer that reveals how they can be unified within the scope of a 
single science. If metaphysics is a universal science because its subject is universal 
being, then it becomes unclear how its subject could also be separate substances 
or theological beings, since these are particular kinds of beings. But if the ultimate 
causes or divine beings are the subject of metaphysics, how can first philosophy be 
called a universal science of being in contrast to all those particular sciences of being?8

The prevailing answer of Aristotle’s early Greek commentators was to charac-
terize the Aristotelian metaphysics as a theology, and that its claims to a universal 
science of being qua being are justified because theological beings are the first universal 
eternal principles, and so the universal causes of all other beings.9 Consequently, 
because the divine beings are separate substances, it turns out that the Aristotelian 
Metaphysics is principally a theological ousiology.10 On this interpretation, the on-
tological trajectory is elided into or sublimated within the trajectory of Aristotle’s 
theological ousiology.11

Even if we grant this theological interpretation of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, one 
still might wonder if first philosophy can achieve an unqualified unity. It remains 
obscure how the study of the ultimate causes in this divine science presents a way to 
God. Does the ultimate trajectory of Aristotle’s metaphysical aitiology synchronize 
with the trajectory of its central task as a metaphysical theology? Since the Metaphys-
ics is called a divine science, and Aristotle has identified scientific knowledge with 
the knowledge of causes,12 it seems reasonable to suppose that the study of ultimate 
first causes will line up perfectly with the theological character of first philosophy.13 
The study of the first causes should provide us with knowledge of the divine eternal 
causes, thereby certifying the scientific character of metaphysics as a divine science. 
What are the causes that provide us with knowledge of divine beings?

It is well known that Aristotle distinguishes four causes: material, formal, 
moving, and final. Indeed book Α of the Metaphysics is dedicated to reiterating, as 
metaphysical principles, the four causes that were established in the Physics. It was 
the task of the natural philosophy of the Physics to introduce the four causes, but it 
belongs to the aitiological task of metaphysics to address the question of the ultimate 
first causes and to establish that all four orders of causality are finite. This aitiological 
endeavor is addressed in Metaphysics α 2, which opens with the claim that “clearly 
there is some principle (αρχή τις), and the causes of things are not infinite.”14 If we 
read α 2 as continuous with α 1—which contains such contentions as the claim 
that the science of truth is the science of causes, and that the most true beings are 
the unchanging causes of all inferior beings and their truth—then we are likely to 
conclude that α 2’s arguments for the impossibility of an infinite regress in each order 
of causality also aim to show that eternal beings exist and that they are the causes of 
being and truth. Said otherwise, “After having identified the science of truth with 
the science of causes, Aristotle proceeds to demonstrate that first causes exist. He 
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shows that in the lines of material, formal, efficient, and final causality there must 
always be a first uncaused cause, both in kind and number.”15

Questions about the continuity among the chapters of α as well as its place 
within the Metaphysics present any interpretation with a number of difficulties that 
I cannot address here.16 Nevertheless, there are a few problems we must take up. 
First, if Aristotle has sought to establish a first uncaused cause in each of the four 
lines of causality, there is no explicit mention of divine beings to be found in α 2. 
Second, it is not clear whether Aristotle sought to establish four different kinds of 
uncaused causes or some uncaused and eternal principles that are the first causes 
of all four orders of causality.17 The question we must ask is: do all four causes lead 
us to some ultimate first causes that can be identified with divine beings? In other 
words, do all four causes provide us with four distinct ways to the existence of, at 
least, one divine first principle?

While the conclusions of Metaphysics α remain obscure, the arguments for the 
immovable first mover from the Physics and the divine beings from Metaphysics Λ 
give us reason to believe Aristotle thought that we can arrive at the existence of a 
divine being through moving and final causes. But do these two ways to separate 
substances completely unite Aristotle’s aitiological proposal to follow the four orders 
of causality to their ultimate divine first causes? In Metaphysics Λ, Aristotle does 
identify the first ultimate final causes with the divine eternal separate substances,18 
but the way to the unmoved mover from the Physics has been interpreted variously 
as a way from the movement of agent causality and as from final causality. Scholars 
also disagree about its conclusion; does it reach a non-divine, yet animated, cosmic 
first principle or a divine first principle? If both texts are given the most robust in-
terpretations available, it seems that Aristotle might be able to integrate moving and 
formal causality into the causality of some ultimate divine final cause.19 But even if 
we grant this tenuous solution, it remains unclear exactly how Aristotelian material 
causality could be derived from the causality of divine beings. In other words, how 
could the first, uncaused, eternal material cause from Metaphysics α 2 be anything 
other than prime matter, which is not divine? And, if it is prime matter, how can it 
be reduced to or accounted for by any other line of causality? Matter is, of course, 
subordinated to formal act, but this does not account for its eternal and ungener-
ated existence.20 Material causality remains an obstacle to any attempts to establish 
the unity of the aitiological and theological trajectories of Aristotle’s metaphysical 
divine science.

In short, because the God of Aristotle is one of the causes and one of the 
principles of all things, but not the cause nor the principle of all things, 
there remains in the Aristotelian domain of being something which the 
God of Aristotle does not account for, which is matter, and for this reason 
the metaphysics of Aristotle cannot be reduced to unqualified unity.21

Aristotle might be able to defend the position that the divine eternal principles are 
the first agent and formal-cum-final causes, but material causality remains an outlier 
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and a serious lacuna within the Metaphysics. Hence, not all of the first causes of Aris-
totle’s metaphysical aitiology can be derived from or identified with the divine causes 
established in his metaphysical theology. In the end, it is not clear how Aristotle’s 
metaphysical theology can unite its aitiological study of the four first causes of be-
ing with separate divine beings. This was one among a number of maladies that the 
Peripatetic Healing of Avicenna sought to remedy. But to understand properly how 
his Metaphysics of the Healing administered this cure, we first must grasp Avicenna’s 
diagnosis of the ailment.

Avicenna: Four First Causes and  
One Efficient Way to God’s Existence

The Metaphysics of the Healing proposes to be a scientific study of being qua 
being after the manner of a Peripatetic science.22 But the work is no mere commentary 
on Aristotle’s Metaphysics. In fact, Avicenna intrepidly aims to improve the science of 
Aristotle by deploying his own philosophical insights into the necessity of existence 
found in all beings, and by establishing a scientific Aristotelian metaphysics that 
follows the scientific directives set forth in Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics.

The first ambiguity of Aristotle’s Metaphysics that Avicenna aims to resolve 
concerns the problem: what is the subject of metaphysics? Having suffered years of 
perplexity about this question in his teenage years, the precocious Avicenna finally 
discovered the proper prescription in Al-Fārābī’s Intentions of the Philosopher. This 
work made clear to the adolescent Avicenna that the subject of metaphysics is neither 
the ultimate causes nor God, but is being as being, that is, being in general, and 
that the first causes and God are the ultimate objects of metaphysical inquiry. The 
significance of this point should not be overlooked, for it provides the cornerstone 
of Avicenna’s metaphysics and allowed him to bring into scientific unity the whole 
of Peripatetic first philosophy. The ontological trajectory of the Metaphysics is re-
defined by Avicenna and is taken as the subject of metaphysics, and the aitiological 
and theological vectors are placed at the end of metaphysics as its ultimate objects 
of inquiry.23 It is in Avicenna’s detailed account of the aitiological and theological 
approaches’ rendezvous that will provide us with sufficient signals for understanding 
why Aquinas chose his five ways.

After establishing the subject and principles in book one of his metaphysics, 
Avicenna sets out to study the many objects of inquiry which follow upon being 
as being as so many quasi-species and quasi-properties of being.24 By so doing, he 
introduces a regimented order into the topics taken up by Aristotle’s demonstrative 
metaphysical science of being as being. He begins with substance and moves on to 
treat accidents, the one and the many, act and potency, universals, causality, and also 
the errors of the Platonists. By the time we arrive at book eight of the Metaphysics of 
the Healing, Avicenna has established numerous demonstrations concerning what 
follows upon being, yet nothing explicitly has been demonstrated with respect to the 
ultimate causes of being, or with respect to the existence of God. Book eight begins, 
“Now that we have arrived at this stage in our book, it behooves us to conclude it 
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with [the question] of the knowledge of the First Principle of all existences.”25 But 
before demonstrating the existence of God, Avicenna must resolve the aitiological 
lacuna of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.

The first thing we ought to do in this is to show that the causes are in all 
respects finite, that in each of their classes there is a first principle, that 
the principle of all of them is one, that He differs from all [other] beings, 
and that He alone is the necessary existence, and that, in the case of every 
[other] being, the beginning of its existence is from Him.26

Rather than wedging the treatment of the impossibility of an infinite regress into 
the beginning of his metaphysical science, Avicenna explicitly redistributes Meta-
physics α’s treatment of the finitude of the four causes into the initial stages of his 
demonstration for the existence of God. But whereas the unity of Aristotle’s aitiology 
and theology remained schismatic, or at least ambiguous, Avicenna provides a very 
precise answer to the question of how the first four causes can all be connected to 
the causality of the divine being. After showing that there must be a first efficient 
cause of existence, as well as first material, formal, and final causes, Avicenna takes 
up the Aristotelian aporia and provides an answer, which despite its precision, is 
astonishingly brief.

If we say [that something is] a first efficient principle—rather, a first 
absolute principle—then it must necessarily be one. If, however, we 
say [it is] a first elemental principle and a first formal principle and the 
like, [such a principle] would not have the same necessity of being one 
as the necessity of this in the necessary existence. [This is] because none 
of [these causes] would be a first absolute cause because the necessary 
existence is one and has the status of the efficient principle. Hence the 
one, the necessary existence, would also be a cause of these first [causes].27

Nothing could be more Avicennian than to solve a metaphysical difficulty by ap-
pealing to his favorite primordial metaphysical principle “the necessary.” What is 
significant for the purposes of this study is the way Avicenna has integrated the 
first and ultimate four Aristotelian causes into his metaphysical treatment of God’s 
existence. Avicenna spends the first part of book eight demonstrating that all four 
lines of causality are finite and terminate in a first cause—just as Aristotle had done 
in Metaphysics α 2. He then unites his metaphysical study of the ultimate causes with 
his demonstration for the existence of the divine being by identifying the first efficient 
cause of existence with God, the one necessary existence through itself.28 The chief 
unifying maneuver occurs next. Because God is the first efficient cause of existence, 
this means that God causes the existence of the first causes in the other orders of 
final, formal, and material causality. Hence, Avicenna is able to channel together 
both the aitiological and theological currents of his metaphysics by identifying the 
one divine being with the first efficient cause, an identification that even allows him 
to mop up the first material cause left out to dry by Aristotle’s theological ousiology.
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We should not allow the efficiency of Avicenna’s argument to confuse us 
about what he has and has not accomplished. First, despite the misinterpretations 
of some readers of Avicenna, we must recognize that there is no demonstration for 
the existence of God by way of possibility and necessity anywhere in the Metaphysics 
of the Healing.29 Rather, Avicenna’s approach to the existence of God requires that 
we first demonstrate the finitude of the four causal orders,30 then show that God is 
the first efficient cause of existence, and then, finally, we must establish that God, 
the first efficient cause, is the ultimate cause of the existence of the first material, 
formal, and final causes.

In short, Avicenna succeeds in uniting the ontological subject of his meta-
physical science with the aitiological and theological objects of inquiry through 
his innovative integration of the aitiological vector into the early stages of his dem-
onstration for the existence of God. Said otherwise, the culmination of Avicenna’s 
ontology of possible existences shifts to address certain ultimate aitiological concerns 
that all terminate in the existence of a first efficient cause, which is God, whose 
very exalted name announces the arrival of Avicenna’s metaphysical theology. As 
far as solutions to the problem of unqualified unity in Aristotelian metaphysics go, 
Avicenna’s theological integration of the four first causes might seem like a radical 
solution, yet, as we will see, the five ways of Thomas Aquinas went one step further.

Thomas Aquinas: Four First Causes within  
the Five Ways to God’s Existence

Brother Thomas was aware of the fact that the Abrahamic philosophical tradi-
tion contained a multitude of ways that all promised to establish the existence of God. 
In fact, Aquinas had argued for the existence of God in many different settings and 
employed a number of different ways to do so.31 What we want to know is why he 
chose the five ways of the Summa theologiae to be among the philosophical praeambula 
fidei of his sacred theology? Answers to this question are legion. To cut through the 
ranks, we turn again to the problem that beset the unity of the Metaphysics.

Following Avicenna, Aquinas contends that the subject of metaphysics is neither 
God nor the ultimate causes, but is being as being, or common being. “Consequently, 
[divine beings] are the objects of the science that investigates what is common to 
all beings which has for its subject being as being.”32 Philosophical theology is the 
fruition of the scientific wisdom called metaphysics. Yet, for Brother Thomas, the 
philosophical way to knowledge of God is not exclusive, for God also has revealed 
Himself to mankind so that, through faith, we have a way to consider divine things 
in themselves, and not just as the principles of other beings.

Accordingly, there are two kinds of theology or divine science. There 
is one that treats of divine things, not as the subject of the science but 
as the principles of the subject. This is the kind of theology pursued by 
philosophers and that is also called metaphysics. There is another theol-
ogy . . . taught in Sacred Scripture.33
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Whereas metaphysics or philosophical theology studies common being as its subject 
and separate divine beings as the ultimate principles of its subject, the theology of 
Sacred Scripture or sacra doctrina studies separate divine beings as its subject. So how 
does this division help us to understand the five ways found in the Summa theologiae?

We must first recognize that, even though the Summa theologiae takes it as a 
matter of faith that God exists and is the subject of sacred theology, the rational 
arguments found in the philosophical theology of metaphysics are not irrelevant to 
sacred theology. A higher science, like sacred theology, whose subject is God, can 
make use of the principles, demonstrations, and conclusions found in any lower 
science, such as metaphysics, whose cause and ultimate object of inquiry is God.34 
In ST I.2.2 ad 1m, Aquinas acknowledges that the five ways, like other preambles 
to the articles of faith, are doctrines taken from the philosophical sciences that are 
assimilated into sacred theology, just as faith and grace presuppose the knowledge 
and nature they perfect. Now it belongs to the philosophical science of metaphysics 
to establish the first ultimate causes and the existence of God. But where exactly do 
the demonstrations for God’s existence fit within Aquinas’s metaphysics?

I suggested earlier that attempts to erect St. Thomas’s metaphysical science 
should not use the loosely bound order of Aristotle’s Metaphysics as a model, but 
instead should base their reconstructions on the systematic metaphysical science 
found in Avicenna’s Metaphysics of the Healing. We can now provide a number of 
reasons that fortify this suggestion. First, there is no clear model set forth in Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics. In fact, it leaves unresolved the very problems that the different answers 
of Avicenna and Averroes intended to resolve. Second, it is because of these ambigui-
ties in the Metaphysics that, despite being very different interpretations of the same 
work, the distinct positions of Avicenna and Averroes specified for scholastics two 
alternative models of the subject, principles, and order of Aristotelian metaphysics. 
Third, whenever Aquinas actually compares various Aristotelian interpretations of 
Aristotelian metaphysics, his own position on the subject, principles, and objects 
of metaphysical inquiry is always thoroughly Avicennian.35 Given these historical 
facts, we have good reasons for following St. Thomas and looking to Avicenna as a 
model for Aquinas’s Aristotelian metaphysics, instead of trying to use Aristotle to 
answer questions for St. Thomas that Aristotle himself neither asked nor answered.

Now, no less than Avicenna, St. Thomas saw the need to unite the metaphysi-
cal inquiry of ultimate causes with the existence of God as the culminating goal of 
metaphysics. We already have seen that Avicenna’s solution consisted in establishing 
that there are four first causes, that God should be identified with the first efficient 
cause, and, finally, that God is the first efficient cause of the existence of the lesser 
first causes. As a philosopher, Aquinas simply could adopt the answer that Avicenna 
gives to the aporia of Aristotle’s Metaphysics; however, this would not settle the greater 
difficulties that confront Brother Thomas the theologian. To resolve the problem 
of unity in the ontological, aitiological, and theological trajectories of metaphysics 
does not complete the further task of sacred theology to unite all the philosophical 
sciences under the ultimate end of God Himself, the subject of sacred theology. 
How did St. Thomas accomplish such an enterprise?
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I submit that the five ways of St. Thomas provide the cornerstone to this ambi-
tious theological endeavor of the Summa theologiae. In short, not only do the five ways 
resolve the aporetic tensions of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, but they also provide a way 
for sublimating the ultimate trajectories of natural philosophy and metaphysics into 
the higher ends of sacred theology. Let us explicate these two points in succession.

If we examine the last four of the five ways within their native metaphysical 
context, a striking resemblance emerges between the argumentative goals of these 
four ways with the four causes of Aristotle and the attempts of Metaphysics α 2 and 
Metaphysics of the Healing VIII.1–3 to establish a first in each of the four lines of 
causality. This is why the point of departure for the last four of the five ways is taken 
from the effects of efficient, material, formal, and final causality. In the last four ways, 
Aquinas shows that the ultimate trajectory of each of the four orders of causality must 
culminate in a first uncaused cause. And, just as in Avicenna, St. Thomas’s account 
reveals that the aitiological pursuit of the four ultimate causes can be integrated into 
the theological approach to God’s existence, an integration that also resolves the 
aporia of unity in the Aristotelian metaphysics. Yet, a salient difference between the 
solutions of Avicenna and Aquinas should not be overlooked. For Avicenna, it was 
only the first efficient cause that was identified with God. The first material, formal, 
and final causes were all caused by the absolutely first efficient cause, i.e., God. In 
the five ways Aquinas goes beyond Avicenna and uncovers a way to show how each 
of the four orders of causality provide distinct ways, not just to a first cause, but also 
to a first uncaused transcendent cause that is identified with God Himself.

But there still is one more respect in which Aquinas goes beyond Avicenna. 
Contrary to Avicenna, St. Thomas defends the position that the argument from 
motion in the Physics—once properly theologized by a metaphysical injection of act 
and potency—is able to terminate in a first principle that is identified with God.36 
In short, even though the five ways share a common trajectory as arguments for the 
existence of God, they, in fact, do commence with five different points of departure, 
that, by five different routes, ultimately terminate in a first principle that is identi-
fied with God. “Each of the five ways truly ends up with the existence of a being 
such that the name ‘God’ cannot be denied to it, whatever else the name ought to 
signify. The five ways are, accordingly, at one and the same time both independent 
and complementary.”37

More significantly, this point helps us to see the way in which the subject and 
principles studied in both natural philosophy and metaphysics ultimately provide 
us with ways to the existence of God that can be assimilated into sacred theology.38 
The five ways provide not only a solution to the problem of unity in metaphysics, 
but they also serve as the opening gambit to Aquinas’s theological science, for the 
five ways make perspicuous that the ultimate conclusions of natural philosophy and 
metaphysics are oriented to the knowledge of God, the subject of sacred theology. 
And because the ultimate conclusions of the philosophical sciences are directed 
towards the subject of sacred theology, there can be no objection to the gratuitous 
perfection and integration of their doctrines into the higher science of sacred theol-
ogy as preambles of faith.39
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Finally, and for the sake of our more suspicious readers, let us first point out 
that these apparently speculative connections between the five ways and the first 
causes of the four orders of causality is made clear in Aquinas’s later treatment of 
God and creation. Because “God is the efficient, the exemplar and the final cause 
of all things, and primary matter is from Him, it follows that the first principle 
of all things is only one in reality.”40 Questions two and forty-four of the Summa 
theologiae simply articulate two different directions on the same path; the former 
brings us from creation to God, while the latter convey us from God to creation. 
In short, the four causes of the five ways and the creation of the causes and effects 
within each of the four orders of causality serve as complementary bookends to the 
whole of Aquinas’s treatment of God as one, triune creator.41

Second, if our reader is still doubtful about the Avicennian connections made 
above, I ask that he consider the following facts. Not only does the whole of question 
two of the Summa theologiae exhibit an Avicennian influence, but even St. Thomas’s 
approach to the divine essence in questions three through six follow the exact same 
order of topics set out in the Vizier’s metaphysical theology. After demonstrating 
God’s existence, Aquinas, like Avicenna, goes on to demonstrate that God is simple, 
that as pure existence God is pure perfection, and because goodness in general is 
connected with perfection and existence, God must be goodness itself as He is 
existence and perfection in itself.42 In short, it is quite clear that Avicenna provided 
the model for the set of questions St. Thomas selected to treat at the beginning of 
the Summa theologiae.

Thomas Aquinas:  
Intrinsic and Extrinsic Material and Formal Causes

Let us conclude this all too cursory investigation with an additional clarification 
of how the five ways bear upon the problem of the unity within Aristotle’s Metaphys-
ics. I have argued that Aquinas looks to the aitiological concerns of metaphysics with 
the four ultimate causes as his point of departure for the second through the fifth of 
the five ways. Most readers of St. Thomas agree that the second, fourth, and fifth 
ways bear a clear resemblance or connection to efficient causality, formal or exemplar 
causality, and final causality, respectively.43 But what justification is there for believ-
ing that the third way, from possibility and necessity, presents an argument to God’s 
existence on the basis of a first cause in the order of material causality? In order to 
answer this question, I must begin with the point of departure of the fourth way.

A distinguishing characteristic of St. Thomas’s arguments for God’s existence 
is that they all advance from the extrinsic causes of some effect to God’s existence as 
first cause. Unlike the extrinsic causality of efficient and final causes, material and 
formal causes are both intrinsic causes inasmuch as their combined causality results 
in the effect that is a composite hylomorphic substance. Formal causes, however, 
can be considered in two ways, as intrinsic or extrinsic causes. The ultimate or first 
intrinsic formal causes are the substantial forms of substances, but these intrinsic 
first causes are effects with respect to the extrinsic formal causes that they imitate. 
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Such extrinsic formal causes are also known as exemplar causes, and the first ul-
timate exemplar cause is God.44 Instead of rearticulating the well-known doctrine 
that the first intrinsic formal cause of all substances is its substantial form, the point 
of departure of the fourth way simply assumes this. This assumption allows St. 
Thomas to begin with an extrinsic consideration of the formal effects of substances 
inasmuch as they are formally definite or finite perfections that imitate some infinite 
exemplary perfection. In short, it is on the basis of the causal connection between 
intrinsic formal perfections and extrinsic exemplar causality that allows St. Thomas 
to follow the order of finite formal causes to the first exemplar cause, which is God.

The third way begins by supposing a similar shift from an intrinsic to an 
extrinsic consideration of material causality. And, like in the fourth way, the third 
way assumes that we are familiar with the Aristotelian doctrine that prime matter 
is the first intrinsic material cause. St. Thomas is quite sympathetic to difficulties 
concerning the doctrine of prime matter. After all, it did take philosophers a long 
time to discover that God is the first extrinsic cause of the existence of prime mat-
ter.45 Despite such difficulties, it nevertheless remains the case that it is manifestly 
stupid to hold that God Himself is prime matter.46 This being so, how does prime 
matter bring us to God as the ultimate extrinsic cause of the first intrinsic material 
cause? For St. Thomas, all hylomorphic substances are composed with prime matter, 
and because of this composition with the first intrinsic material cause all physical 
beings have the potentiality to corrupt. Consequently, all hylomorphic substances 
are mere possible existents, which is the extrinsic effect entailed by being a thing 
composed with the first intrinsic material cause. Now an extrinsic causal explanation 
is needed once we recognize that an extrinsic consideration of material substances 
reveals that they are all possible existents. In short, the first intrinsic material cause 
compels us to look for an extrinsic cause that accounts for all possible existents, that 
is, all beings composed of prime matter. And this is precisely what is assumed in 
the third way’s introductory observation that it is possible for some beings to exist 
or not to exist. In short, possible existents generate and corrupt.

There is also compelling textual evidence supporting our contention that pos-
sible existents signal material causality for St. Thomas. It is undoubtedly the case that 
the structure of the third way was influenced by the argument of the Abrahamic phi-
losopher, Moses Maimonides. Nevertheless, we should not overlook the third way’s 
connection with Aquinas’s earlier critique of the Avicennian doctrine of possibility, 
and the presentation of his own view. In De potentia 5.3, Aquinas rejects Avicenna’s 
position that locates possibility for nonexistence in all quiddities or common natures 
other than God, who alone is necessary existence through himself. Aquinas claims 
to follow the account of Averroes instead, and situates the principle of possibility 
for nonexistence, not in the quiddity or common nature of every thing other than 
God, but in those natures that include matter. This is because prime matter, the 
first material cause, is pure potentiality open to alternative substantial forms, that 
is, it has the potentiality to corrupt and the possibility for nonexistence. In fact, not 
even materiality in general is sufficient to show that all physical beings have a passive 
potentiality for corruption and nonexistence; prime matter is the essential element 
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required for holding that all physical beings are possible existents, i.e., possibles in 
the sense of having a passive potentiality not to exist. Hence, for St. Thomas there 
are beings other than God that have necessary existence by their nature, yet, unlike 
God, they are not the cause of their necessary existence.47

In brief, St. Thomas clearly holds that the possibility for nonexistence is nested 
within material causality. Accordingly, we have very strong textual evidence for 
holding that the third way does, in fact, take its point of departure from material 
causality. The third way then goes on to show that the possibility rooted in material 
things ultimately demands, not only that there be necessary existents, but that there 
exist a being whose necessary existence is not caused, and this is God. It is in this 
somewhat circuitous way that Aquinas ultimately establishes God’s existence by start-
ing first with the order of material causality in all possible existents and ultimately 
concluding with the existence of God as the first uncaused necessary existent that 
is the cause of all possible existents and caused necessary existents.48

Still, one might object that there is nothing in the third way that uniquely 
focuses our attention on material causality and that the efficient causality of existence 
seems to play a significant role in bringing us from beings that are necessary existents 
through another to a being that is necessary existence in itself. While I am willing 
to concede the latter point, I think that the former claim—that material causality 
is not salient to the third way—is simply false. The point of departure of the third 
way is intelligible only if we concede that material causality is the distinguishing 
characteristic of possible existents. Neither formal nor efficient causality distinguish 
possible existents from beings that are necessary existents through another, for the 
putative reason that both possible and necessary existents have form and existence. 
But the one factor that indisputably distinguishes them is that all necessary exis-
tents are completely separate from prime matter, whereas all possible existents are 
composed with prime matter. In short, Thomas holds that prime matter is the 
fundamental distinguishing factor of all possible existents, and this is why I have 
argued that material causality is the point of departure of the third way.

Conclusion
In this study, I have argued that Avicenna provided St. Thomas with a key 

insight that allowed him to use the five ways to unify and order the otherwise diver-
gent aitiological and theological goals of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, as well as to unify 
the ends of the philosophical sciences with the subject of sacred theology. In other 
words, the five ways solve two problems of unity, one in metaphysics and a second 
in sacred theology. The last four ways resolved the metaphysical problem of unity, 
while all five ways were needed to answer the second problem of unity.

In evaluating an interpretation of St. Thomas, we should distinguish between 
two questions: First, does it solve the philosophical or theological problem at issue? 
Second, does it elucidate the intentions of St. Thomas? With respect to the former, 
this interpretation of the five ways does provide an elegant solution to the problem 
of unity in Aristotelian metaphysics and sacra doctrina, and in a way that is consistent 
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with the thought of Thomas Aquinas. Concerning the second, any attempt to il-
luminate the implicit intentions of St. Thomas is very difficult. His sapiential vision 
was able to harmonize the rich resources of his intellectual forebears in the service 
of ordering all of being to the first cause of being. Indeed, the order found in any 
question or set of questions from the Summa theologiae reveal the real subtlety of the 
Angelic Doctor’s thought. But did he intend the order of the five ways to address 
the aforementioned problems? In this study, I have provided a rough sketch of the 
evidence that supports the contention that St. Thomas did intend the five ways to 
resolve such problems. He knew the Aristotelian problematic and Avicenna’s solu-
tion; he frequently repeated his own commitment to the Avicennian solution, and 
often in the context of discussing its connections to the theological problematic. 
St. Thomas also clearly intended for the conclusions of the five ways to provide the 
causal foundations for our theological knowledge of God, including our knowledge 
of God as creator, and just as the four causes play a prominent role in his doctrine 
of creation, it is reasonable to hold that they perform a similar function in the via 
affirmationis or via causalitatis of the five ways.

It belongs to wisdom to order all things and to eliminate obscurity. This study 
has attempted to make clear the subtle unity, order, and purpose found within the 
sapiential gambit of Saint Thomas Aquinas’s Summa theologiae. It is in the five ways 
that Brother Thomas was able to establish a first divine principle that could order 
the wisdom of the Aristotelian and Abrahamic philosophical traditions towards the 
existence of God, the subject of sacra doctrina.
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