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Today we turn to one of the central claims made about 
God in the Nicene Creed: that God created “all things 
visible and invisible.”

In the Catechism, creation is described like this:

“We believe that God created the world according to his wisdom. It is 
not the product of any necessity whatever, nor of blind fate or 
chance. We believe that it proceeds from God's free will; he wanted to 

make his creatures share in his being, wisdom and goodness...” (§295)

The point I want to focus on today is the doctrine that 
God’s creation is a free creation; God was not required to 
create this world, but did so out of free will. This is 
emphasized in the next passage:

“We believe that God needs no pre-existent thing or any help in order 
to create, nor is creation any sort of necessary emanation from the 
divine substance” (§296)

In this emphasis on God’s freedom, the Christian doctrine 
of creation sets itself apart from the Greek view that the 
world came to be via a kind of necessary emanation from 
the One.
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visible and invisible. 

This doctrine of creation gives rise to a number of 
philosophical puzzles. But what I want to focus on today is 
the doctrine’s scope: it’s claim that God created all things 
visible and invisible. 

What sorts of things are invisible? 

Perhaps propositions are an example. Consider the 
proposition that 2+2=4. Evidently, this proposition is the 
sort of thing that can be believed — since each of us 
believe it — and the sort of thing that can be true — since 
it is true. So it must exist. But it does not seem to be part 
of the visible world — it’s not the sort of thing that one can 
point to.

In thinking about this, it’s important to be clear about the 
difference between the proposition that 2+2=4 and the 
sentence, “2+2=4.” How might you argue that these are 
distinct?

The proposition that 2+2=4 is an example of an abstract 
object — something which genuinely exists, but which is 
not spatiotemporally located. Other examples of abstract 
objects include numbers, sets, and properties. Abstract 
objects look like good candidates to fall under the 
“invisible” part of God’s creation.
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The proposition that 2+2=4 is an example of an abstract 
object — something which genuinely exists, but which is 
not spatiotemporally located. Other examples of abstract 
objects include numbers, sets, and properties. Abstract 
objects look like good candidates to fall under the 
“invisible” part of God’s creation.

Does it make sense to say that God created these sorts of 
abstract objects? Let’s focus in on a particular instance of 
this question. Take some proposition which is true. Did 
God make it true? Is its truth part of God’s creation?

In the reading for today, Descartes argues that if we don’t 
answer ‘Yes’ to this question, then we’re unacceptably 
limiting the scope of God’s power:

Descartes here focuses on the ‘eternal’ truths; and he’s 
using ‘eternal’ in roughly the way that we have been using 
‘necessary.’ So he’s talking about those propositions 
which are not just true, but also could not have been false.
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Descartes here focuses on the ‘eternal’ truths; and he’s 
using ‘eternal’ in roughly the way that we have been using 
‘necessary.’ So he’s talking about those propositions 
which are not just true, but also could not have been false.

But if God makes necessary truths — like the proposition 
that 2+2=4 — true, how does God do this? Descartes’ 
answer is simple:

But this answer leads to another question. If God’s 
making the proposition 2+2=4 is just like his creation of 
other things, and if his creation of other things is free, 
doesn’t it follow that God could have decided not to make 
the proposition that 2+2=4 true?
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Descartes’ view here seems, in one way, extremely 
orthodox: he’s simply affirming that God is the creator of 
all things, whether visible or invisible. 

But it seems to lead to paradox. Suppose that, as 
Descartes says, 

God was free to make it not true that that all the radii of the 
circle are equal.

The following general claims seem plausible: 

If A is free to do X, then A can do X.

If A can do X, then it is possible that A does X.

But when we put these together, we get trouble. 
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1. God was free to make it not true that that all the radii of 
the circle are equal.

2. If A is free to do X, then A can do X.

4. If A can do X, then it is possible that A does X.

But when we put these together, we get trouble. 

3. God could have made it not true that all the radii of the 
circle are equal. (1,2)

5. It is possible that God makes it true that all the radii of the 
circle are equal. (3,4)

C. It is possible that all the radii of the circle are not equal. (5)

The conclusion seems clearly false, and the argument is 
valid, so we must reject one of 1, 2, or 4. Descartes plainly 
affirms 1; so how should he respond?
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On one plausible interpretation, Descartes’ 
response was to reject premise 4.

This is puzzling. Suppose that I am told that it is 
impossible for me to do X. In what sense could it 
be true that I can do X?

Descartes might agree that, in this sort of case, 
you can’t do X; but things are different with 
God. 

This is because God decides, among other 
things, what is possible and impossible. As it 
turns out, God has decided that it should be 
impossible that the radii of a circle be unequal. 

So is it impossible that the radii of a circle be 
unequal? Yes, since that is what God decided.

Is it impossible that God makes the radii of a 
circle unequal? Yes, since it is impossible that 
the radii of a circle be unequal.

But can God make the radii of a circle unequal? 
Yes again, because God could have made it 
possible, rather than impossible, for the radii of 
a circle to be unequal.

But then premise 4 of the argument is false, 
since we’ve given an example of something God 
can do, despite it’s being impossible for God to 
do it.
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But then premise 4 of the argument is false, 
since we’ve given an example of something God 
can do, despite it’s being impossible for God to 
do it.

This can seem like a puzzling doctrine; it also 
leads to difficulties with the free will defense.

Remember that our central question was: why 
doesn’t God give us free will, but always make us 
do what is right?

Our answer was: because even an omnipotent 
being couldn’t do that; it is impossible to make 
someone freely choose something, and an 
omnipotent being can’t do the impossible.

But it seems that if we reject premise 4, this line 
of reasoning falls apart: the fact that it is 
impossible for God to do something now gives us 
no reason to think that God can’t do that thing.

And this leaves us with no answer to our basic 
question: Why didn’t God both give us free will, 
and stop us from using it to bring about evil?
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A more common response to this argument is to deny not 
4, but 1: God was not free to make it not true that all the 
radii of the circle are equal, because God is not free to 
bring about the impossible, and it would be impossible for 
not all the radii of the circle to be equal. Isn’t this, after 
all, just definition 3 of omnipotence?

Still, the intuitive worry remains: any view which puts 
the truth of the proposition that 2+2=4 outside of God’s 
creative power is, in some way or another, a denial of the 
claim that God is the creator of all things, visible and 
invisible.

Here’s one way you might respond to this worry, which is 
due ultimately to St. Augustine, but was also developed by 
the German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. 

1. God was free to make it not true that that all the radii of 
the circle are equal.

2. If A is free to do X, then A can do X.

3. God could have made it not true that all the radii of the 
circle are equal. (1,2)

5. It is possible that God makes it true that all the radii of the 
circle are equal. (3,4)

C. It is possible that all the radii of the circle are not equal. (5)

4. If A can do X, then it is possible that A does X.

“Truths arise from natures or essences. Therefore, 
essences or natures are also certain realities that always 
exist … Necessary truths follow from natures. Therefore 

natures too are eternal, not just truths.”
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We’ve already discussed the distinction between 
essential and accidental properties. But just as 
you have an essence, one might think, so do 
properties like being a circle. Just as your 
essential properties are properties you have 
necessarily, so the essence of circle-ness implies 
necessary truths which hold of every circle. 

The fact that, necessarily, the radii of a circle are 
all equal is explained, not in terms of God 
deciding to make this necessary (as Descartes 
thought) but rather in terms of the essence of 
circle-ness.

“It is true that God is not only the source of existences, 
but also that of essences .. This is because God’s 
understanding is the realm of eternal truths or that of the 

ideas on which they depend.”

But this leads to a question: how is this supposed 
to explain the dependence of this necessary 
truth on God? 

Leibniz answers this question with a view about 
the nature of essences:

Essences are, roughly, ideas in the mind of God: 
they exist in virtue of God’s intellectual activity. 
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Let’s return to our 
argument. It seems that 
Leibniz would deny 1, on 
something like the following 
grounds: the essence of 
circle-ness simple comes 
into being in virtue of God’s 
intellectual activity; God did 
not have to, in addition to 
having thoughts about this 
essence, decide to make the 
claim that the radii of the 
circle are equal true.

But one might still ask Leibniz the following awkward 
question: could God simply have decided not to have 
thoughts involving this essence, thus not bringing it 
into existence? If God had done this, then it looks like 
the proposition that all the radii of the circle are equal 
would not have been true. But this just is premise 3 of 
our argument, which leads via 4 to the conclusion we 
were trying to avoid: that it is possible that all the radii 
of the circle are not equal.

One might reply on Leibniz’s behalf as follows: God 
could not have failed to have thoughts about circle-
ness, just as God could not have done wrong; the 
former is inconsistent with God’s essential 
omniscience as the latter is with God’s essential 
goodness.

The trouble with this, though, is that it seems true on 
Leibniz’s view that if God had not had thoughts about 
circle-ness, then it would not have existed, and hence 
there would have been no truths about it which God 
did not know — and hence no violation of omniscience.

Could we say, instead, that a perfectly good being 
would have to consider what sort of world to create, 
and that doing this requires God to have thoughts 
involving circle-ness (as well as indefinitely many 
other essences)?
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Even if this strategy — explaining necessity in terms of 
essence, and explaining essence in terms of God’s 
ideas — works, it can’t be — as Leibniz and others 
realized — perfectly general. 

For consider God’s essential properties: omnipotence, 
omniscience, perfect goodness, etc. Surely these can’t 
simply be ideas in the mind of God, for God would have 
to be powerful in order to have the relevant ideas in 
the first place.

So what explains the existence of these essential 
attributes of God? Are they, apparently contrary to 
what we are told about creation, properties which 
exist independently of God’s creative work?

One answer to this problem is found in the traditional 
doctrine of God’s simplicity, defended by, among many 
others, Aquinas. 
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One answer to this problem is found in the traditional 
doctrine of God’s simplicity, defended by, among many 
others, Aquinas. 

According to this doctrine, God is identical to God’s 
essence. 

This implies

God = God’s omnipotence
God = God’s omniscience
God = God’s perfect goodness
...

If the doctrine of divine simplicity is true, then the 
problem of explaining how the divine attributes came 
to be simply vanishes.

But there are a number of reasons why people have 
found this doctrine puzzling. One is that the above 
formulation seems to imply that God is a property. But 
surely God is a thing, not just a way that things could 
be.

Another stems from the transitivity of identity. If 

God = God’s omnipotence

and 

God = God’s omniscience

it follows that

God’s omnipotence=God’s omniscience

But how could this be? Surely when we say that God is 
omnipotent we are saying something different about 
God than when we say that God is omniscient.
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Another stems from the transitivity of identity. If 

God = God’s omnipotence

and 

God = God’s omniscience

it follows that

God’s omnipotence=God’s omniscience

But how could this be? Surely when we say that God is 
omnipotent we are saying something different about 
God than when we say that God is omniscient.

Aquinas was well aware of this problem. His view was 
that when we say that God is powerful, we’re saying 
something different than when we say that, say, Mike 
Tyson is powerful; we’re not using “powerful” 
univocally:

“the heat generated by the sun and the sun itself  are not called 
univocally hot. Now, the forms of  the things God has made do 
not measure up to a specific likeness of  the divine power; for the 
things that God has made receive in a divided and particular way 
that which in Him is found in a simple and universal way. It is 
evident, then, that nothing can be said univocally of  God and 
other things.”

The best we can do when talking about God is to speak 
analogically: when we say that God is good, we are 
saying something analogous to, but not the same as, 
what we are saying when we say that a person is good.

If the doctrine of divine simplicity is true, this might 
lead you to be skeptical about the very idea of defining 
the various divine attributes in the first place: for if we 
give different definitions of, say omnipotence and 
omniscience, then it seems like the doctrine of divine 
simplicity implies that at least one must be incorrect. 


