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Preface 

During my time in the Integral Program, I have noticed that many of the philosophers whose 

works we study present proofs for the existence of God.  This essay will analyze the proofs 

written by Anselm, Aquinas and Descartes. 

These three philosophers were chosen because their arguments are generally comparable.  

Although each philosopher uses a different method of argumentation, all three argue from a 

Christian standpoint, define God similarly, and believe that inductive reasoning is the best way to 

prove God’s existence.  

This paper will address each philosopher’s definition of God, their interpretation of God’s 

purpose, and the construction of their argument.  This essay will conclude with an investigation 

of the inefficiencies in each philosopher’s argument and will list a few of the questions occur as 

a result.  

Introduction 

Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) was a Benedictine monk and philosopher.  Anselm is 

known as the father of scholasticism, a debate style of learning used to resolve contradictions.  

Anselm is famous for his ontological argument for the existence of God.  An ontological 

argument starts with the definition of God and concludes with His necessary existence using 

mainly a priori reasoning (knowledge not justified by experience,) with little reference to 

empirical observation (knowledge justified by sensory experience) (Green). 

During this time period, people began questioning Christian doctrine because of its 

reliance on speculative reasoning.  In his Proslogion Anselm states, “Nor do I seek to understand 

that I may believe, but I believe that I may understand…unless I first believe, I shall not 
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understand”.  Anselm believes faith precedes reason and that reason can be used to explain the 

Christian faith.  

In his Proslogion, Anselm writes that his work is superior to the efforts of previous 

philosophers because he uses reason to prove God exists and “is the supreme good, who depends 

on nothing else, but on whom all things depend for their being” (Prologue).  Anselm argues that 

prior to his proof, no one had sufficiently demonstrated God’s independence and creations 

dependence on God.    

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) was a Dominican priest, believer in natural law, and 

scholastic theologian.  Aquinas treated theology as a science, arguing that reason and faith were 

the means by which one attained the true knowledge of God.  For Aquinas, faith comes from the 

Holy Spirit, while reason is accessible to all humans as a construct of human nature (Leyster).  

Aquinas believes it is necessary to use reason to prove the existence of God, and to use faith to 

comprehend the truth of God’s existence (Hunter). 

In his Summa Theologica, Aquinas explains that all philosophers’ approach the question 

of God’s existence the same way, by judging the nature of God.  Aquinas asserts, the best way to 

prove God’s existence is not by judging what God is, but by judging what God is not.  Aquinas 

believes his method is an improvement on previous philosophers’ attempts to prove God exists 

and that God is the ultimate cause of all things. 

Rene Descartes (1596-1650) was a French philosopher and mathematician.  Descartes, 

known for his work in analytic geometry, coined the phrase ”I think, therefore I am”.   

Descartes’ proof for the existence of God is his answer to the argument that the external 

world does not really exist.  Descartes uses his proof for the existence of God to support his 
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claim that objects in the external world are material.  Objects must be material, because God 

does not lie and we receive the inclination that objects are material from God.  

Descartes believes perception is an unreliable source of knowledge and that deductive 

reasoning is the only way to discover truth.  Deductive reasoning is a type of logical 

argumentation in which the conclusion follows from a set of premises.  The conclusion to a 

deductive argument is valid if the premises from which it follows are agreed upon as true.  (E.g. 

All men are mortal.  Socrates is a man.  Therefore Socrates is mortal.)  Descartes faults earlier 

philosophers for using perception instead of deductive reasoning to prove the existence of God.  

Descartes argues that perception is a gift from God and because of this, it is not possible to use 

perception to prove His existence.  

God Defined  

Before introducing their proofs, each philosopher defines their concept of God.  In his 

Proslogion, Anselm defines God as, “that which nothing greater can be thought” (Ch 2).  Anselm 

lists four axioms that Christians regard as true to support his definition.   

The first axiom states, God is the only self-existing being.  This self-existing being 

“exists through Himself and made all other things from nothing” (Ch 5).  In this quote, Anselm 

argues that God does not depend on anything for His existence, but all things depend upon Him 

for their existence.   

Second, although God has no body, He can perceive.  Anselm proves this attribute by 

redefining perception.  “To perceive is just to know, or is aimed at knowledge…[God is] not a 

body, [God is] indeed supremely percipient in the sense that [God] supremely know[s] all 

things” (Ch 6).  Put another way, if God knows all things and if perception is knowledge, then 

one cannot say God does not perceive based on the claim that God has no body.   
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The third axiom proposes that God is omnipotent.  Anselm questions how God can be 

omnipotent if He cannot do everything.  For example, God is unable to make something true 

untrue, or something done undone.  He answers this question with the statement, God “can do 

nothing through weakness, and nothing has power over [God]” (Ch 7).  Here Anselm claims that 

omnipotence is not the ability to do everything, but the ability to act without any cause outside 

oneself.   

The last axiom is, God is both compassionate and without passion.  Anselm addresses 

this contradiction by stating, God is “merciful, because [He] save[s] the sorrowful and spare[s] 

those who sin against [Him]; but [He is] also not merciful, because [He is] not afflicted with any 

feeling of compassion for sorrow” (Ch 8).  God is merciful in relation to what we as humans feel, 

but God does not feel the emotion of mercy Himself.   

Aquinas’ definition of God contains three parts.  First, Aquinas states that God is the 

unmoved mover or, the cause that puts all objects in motion (I. article 2).  Second, God is 

efficient cause.  Because nothing can be the cause of itself, God who does not depend on 

anything else for his existence is himself necessary for the existence of all other things.  The last 

part of Aquinas’ definition is, that God is the maximum cause.  In other words, God as perfection 

is what we use to compare all things in terms of good and evil.  

In his Meditations on First Philosophy, Rene Descartes defines God as perfect and 

infinite.  God is “sovereign, eternal, infinite, unchangeable, all-knowing, all-powerful and 

universal creator of all things outside Himself...also perfect” (Third Meditation p119).  For 

Descartes, God infinity acts on perfection.  This results in the incomprehensibility of God due to 

his infinite perfection, which we as humans cannot understand.  But because God’s perfection 

acts on infinity, the idea of an infinite God becomes comprehensible.    
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God’s Purpose 

The philosophers have different ideas regarding the role of God in relation to humanity 

and the world.  In chapter five of his Proslogion, Anselm identifies God’s primary role as the 

creator of all things from nothing.  God’s secondary role is to exemplify what is good and just.  

“Only what You will is just, and only what You do not will is not just” (Ch 11).  Anselm 

explains, that God is “the good from which all other good proceeds” (Ch 23).  For Anselm, God 

is the complete, total and only good from which our human notions of ‘good’ and ‘just’ stem.   

In his Summa Theologica, Aquinas acknowledges God’s purpose as, the director of His 

creation to perfection through reason.  For Aquinas, God is the “first mover above all the rest” 

(Ch 3).  This means that God’s first role is to necessitate existence, “anything that exists in any 

way must necessarily have its origin from God” (Ch 21).  God’s role in relation to his creation is 

to direct all natural things towards their purpose (Ch 21).  “All perfections found in anything at 

all must originally and superabundantly be present in God…God is the first mover, and moves 

all other beings toward their perfections” (Ch 68).  Aquinas claims, the way humans reach 

perfection is through intellect.   

“God Himself must become the form of the intellect…and must be joined to that 
intellect…God is His own truth and truth is the form of the intellect…our intellect is not 
equipped by its nature with the ultimate disposition looking to that form which is 
truth…our intellect is perfected by God” (Ch 105).   
 

In other words, God’s role is to help humans find the truth through reason. 

In his Meditations on First Philosophy, Descartes distinguishes God’s role as the 

provider of a constant and reliable force in a world of confusion and uncertainty.  For Descartes, 

the material world is uncertain and this causes Descartes to question everything he has 

previously known.  Descartes doubts his senses claiming they are deceptive. God is the “giver of 
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truth reliever of error “ (4.1).  God’s purpose is to relieve Descartes of his doubt and lead him 

towards truth. 

Descartes asserts that God is perfection and because He is perfect He would never 

deceive humanity.  Error occurs as a result of judgments made based on limited intellect, not as a 

result of God’s deception.  Descartes concludes that our senses exist for functioning in the 

material world, not for discovering truth.  Truth and clear perception is only achievable through 

God (Fourth Meditation).  

Explanation and Analysis of the Proofs for God’s Existence 

Each philosopher uses a different method of argumentation to prove the existence of God.  

In his Proslogion, Anselm argues that God exists because it is not possible to imagine something 

greater than God.  Anselm’s argument contains three statements.  First, that than which nothing 

greater can be though, is capable of being thought.  Here Anselm asserts that humans are capable 

of imagining a being of which none greater can be thought.  

The second statement that Anselm makes regarding the existence of God is, if that than 

which nothing greater can be thought can be thought, it exists in reality.  In other words, the idea 

of God requires His existence.  If He does not exist, humans can think of a greater being that 

does exist.  

The last statement Anselm makes in his proof is, that than which nothing greater can be 

thought exists in reality.  

“If that than which a greater cannot be thought can be thought not to exist, then that than 
which a greater cannot be thought is not that than which a greater cannot be though; and 
this is a contradiction, so that than which a greater cannot be thought exists so truly that it 
cannot be thought not to exist” (Ch3).  
 

If this were not the case, failure to exist in reality would be a failure to be the greatest thinkable 

being.  So, a being than which no greater is conceivable must exist, and we call this being God. 
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Anselm’s proof for the existence of God is ontological.  His proof starts with the 

definition of God as that than which nothing greater is thinkable, and concludes with God’s 

necessary existence using a priori reasoning.  

Anselm’s proof argues that God (that than which nothing greater can be thought) exists, 

because it is not possible to imagine something greater than God.  This logic is faulty.  It is not 

possible to imagine something greater than God, because by Anselm’s definition the lesser thing 

imagined is not given the name “God”.  The arguments that follow are not based on observation 

because they appeal strictly to human thought.   

Anselm’s statement that if God is capable of being thought, then God cannot be thought 

not to exist, is questionable.  If humans are capable of thinking unicorns do not exist, humans 

should likewise be able to think God does not exist.  The idea that it is not possible to think God 

does not exist is a priori, due to its dependence on knowledge, a concept that is not empirically 

justifiable.   

Anselm states, if it is not possible to think God does not exist, then He exists in reality.  

This argument is also questionable.  The idea that existence can pass from intellect to reality is a 

priori, because it is not empirically evident that in nature thoughts regularly pass into reality.  

For example, humans have not willed unicorns into existence by way of thought.  

Anselm’s claim to have used reason to prove God’s existence is not justified, because his 

proof is completely dependent on a priori justifications.  

In his Summa Theologica, Aquinas claims that the statement “God exists” is self evident, 

but for humans this statement requires proof.  Aquinas further argues that God exists, because it 

is not possible to prove He does not exist.  Aquinas’ proof for the existence of God begins with 

the statement: God must exist because His existence is His essence.  Aquinas follows this 



  8  

confusing logic with the idea that although existence is the essence of God, we as humans cannot 

know God’s essence and for this reason the existence of God requires a proof. 

Aquinas’ proof for the existence of God has five parts.  First Aquinas explains that 

objects in motion were put in motion by an unmoved mover.  This unmoved mover is the source 

of all motion and this source is God.  Second Aquinas states that everything has a cause, and 

nothing can be the cause of itself.  For this reason there must be a first cause, or a cause that is 

not dependent on anything else for its existence.  This first cause of existence is God.  Thirdly 

Aquinas says that things in nature move in and out of existence.  Aquinas explains that 

everything’s existence is dependent on the existence of something before it.  Because of this, 

there must be something that is necessary, which does not need something else to cause its 

existence.  This necessary thing is God.  The fourth part of Aquinas’ proof explicates the idea of 

good and evil.  Some things in the world are better than others.  If this is true, there must be 

something that is perfect to which all the truth and goodness of the world compare.  The fifth and 

final part of Aquinas’ proof affirms the idea that inanimate objects serve their best possible 

purpose, and they do not do so of their own will.  For Aquinas, this is evidence that inanimate 

objects act according to the plan of an intelligent being.  This intelligent being that directs 

objects towards their purpose is God.   

Aquinas is not just trying to prove God exists, but that God is the cause of all things.  

Aquinas’ proof consists of five empirical statements that are observable in nature but do not have 

an observable genesis.  

The idea that the genesis of these five observations is an intelligent being that exhibits 

opposite characteristics of these observations is a priori, because this being is unobservable.  As 

a result, Aquinas’ proof relies on a faith, or a priori justification not deductive reasoning.   
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In his Meditations on First Philosophy, Descartes argues that the proof for God’s 

existence is in the idea of God.  Because there is no way to observe God, humans must have 

received the notion of God from the actual being God.  Descartes explains that the world has a 

sensible order.  Because the world is sensibly ordered, there is no explanation for the 

incomprehensible idea of God.  The fact that humans think up such an incomprehensible being in 

such a comprehensible reality is evidence that God must exist. 

Descartes uses deductive reasoning to prove the existence of God.  In deductive 

reasoning, a conclusion follows from a set of premises.  The conclusion to a deductive argument 

is only true if the premises from which it follows are true.  In Descartes’ proof the premises we 

must accept are: God is not observable, the world has order, the idea of God is incomprehensible 

and (the unstated premise) human thought is limited to the observable world.  From these four 

premises Descartes argues that because the idea of God cannot not come from observation, the 

only explanation for the incomprehensible idea of God in such a comprehensible world is that He 

exists. 

Descartes believes that humans are only capable of thinking rational ideas consistent with 

the observations they make of their ordered world.  Because of this, the cause of the idea of God 

can be nothing other than His existence.  This statement is an assumption about the limits of 

human thought.  For Descartes humans are only able to think thoughts consistent with observable 

phenomena.  One could counter this belief with the argument that human frequently create 

stories of creatures that they do not observe in reality.   

In his proof, Descartes presents the idea that God is incomprehensible.  Assuming 

Descartes uses the word incomprehensible to mean not observable, Descartes’ statement that 

God is incomprehensible is only true if humans can only comprehend what they can observe.   
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Descartes believes human perception is faulty and should not be used to prove God’s 

existence.  However, Descartes’ premises, that God cannot be observed and the world is 

comprehensibly ordered, are only knowable through the use of sense perception.  If we agree 

with Descartes’ statement that our perceptions are faulty, then we cannot agree with these 

premises.   

Concluding Thoughts and Lingering Questions 

The philosophers’ common aim was to present a proof for the existence of God using 

reason.  Proofs that use inductive reasoning rely on empirical rather than a priori justifications.  

But do any of the philosophers’ proofs use inductive reason alone?  The answer to this question 

is, no.  Anselm and Descartes proofs require the acceptance that thought leads to existence, an 

idea that is not provable using empirical observation, or reason.  Anselm argues, because it is not 

possible to think God does not exist He therefore must exist.  This likewise is not proven using 

reason or observation.   

Each philosopher has his own definition of God.  But, are the philosophers’ definitions of 

God truly different from one another?  For all three philosophers God is the greatest possible 

thing.  For Anselm God is the greatest possible thing in thought and existence.  For Aquinas and 

Descartes God is the greatest thing by default, as creator and first cause.  So, at their base, all 

three philosophers define God as the greatest possible thing.  

It is interesting to note that both Anselm and Descartes’ proofs require, the acceptance of 

the notion that thought leads to existence.  Anselm states that God exists because it is not 

possible to think He does not exist, while Descartes argues that as his thoughts are proof of his 

own personal existence, his thoughts of God are likewise proof of God’s existence.  If Descartes 
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is correct in saying his thoughts prove his own existence, does it follow that Descartes’ thoughts 

of God are evidence of God’s existence?    

Anselm argues that prior to his proof, God’s independence and our dependence on God 

had never been proven.  Does Anselm’s proof sufficiently demonstrate this? 

Aquinas believes it is necessary to use reason to prove the existence of God, and that it is 

essential to use faith to comprehend the truth of God’s existence.  If Aquinas has successfully 

proven the existence of God using reason, would we need faith to comprehend the truth of God’s 

existence? 

Descartes uses his proof to support his claim that objects in the external world are 

material, because God does not lie and we receive the inclination that these objects are material 

from God.  Does Descartes’ proof of God’s existence support the idea that God does not lie?  Or, 

is the idea that God does not lie a necessary condition for his proof of God’s existence? 

The philosophers agree that the best way to prove God’s existence is to create a proof that 

uses inductive reasoning.  After deconstructing each philosopher’s proof it is clear than none of 

them have successfully proven God’s existence using inductive reasoning alone, leaving us to 

question just how permissible their arguments really are.   
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