
Divine Simplicity



Simplicity Makes God Unintelligible

• Clark Pinnock has claimed that divine simplicity 
renders God unintelligible. 
• Because God is not totally comprehensible. 

• Because people deny it per se (i.e., they do not want to 
admit they deny it because they don’t understand it). 

• Because it is either: 1) Unintelligible in itself  (i.e., a 
square circle); 2) Unintelligible to us (i.e., as in someone 
who does not understand a proposition). 



Response
• There is a distinction between comprehending God vs apprehending God. Finite minds 

lack the ability to fully comprehend an infinite being, yet all can affirm the truth of  infinity. 
Finite minds also lack the ability to comprehend all of  God’s attributes, even though we 
can apprehend truths about God’s attributes. 

• If  simplicity were unintelligible in an absolute sense, then there would be no agreed upon 
meaning of  the term “simplicity” to affirm or deny. But people to affirm or deny; hence, it 
must be unintelligible to the person, not per se. 

• There is nothing in itself about divine simplicity that renders it unintelligible. Rather, it 
seems to be unintelligible to us. One must demonstrate that it is unintelligible in the sense 
that a square circle is an unintelligible contradiction. 



Simplicity Makes an Identity of  Properties

• Alvin Plantinga claims: “There are two difficulties, one 
substantial and the other truly monumental. In the 
first place, if  God is identical with each of  his 
properties, then each of  his properties is identical with 
each of  his properties. This seems flatly incompatible 
with the obvious fact that God has several properties.” 
Pg, 47. 

• Plantinga also adds: “If  God is identical which each 
of  his properties, then since each of  his properties is a 
property, he is a property,” which is false since, “if  
God is a property, then he isn’t a person but a mere 
abstract object; he has no knowledge, awareness, 
power, love or life.” Pg, 47. 



Properties Response by Geisler
• Norman Geisler states, “Thomas Aquinas addressed this objection over seven hundred 

years ago. He pointed out that there is no contradiction in holding that God has many 
attributes and only one essence, for many things can be true of  one and the same object. 
To cite an example we have already seen, a stone can be hard, round, and gray. None of  
these are the same attribute, but each of  them refers to one and the same stone. In the 
same way, God’s many attributes are not the same, but the same God has all these 
attributes. Since no single attribution reveals everything about His infinite nature, it is 
necessary to say many things of  God in order to understand Him better. That is to say, the 
reason we have to attribute many different things to God is that no finite concept can 
exhaust what can be known about His infinite nature. Thus, in order to know more about 
God, we must truly predicate more things of  Him.” ST, 431. 



Properties Response by Geisler
• Geisler also claims, “Plantinga does not see the coherence of  God’s simplicity and 

His many attributes because he assumes all attributes are predicated of  God 
univocally and, therefore, must mean the same thing. However, if, as Aquinas noted, 
God’s many attributes are predicated analogically of  His one essence, then the 
alleged incoherence vanishes. Hence, to demonstrate the intrinsic incoherence of  
God’s simplicity, one must demonstrate that analogous predication is contradictory. 
But neither Plantinga nor anyone else has accomplished this feat. In fact, Plantinga 
passes on this crucial issue, contenting himself  with the claim that proponents of  
simplicity must also have an analogous understanding of  simplicity. This by no 
means destroys its coherence of  intelligibility.” ST, 431. 



Properties Response by Davies
• Brian Davies responds, “But may not defenders of  divine simplicity distinguish between 

meaning and reality? Might they not, for instance, agree that statements like ‘God is good,’ 
‘God is knowing,’ and ‘God is powerful’ certainly differ in meaning. But might they not 
then add that the reality in God which makes these statements true is something simple 
and undivided? The mathematical expressions ‘the square of  . . .’ and ‘the double of  . . .’ 
have different functions. But the square and the double of  2 are both 4. With this sort of  
example in mind, might not defenders of  divine simplicity reasonably suggest that our 
different statements characterizing God differ in meaning without it being the cause that 
what we thereby say is true because God really posses a range of  distinct properties?” PR, 
184. 



Properties Response by Davies
• “For what it is worth, that is Aquinas’s line as he turns to divine simplicity and to the different 

things said about God by theists. In his view, statements like ‘God is good,’ ‘God is knowing,’ and 
‘God is powerful’ are not synonymous (i.e., they do not have the same meaning). And all of  them 
can be defended philosophically. Yet, Aquinas adds, the reality which makes them true (i.e., God) is 
not an individual with different properties. According to Aquinas, we cannot ‘know what God is, 
but only what he is not.’ Yet we can, Aquinas thinks, still talk positively about God. And according 
to Aquinas, we can suppose that God is not really an individual with distinct attributes. Hence, for 
instance, he suggests that statements like ‘God is Goodness itself,’ ‘God is Knowledge itself,’ and 
God is Power itself ’ are every bit as justifiable as ‘God is good,’ ‘God knows,’ and ‘God is powerful.’ 
Note that Aquinas is not saying here that different properties are somehow not different in God. 
Nor is he saying that God is a property. Rather, he is presenting a negative doctrine, an account of  
what God cannot be.” PR, 184-185. 



Properties Response by Davies

• Davies continues, “His view is that we have reason on our side as we try to do 
justice to the divine reality by saying such things as ‘God is good,’ ‘God is knowing,’ 
and ‘God is powerful.’ But Aquinas also thinks that we have reason on our side as 
we qualify such statements so as to indicate that they cannot be picking out 
different ways of  being in God as ‘Brian is comical’ and “Brian is strong’ pick out 
different ways of  being in Brian.” PR, 185. 



Properties Response by Geisler

• Geisler also notes, “If, on the other hand, ‘property’ is understood as an attribute 
of  real things that are predicated of  (attributed to) God in an analogous sense 
(because He is the Creator of  them and, so, they must somehow resemble Him—
the effect preexists in its efficient Cause), then there is no reason that God cannot 
have many ‘properties’ or attributes. Only if  properties are considered atomically 
separate and different realities (that exist necessarily and eternally in themselves) 
does one have the difficulty Plantinga envisions. This more likely is a problem with 
his own form of  Platonism rather than with God’s simplicity.” ST, 432. 



Properties Response by Geisler

• Geisler continues, “There appears to be a serious problem of  incoherence in 
Plantinga’s system, which is used as a basis for criticizing God’s simplicity. He has 
great difficulty explaining how God has a nature rather than being a mere bundle 
of  properties. His solution is to claim that ‘the nature of  an object can be thought 
of  as a conjunctive property, including as conjuncts just those properties essential 
to that object’ (DGHN, 7). But what is a ‘conjunctive property’? How can 
properties that are really different be conjoined? How does this avoid the charge of  
incoherence that Plantinga leveled against Aquinas: that different things cannot be 
the same, and the same thing cannot be different?” ST, 432. 



Properties Response by Geisler

• Geisler concludes, “It would seem that on a univocal concept of  ‘properties’ or 
attributes (such as Plantinga embraces) there cannot be a ‘conjunctive property.’ 
other than in a loose sense that this phrase is a way of  describing a mere collection 
of  properties. But in this sense there is no ultimate unity in God, and there is no 
way to explain why these components are composed. How did they get composed 
without a Composer (who is not composed)? In short, we are led right back to a 
basic argument for God’s simplicity.” ST, 432. 



Davies on Theistic Personalism
Classical Theism Theistic Personalism

There is only one God. There is only one God

God creates. God creates.

God is simple. God is not simple.

God is not a being among beings. God is a being among beings.

God is non-material. God is non-material. 

God knows and loves. God knows and loves.

God knows all that has been and will be. God might not know all that will be.

God is active in all that happens. God sometimes stands back and permits.

God does not undergo change. God does undergo change.

God is outside time. God is not outside time.

God is not causally affected by creatures. God is causally affected by creatures.

God is seriously incomprehensible. God is seriously comprehensible. 



Davies on Theistic Personalism
• Davies concludes, “As I have noted, Plantinga concludes his attack on the notion of  divine 

simplicity by saying that God is a ‘person,’ not a property. Defenders of  divine simplicity 
might be expected to wonder why Plantinga seems to be fixated on the sentence, “God is a 
person.” And understandably so. Classical theists who have defended the claim that God is 
simple typically also subscribe to the orthodox doctrine of  the Trinity, which speaks of  
God being three persons. In doing so, they are not suggesting that God is three centers of  
consciousness (like three people in a room). But they are also wary of  saying that God is ‘a 
person’ to be added alongside other persons such as you and I. On the other hand, 
defenders of  divine simplicity are not denying that knowledge and will and causal power 
should be attributed to God. In fact, they normally say that God can truly be said to know 
and to will and to act causally. But they do not think that this fact is best presented by the 
sentence “God is a person.” And one can see why, given what they say about divine 
simplicity.” PR, 185. 



Davies on God as a Person
• Davies maintains, “We can put all this by saying that, according to classical theism, 

God is not a person. When we speak of  persons, we are normally referring to 
human beings. For classical theists, however, God should be sharply distinguished 
from these. Human beings have bodies and are parts of  a changing and changeable 
universe. According to classical theism, however, God is incorporeal, unchanging, 
and not part of  the universe. . . . For classical theism, however, God is not an 
individual belonging to any kind. You and I are both human beings. Neptune and 
Mars are both planets. According to classical theism, however, there is nothing of  
the same kind that God is. Classical theists have sometimes expressed this point by 
saying that God is entirely simple.” PR, 9-10. 



Davies on Simplicity and Personhood
• Davies concludes, “To call something an individual is usually to imply that there could be 

another such thing just like it in terms of  kind. Different people are individuals. But in this 
sense of  ‘individual,’ says the classical theist, God is not an individual. God belong to no 
kind or sort. According to the teaching that God is simple, God also lacks attributes or 
properties distinguishable from himself  and from each other. You can differentiate 
between me and, say, my weight, height, or coloring at some particular time. Today I might 
weigh one hundred and forty pounds. And I might be six feet tall and pale. But in ten years’ 
time my weight and height could be different. So, my weight, height, and coloring are not 
simply identical with me. To have weight, height, and coloring is not to be weight, height, 
and coloring.” PR, 10. 



Davies on Simplicity and Personhood

• Davies continued, “According to the teaching that God is simple, however, 
attributes or properties of  God are, in fact, the same as God. On this account, God 
does not, strictly speaking, have distinct attributes or properties. God is identical 
with them. Hence, for example, what ‘the power of  God’ and ‘the knowledge of  
God’ amount to in God are not two distinct attributes, as they are in us. They are 
just God. As St. Anselm puts it: ‘The supreme nature is simple, thus, all the things 
which can be said of  its essence are simply one and the same thing in it.” PR, 10. 


