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SUMMARY

Central to classical theism is the conception of God as the sole ultimate reality, the creator of all
things apart from Himself. Such a doctrine is rooted in Hebrew-Christian Scripture and unfolded by
the Ante-Nicene Church Fathers. Platonism, which postulates the existence of uncreated abstract
objects, is therefore theologically objectionable. | thus find myself in agreement with Peter van
Inwagen, though for different reasons, that the Christian philosopher, at least, “should not believe
in abstract objects unless [he] feels rationally compelled by some weighty consideration or
argument.” But there is no such argument. The principal argument offered on behalf of Platonism
comes in the various incarnations of the Quine-Putnam Indispensability Argument. But there are a
plethora of anti-Platonist responses, both realist and anti-realist, to that argument. In order to
overcome the presumption which anti-Platonism enjoys theologically, the Platonist would have to
show that all of these other positions are rationally untenable. No one has even attempted so

audacious a project, nor is there any reasonable expectation that it could be carried out.

GOD AND ABSTRACT OBJECTS

Central to classical theism is the conception of God as the sole ultimate reality, the creator of all things
apart from Himself. Such a doctrine is rooted in Hebrew-Christian Scripture. To select but one text, in the
prologue of the Gospel of John, we read: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and
without him not one thing came into being” (Jn 1.1-3).[1] The evangelist gives us to understand that God
through His Word is responsible for the existence of literally everything other than God Himself. Apart
from God every existent belongs to the creaturely realm, the class of things which have come into being
(geneta), and so owe their existence to God’s creative Word (logos), who is later identified as Christ (Jn
1.14-18). Jn 1.1-3 is thus fraught with metaphysical significance, for taken prima facie it tells us that God
alone exists eternally and a se. It entails that there are no objects of any sort which are co-eternal with

God and uncreated by God.

The strongest challenge to the traditional doctrine of divine aseity comes from the philosophy of
Platonism. Although contemporary Platonism differs vastly from classical Platonism in various
respects,[2] both views are united in holding that there exist uncreated entities--for example,

mathematical objects--other than God. Would-be Christian Platonists must maintain that John’s domain
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of quantification is restricted in such a way that abstract objects escape his universally quantified

statements.

Now it's important that we understand clearly the question before us, since it is so often
misunderstood. The question is not: did John have abstract objects in mind when he said “all things
came into being through him”? Probably not! But by the same token, neither did he have in mind quarks,
galaxies, and black holes; yet he would doubtless take such things and countless other things, were he

informed about them, to have been created by God and to be in the class of things he is talking about.

The question is not what John thought lay in the domain of his quantifiers; rather the question is
whether John intends his domain of quantification, once God is exempted, to be unrestricted. Does he
think that apart from God everything else that exists is created by God? It is more than probable that he
did. For God’s status as the only eternal, uncreated being is an earmark of first century Judaism. In his
influential work on the character of ancient Jewish monotheism, Richard Bauckham identifies two
characteristics that uniquely mark off Israel’'s God from all others, namely that “he is Creator of all things
and sovereign Ruler of all things.”[3] There is in the Judaism of John’s day a bright dividing line which
separates God ontologically from everything else, a bifurcation which Bauckham attempts to capture by
the term “transcendent uniqueness.” God’s status as the sole ultimate reality comes to practical
expression in the Jewish restriction of worship as properly directed toward God alone. According to

Bauckham this restriction “most clearly signaled the distinction between God and all other reality.”[4]

The crucial point here is that the unrestrictedness of the domain of quantification is based, not in what
kinds of objects were thought to lie in the domain, but rather in the Jewish doctrine of God as the only
being which exists eternally and a se. It is who or what God is that requires that the domain of

quantification be unrestricted, whatever beings might be discovered to lie in the domain.

John himself identifies the Word (Logos) alone as existing with God and being God in the
beginning. The creation of everything else through the divine Logos then follows. Bauckham calls such a
view “Christological monotheism:” the divine Logos is on God’s side of the dividing line between God and
the rest of reality. Indeed, given the striking similarities of John’s Logos doctrine to that of the
Alexandrian Jewish philosopher Philo (20 B.C.-A.D. 50), it is not all implausible that John, like Philo,
thought that the intelligible realm (kosmos noetos) of what we would today call abstract objects was

contained in the divine Logos, so that creation comprised only concrete objects.[5]

Be that as it may, there is no reason to doubt that John believed that every existing thing apart from
God had come into being through the Logos. To postulate an infinite plentitude of abstract objects as real
as planets existing independently of God, so that the realm of concrete objects brought into being by God

is literally infinitesimal by comparison, would betray Jewish monotheism and trivialize the doctrine of



creation. So | think it clear that John did intend his domain of quantification to include everything apart

from God, whatever idea he may have had concerning what objects lay in the domain.

The evangelist’s conviction that God is the Creator of everything that exists aside from God Himself
eventually attained credal status at the Council of Nicaea. In language redolent of the prologue to the

fourth Gospel and of Paul, the Council affirmed:

| believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth and of all things visible and

invisible;

And in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, begotten of the Father before all ages, light
from light, true God from true God, begotten not made, consubstantial with the Father, through

whom all things came into being.[6]
At face value the Council affirms that God alone is uncreated and that all else was created by Him.

An examination of ante-Nicene theological reflection on divine aseity confirms the prima face
reading. At the heart of the Arian controversy which occasioned the convening of the Council of Nicaea
lay a pair of terminological distinctions prevalent among the Church Fathers: agenetos/genetos and
agennetos/gennetos.[7] The word pair agenetos/genetos derives from the verb “ginomai,” which means
to become or to come into being. “Agenetos” means unoriginated or uncreated, in contrast to “genetos,”
that which is created or originated. The second word pair agennetos/gennetos derives from the verb
“ginnao,” which means to beget. That which is agennetos is unbegotten, while that which is gennetos is
begotten. These distinctions allowed the Fathers to hold that while both God the Father and God the Son

are agenetos, only the Father is agennetos.

The ante-Nicene and Nicene Church Fathers, like the Arian heretics, rejected any suggestion that
there might exist ageneta apart from God alone.[8] According to patristic scholar Harry Austryn

Wolfson,[9] the Church Fathers all accepted the following three principles:
1. God alone is uncreated.
2. Nothing is co-eternal with God.
3. Eternality implies deity.

Each of these principles implies that there are no ageneta apart from God.



But lest it be suggested that abstracta were somehow exempted from these principles, we should note
that the ante-Nicene Church Fathers explicitly rejected the view that entities such as properties and
numbers are ageneta. The Fathers were familiar with the metaphysical worldviews of Plato and
Pythagoras and agreed with them that there is one agenetos from which all reality derives; but the
Fathers identified this agenetos, not with an impersonal form or number, but with the Hebrew God, who
has created all things (other than Himself) ex nihilo.[10] If confronted by a modern-day Platonist
defending an ontology which included causally effete objects which were ageneta and so co-eternal with
God, they would have rejected such an account as blasphemous, since such an account would impugn
God’s unique aseity and undermine creatio ex nihilo by denying that God is the universal ground of
being. The Fathers could not therefore exempt such objects from God’s creative power, since He is the

sole and all-originating agenetos.

| have belabored this point because the grounds of my rejection of Platonism are not philosophical but
theological. | press no philosophical objections against Platonism; rather, rejecting Quine’s
epistemological naturalism, | offer theological grounds for thinking Platonism false. | thus find myself in
agreement with Prof. van Inwagen, though for different reasons, that the Christian philosopher, at least,
“should not believe in abstract objects unless [he] feels rationally compelled by some weighty
consideration or argument. . . . a philosopher should wish not to be a platonist if it's rationally possible for
the informed philosopher not to be a platonist.”[11] Only if anti-Platonism is rationally impossible to hold,
only if there is a rationally compelling argument for Platonism, should the Christian philosopher feel torn

to abandon his theological commitment to God’s being the sole ultimate reality.

It hardly needs to be said that there is no such argument. The principal argument offered on behalf of
Platonism comes in the various incarnations of the Quine-Putnam Indispensability Argument. Mark

Balaguer succinctly formulates the Indispensability Argument as follows:[12]

() If a simple sentence (i.e., a sentence of the form ‘ais F’) is literally true, then the objects that
its singular terms denote exist. (Likewise, if an existential sentence (e.g., ‘There is an F’) is

literally true, then there exist objects of the relevant kinds.

(II) There are literally true simple sentences containing singular terms that refer to things that
could only be abstract objects. (Likewise, there are literally true existential statements whose

existential quantifiers range over things that could only be abstract objects.)

(1) Therefore, abstract objects exist.

() is a metaontological thesis expressing a criterion of ontological commitment. (ll) is the affirmation

that abstract discourse is be construed as literally true. How might the Christian philosopher respond to



the Indispensability Argument? Taking mathematical objects as a case in point, Figure 1 displays some

of our many options.

Mathematical Objects
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Fig. 1: Some responses to indispensability arguments concerning the existence of mathematical objects.

The various options can be classed as realist (mathematical objects exist); anti-realist (mathematical
objects do not exist); or arealist (there is no fact of the matter concerning the existence of mathematical
objects). Look first at the realist branch. As Fig. 1 illustrates, there are two brands of realism about
mathematical objects: views which take them to be abstract objects and views which take them to be
concrete objects. Of realist views which consider mathematical objects to be abstract, absolute
creationism is a sort of modified Platonism, holding that mathematical objects have, like concrete objects,
been created by God, thus safeguarding divine aseity. Concretist versions of realism can take
mathematical objects to be either physical objects or mental objects, the latter either in human minds or in
God’s mind. The most promising concretist view is some sort of divine conceptualism, the heir to the view
of Philo and the Church Fathers, according to which there are no mathematical objects independent of
God.

Moving left to right, we next come to arealism, the view that there just is no fact of the matter about the
reality of mathematical objects. The classic version of arealism was the conventionalism of Rudolf
Carnap.[13] No philosopher today would defend Carnap’s verificationism; but his conventionalism does
find an echo today in what we might call ontological pluralism.[14] According to thinkers of this
persuasion, certain ontological questions, though meaningful, do not have objective answers. Some non-
realists, notably the philosophers of mathematics Mark Balaguer and Penelope Maddy, would deny that
the question “Do mathematical objects exist?” has an answer that is objectively true or false.[15] Now at
first blush arealism might seem a quick and easy solution to the challenge posed by Platonism to divine

aseity. Alas, however, there is no succor for the theist here. For given God’s metaphysical necessity and



essential aseity, there just is no possible world in which uncreated mathematical objects exist. Hence,
there most certainly is a fact of the matter whether uncreated, abstract objects exist: they do not and

cannot exist. Therefore, arealism is necessarily false.

When we turn to anti-realist responses to the Indispensability Argument, we find a cornucopia of
different views. Neutralism rejects the criterion of ontological commitment expressed in Premiss (1),
taking the use of singular terms and existential quantification to be neutral with respect to ontological
commitments.[16] Fictionalism accepts the Platonist’s criterion of ontological commitment but denies that
mathematical statements are true.[17] Figuralism holds that mathematical discourse is true but denies
that it must be taken literally.[18] Neo-Meinongianism holds that there are objects referred to by abstract
singular terms but takes these objects to be nonexistent.[19] Pretense theory considers mathematical
discourse to be a species of make-believe, so that mathematical objects are akin to fictional
characters.[20] Paraphrastic strategies like Charles Chihara’s constructibilism or Geoffrey Hellman’s
modal structuralism hold that we can offer paraphrases of mathematical statements which will preserve

their truth value without ontological commitment to abstract objects.[21] And so on!

In order to overcome the presumption which anti-Platonism enjoys theologically, the Platonist would
have to show that all of these other positions are rationally impossible to hold, that all the informed
philosophers espousing such positions are irrational in so doing. No one has even attempted so

audacious a project, nor is there any reasonable expectation that it could be carried out.

Had time permitted, | should like to have shared which anti-realist view (or combination thereof) | find
most persuasive. For that you’ll have to read the book! But the more important task here today was to
explain why | think you should not be a Platonist and then to open up some options on how you might

avoid it.
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