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QUESTION 30

THE PLURALITY OF PERSONS IN GOD
(In Four Articles)

We are now led to consider the plurality
of the persons: about which there are four

points of inquiry:

(1) Whether there are several persons in
God?

(2) How many are they?

(3) What the numeral terms signify in
God?

(4) The community of the term "person."

FIRST ARTICLE [I, Q. 30, Art. 1]

Whether There Are Several Persons in
God?

Objection 1: It would seem that there are
not several persons in God. For person is
"the individual substance of a rational
nature." If then there are several persons
in God, there must be several substances;
which appears to be heretical.

Ob;j. 2: Further, plurality of absolute
properties does not make a distinction of
persons, either in God, or in ourselves.
Much less, therefore, is this effected by a
plurality of relations. But in God there is

*

no plurality but of relations (Q. 28, A. 3).
Therefore there cannot be several persons

in God. >
Ob;j. 3: Further, Boethius says of God (De
Trin. i), that "this is truly one which has

no number." But plurality implies number.

Therefore there are not several persons in

God.

Ob;j. 4: Further, where number is, there is
whole and part. Thus, if in God there
exist a number of persons, there must be
whole and part in God; which is
inconsistent with the divine simplicity.

“On the contrary,” Athanasius says: "One
is the person of the Father, another of the
Son, another of the Holy Ghost."
Therefore the Father, and the Son, and
the Holy Ghost are several persons.

I answer that it follows from what
precedes that there are several persons in
God. For it was shown above (Q. 29, A.
4) that this word "person" signifies in
God a relation as subsisting in the divine
nature. It was also established (Q. 28, A.
1) that there are several real relations in
God; and hence it follows that there are
also several realities subsistent in the
divine nature; which means that there are
several persons in God.

Reply Obj. 1: The definition of "person”
includes "substance," not as meaning the
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Someone had an objection to the idea that God is 3-in-1.  Sometimes Aquinas names the person (See Objection 3 below), sometimes not.

In each objection, Aquinas does the fairest summary of the idea that he can muster in brief.

Each objection that someone throws out, Aquinas answers below in an order that not only eliminates the objection, but also makes it possible to move on to an elimination of further objections.
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essence, but the suppositum which is made
clear by the addition of the term
"individual." To signify the substance thus
understood, the Greeks use the name
"hypostasis." So, as we say,

"Three persons,” they say "Three
hypostases." We are not, however,
accustomed to say Three substances, lest
we be understood to mean three essences
of natures, by reason of the equivocal
signification of the term.

Reply Obj. 2: The absolute properties in
God, such as goodness and wisdom, are
not mutually opposed; and hence, neither
are they really distinguished from each
other. Therefore, although they subsist,
nevertheless they are not several
subsistent realities--that is, several
persons. But the absolute properties in
creatures do not subsist, although they are
really distinguished from each other, as
whiteness and sweetness; on the other
hand, the relative properties in God
subsist, and are really distinguished from
each other (Q. 28, A. 3). Hence the
plurality of persons in God.

Reply Obj. 3: The supreme unity and
simplicity of God exclude every kind of
plurality of absolute things, but not
plurality of relations.

Because relations are predicated relatively,
and thus the relations do not import
composition in that of which they are
predicated, as Boethius teaches in the
same book.

Reply Obj. 4: Number is twofold, simple
or absolute, as two and three and four;
and number as existing in things
numbered, as two men and two horses.
So, if number in God is taken absolutely
or abstractedly, there is nothing to prevent
whole and part from being in Him, and
thus number in Him is only in our way of
understanding; forasmuch as number

regarded apart from things numbered
exists only in the intellect. But if number
be taken as it is in the things numbered, in
that sense as existing in creatures, one is
part of two, and two of three, as one man
is part of two men, and two of three; but
this does not apply to God, because the
Father is of the same magnitude as the
whole Trinity, as we shall show further on

(Q. 42, AA. 1, 4).
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suppositum -- A being that subsists by itself, an individual thing or person; sometimes used to denote a person or thing in relation to the characteristics that make it what it is.
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Hypostasis -- substance, subsistence, existence, reality, essence, personality.

Aquinas is dealing with the slippery problem of words which appear to mean different things, but in actuality, he argues, mean the same thing:  suppositum and hypostasis do not mean "essence."  They do mean "that which makes a thing or person what it is.  If they meant essence, then that would mean God had three essences, thus, making him 3 distinct individuals.  Instead, Aquinas argues that "suppositum" and "hypostasis" simply mean the characteristics of a person, thus, in the next few steps he can show that each "person" of God is simply part of the characteristics all shared in the Godhead.

It's important to him to make this distinction since we so casually assume that "one person" means "one essence."  Here, he fine tunes the idea of "one person" to indicate the total number of characteristics which make up the whole individual.
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 Aquinas points out a logical inconsistency in Boethius' work from the 6th century.
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You are on your own with the rest of this subtle arguing with objections.

Your teacher may ask you to summarize the rest of Aquinas's argument about essences and persons and send it to him.
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Aquinas offers an example of when something must have multiple characteristics to be what it is and exist.  In order for gold, for instance, to be gold it must be both soft and yellow (remember, we're talking medieval chemistry here).  Unless it have both characteristics as the foundation of its essence, it cannot be gold.

Aquinas' point is that the attributes of God are NOT like the attributes of gold, that they do not "subsist."

By contrast with gold and other material substances, what, according to Aquinas, is the situation with regard to those characteristics of the three persons of God?
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