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FROM the fourth century on, whenever Church Fathers stressingly 
point to the distinction between the Word and the world as a dis
tinction between that which was generated from God and that 
which was created from nothing, they aim, we may assume, not 
only at the Arian contention that the Word was created from 
nothing but also at the Plotinian view that the world was gen
erated, that is, emanated, from God. It is this double target that 
is aimed at by Athanasius in a passage where he contrasts the 
Word with the world. The Word, he says, is a "generated being" 
{γέννημα) or a "son" and, as such, he is "the proper offspring 
(γέννημα) of the essence," "not subject to will," and hence is one 
who "must always be." In contradistinction to this, the world is 
a "created thing" (ποίημα), and "created things (τα γβνητά) can
not be eternal, for they are from nothing," made by God "when 
He willed (ore ήθέλησ-e)" * It is also this double target that is 
aimed at by John of Damascus in a passage where, speaking of 
the generation of the Word and alluding to its distinction from 
the creation of the world, he says: "Generation is beginningless 
and eternal, being the work of nature [that is, not of will] and 
coming forth of the Father's own essence, . . . while creation, 
in the case of God, being the work of will, is not co-eternal with 
God, for it is not natural that that which is brought into existence 
from nothing should be co-eternal with that which is beginning-
less and everlasting."2 

A direct rejection of the theory of emanation as conceived of 
by the Neoplatonists is to be found in Basil's comment on the 
verse "In the beginning God made (βποίησβν) the heaven and 
the earth" (Gen. 1:1). Playing upon the use of the word "made," 
which he contrasts with the words "worked" (¿νήμγησ€ν) and 

xOrationes advenus Árlanos I, 29 (PG 26, 72 A — C). 
2De Fide Orthodoxe I, 8 (PG 94, 813 A). 
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"formed" (νπέστησεν) that could have been used, he rejects the 
view of "many" who, while imagining that "the world co-existed 
with God from eternity," still "admit that God is the cause of it, 
but an involuntary cause, as a body is the cause of the shadow 
and flame is the cause of the brightness." 3 The term "many" 
quite evidently refers to Neoplatonists, whose view, exactly as 
reported here by Basil, may be constructed out of the following 
statements in Plotinus: ( i ) "If something exists after the First, 
it must come from Him either directly or mediately," 4 by which 
he means that of all the things that exist after God, Intelligence 
emanates from God directly, Soul emanates from Him indirectly 
through Intelligence, and the world emanates from Him also in
directly through Intelligence and Soul. (2) "Since we hold that 
the world is eternal and has never been without existence," the 
"Intelligence" — and by the same token also God and the Soul 
— is "prior" to the world "not as in time" but "in nature," that 
is to say, it is prior to the world in the sense that it is "the cause 
of i t . " 5 (3) "They are wrong . . . who believe that the world 
was generated by the deliberate will of him who created i t , " 6 the 
implication being that the world came into existence by a pro
cess of generation which was without will. (4) Generation is "a 
radiation of light . . . like the bright light of the sun . . . which 
is being generated from it" and like the "heat" which radiates 
from "fire," and other similar examples.7 Basil, in contradistinc
tion to Plotinus, describes the creation, according to his own 
belief, as God's bringing things "from nothing into existence." 8 

From all this we gather that, as conceived of by the Fathers, 
the differences between Neoplatonic emanation and their own 
traditional belief in creation are three: (1) emanation is from 
God; creation is from nothing; (2) emanation is an eternal pro-

zHexaemeron I, 7 (PG 29, 17 BC). 
*Enneads V, 8, 12. 
sIbid. Il l, 2, 1. On "prior in nature" in the sense of "cause," cf. Aristotle, 

Categories, 12, 14b, 11-13. 
9 Ibid. V, 8,12. 
7 Ibid. V, 1, 6. Among the examples used here by Plotinus as illustrations of 

necessary causality there is no mention of the example of a body and its shadow, 
which is used by Basil in the passage quoted above at n. 3. But it must have been 
a common example. It is thus used in the Arabic version of the Enneads, the so-
called Theology of Aristotle (ed. Dieterici, p. 112,1. io). 

BEpistolae VIII, 11 (PG 32, 264 B). 
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cess; creation is an act of time; (3) emanation is by nature; 
creation is by will. I shall now try to show how Gregory of 
Nyssa, by making emanation an act in time and of will, has iden
tified it with creation ex nihilo, thus probably being the first to 
make that identification.0 

Gregory of Nyssa's own conception of creation is fully unfolded 
in the following statement: "We believe that the power of the 
divine will is sufficient to bring things from nothing (e#c τον μη 
οντος) into existence."10 This statement he subsequently repeats 
by saying that, according to the commonly accepted doctrine of 
faith, "the universe came into existence from nothing (βκ τον μη 
OITOÇ)." u It is to be remarked that in both these statements, as 
well as in the statements quoted above from Athanasius and John 
of Damascus and Basil, the Greek phrase which I have translated 
"from nothing" literally means "from non-existence" or "from the 
non-existent" but, in Patristic literature, that phrase is used in the 
technical sense of ex nihilo, of which the Greek literal equivalent, 
βξ ονδενός, is used by Hippolytus.12 Gregory of Nyssa thus ex
plicitly expresses himself as believing in creation ex nihilo. Still 
in the very same context he also says that, according to Holy 
Scripture, "the genesis of all things is from God (έκ τον Oeov)"18 

Now, by itself, Gregory's statement that "the genesis of all 
things is from God" could be taken to mean that the creation of 
the world had been in the thought of God from eternity but that 
when He actually came to create the world He created it out of 
nothing. However, from the objection quoted by Gregory himself 
as having been raised against this statement of his, as well as from 
the way in which he answers that objection, it is quite clear that 
he means by this statement literally that, according to Scripture, 
God created the world out of Himself by an emanation like that 

9 For various attempts to identify creation ex nihilo with emanation, see my 
paper, The Meaning of Ex Nihilo in the Church Fathers, Arabic and Hebrew 
Philosophy, and St. Thomas, in Mediaeval Studies in Honor of Jeremiah Denis 
Matthias Ford, 1948, 355-70; GERSHOM SCHOLEM, Schöpfung aus Nichts und 
Selbstverschrankung Gottes, in Éranos 35 (1957), 87-119; my paper, The Mean
ing of Ex Nihilo in Isaac Israeli, in Jewish Quarterly Review 50 N.S. (1959), 1-12. 

10 De Hominis Opificio 23 (PG 44, 212 C). 
n Ibid. 24 (213 C). 
**Refutatio Omnium Haeresium X, 33, 8, p. 290,1. 8 (ed. P. Wendland). 
18De Hominis Opificio 23 (209 C). 
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conceived of by Plotinus, except that in Gregory's use of it the 
emanation had a beginning in time and it was an act of the divine 
will. 

The objection against his statement that "the genesis of all 
things is from God" is ascribed by Gregory of Nyssa to certain 
"contentious argufiers" (εριστικοί), whose own view was that 
"matter is co-eternal with God."14 The reference is quite evidently 
to those well-known followers of Plato who, unlike Plotinus, in
terpreted the pre-existent matter of their master's teachings to 
be not as an eternal emanation from God but rather as something 
independent of God and co-eternal with Him. Their argument 
against his statement is quoted by Gregory as follows: "If God is 
in His nature simple and immaterial, without quality, without 
magnitude, and without composition . . . in what way can matter 
be born from the immaterial, or a nature which is dimensional 
from that which is non-dimensional?" 1 5 His critics then go on to 
argue that, "if," in order to explain the origination of matter from 
God, Gregory would say that "something material was in God," 
then the question is, "How can He be immaterial while including 
matter in Himself."1β Gregory's critics thus assume that by his 
statement that "the genesis of all things is from God" he means 
emanation from God's essence after the analogy of Plotinus' 
theory of emanation. In fact, the very objection raised against 
Gregory's statement reflects a tentative objection raised by 
Plotinus himself against his own theory of emanation. As 
phrased by Plotinus, it reads: "How from the One, as we conceive 
it to be, can any multiplicity or duality or number come into 
existence,"17 or "How can the variety of things come from the 
One which is simple and which shows, in its identity, no diversity 
and no duality?"18 

That his critics understood correctly the true meaning of his 
statement may be gathered from Gregory's answer to their ob
jection. His answer falls into two parts, corresponding to the two 
parts of the objection. 

"Ibid. 
"Ibid. (209 D — 212 A). 
"Ibid. (212 A). 
"EnneadsV, 1,6. 
"Ibid. V, 2, 1. 
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In the first part of his answer, while admitting that he meant 
by his statement a theory of emanation like that of Plotinus and 
while admitting also that his statement would imply that matter 
emanated from God who is immaterial, he sidesteps the objection 
simply by pleading ignorance of the way in which God moves His 
wondrous act of creation to perform. To quote: "In obedience to 
the teaching of Scripture, we believe that all things come from God 
(c#c του Oeov) ; but, as to the question how they were in God, a 
question beyond our reason, we do not seek to pry into it, believing 
as we do that all things are within the capacity of God's power, 
even to bring nothing (το μη 6v) into existence"19 or, as he ex
presses himself elsewhere, to bring things "from nothing (e#c τον 
μη οντος) into existence." 2 0 

The second part of his answer is introduced by him as follows: 
"It might perhaps be possible, by some skill in the use of words, to 
convince those who mock at our statement on the score of matter 
not to think that there is no answer to their attack on it." 2 1 The 
"skill in the use of words," by which he is trying to answer this 
objection, refers to the argument by which he is trying to show 
( i ) that what is called matter is only a combination (σννΰρομή) 
of various properties, each of which is only something intelligible 
(νοητόν), (2) that it is these intelligible properties that emanate 
from God who is an intelligible (νοητός) and immaterial being, 
(3) that, "wheresoever (δπον) these intelligible properties come 
together (σννδράμη), they produce bodily existence," (4) so 
that "the combination of these intelligible properties with one 
another brings the material nature into its genesis."22 The 
implication of all this is that the totality of these intelligible 
properties, when they were in God, constituted an intelligible 
matter, just as their combination, after they are emanated from 
God, constitutes the crass matter of bodies. Accordingly, what 
Gregory does in this second part of his answer is to admit, for the 
sake of argument, that in God there is what Plotinus calls "in
telligible matter (νλη νοητή), constituted of intelligible properties, 

"De Hominis Opificio 23 (212 Β). 
20 Cf. above at η. io. 
31 De Hominis Opificio 23 (212 C). 
*Ibid. 24 (212 D —213 Β). 
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but to maintain, in opposition to Plotinus, that the emanation 
of these intelligible properties from God, as well as their com
bination and transformation into the crass matter of the corporeal 
world, was by an act of divine will and in time. 

Thus the Christian traditional belief in a volitional and 
temporal act of creation ex nihilo is interpreted by Gregory 
of Nyssa to mean a volitional and temporal act of emanation from 
God. Now from a comparison of his statement that God brings all 
things "from nothing (eie τον οντος) into existence"23 and his 
statement that "all things come from God (βκ τον 0€oß)"24 it is 
quite evident that the phrase "from nothing" in the former state
ment is used by him in the sense of the phrase "from God" in the 
latter statement. But what does he mean by his use of the term 
"nothing," of which the underlying Greek μη 6v literally means 
"non-existence," as a description of God? Certainly he could not 
mean by it literally that God is nothing in the sense of His being 
non-existent. What then does he mean by it? 

An answer to this query, I believe, is to be found, again, in the 
second part of his answer to his critics, the part in which his answer 
may be described as being only ad hominem. According to that 
part of his answer, the term "nothing" in the phrase "from 
nothing" quite evidently refers to the "intelligible matter" in God 
prior to its emanation from Him. But here, evidently aware that 
in Plotinus the "intelligible matter" is described as "existent" 
(ov)26 and as "substance" (ουσία),26 which certainly does not 
mean that it is "nothing," Gregory makes two statements from 
which one may infer an explanation for his description of intel
ligible matter as nothing. In the first of these statements, using the 
term "qualities" for "properties," that is, "intelligible properties," 
he says that, if matter is divested of these qualities, then, "by 
itself, it can in no way at all be grasped by reason." 2 7 The second 
statement reads: "If each of these intelligible properties should 
be taken away from the substratum, then the whole concept of the 

β Cf. above at n. io (plus at n. n ) . 
u Cf. above at n. 19. 
β Enneads II, 4,16. 
»/&«*. 11,4,5. ; : 
"De Hominis Opificio 24 (212 D). 
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body would be dissolved." 2 8 Though the term matter, which is 
explicitly mentioned in the first statement and is implied in 
the second statement, refers to the matter underlying bodies in the 
world, it is to be assumed, as shown by the implication mentioned 
above, that, throughout his discussion of the subject, whatever he 
says about the matter underlying bodies is true also of the in
telligible matter in God prior to its emanation. Thus matter, in
cluding the intelligible matter in God prior to its emanation, is 
described as "nothing" in the sense of its being "by itself" in
capable of being "grasped by reason" or incapable of existing in 
our mind as a "concept"; in short, in the sense of its being in
comprehensible. 

Now the incomprehensibility as well as the ineffability of God 
as to His essence is the common belief of the Fathers, and Gregory 
of Nyssa himself gives expression to it in his statement that God 
"cannot be grasped by any term, or by any thought, or by any 
other mode of comprehension." 2 9 In the light of this, is it not 
reasonable to assume that the term "nothing" which is applied by 
Gregory to God in the first part of his answer is used by him in the 
sense that there is "nothing" whereby God's essence can be com
prehended and described? In fact, about four centuries later, 
John Scotus Erigena, whose open advocacy of the identification 
of ex nihilo with emanation is exactly like the view which I have 
tried to elicit from the implications of certain statements in 
Gregory of Nyssa, explains the term "nothing" in its application 
to God as being used by him in the sense of the incomprehensi
bility and the ineffability of God. And here is how Erigena arrives 
at this explanation. 

He begins by stating that "nothing" (nihil) means "non
existence" (non esse)?0 This, as we have noted above, is the 
common meaning of "non-existence" (μη ov) as used by the Greek 
Fathers. But the fact that Erigena found it necessary to make that 
statement is significant. It alludes to the two meanings which 
Aristotle assigns to "non-existence." One is that which he de
scribes as being "non-existence accidentally" (το ονκ ov κατά 

28Ibid. (213 A). 
29Contra Eunomium (PG 45, 461 Β). 
8 0De Divisione Naturae ΠΙ, 5 (PL 122, 634 Β). 
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σνμβεβηκός), and this he applies to matter. The other is that 
which he describes as being "non-existence essentially" (καθ' 
αντην), and this he applies to "privation" (στέρησυς), which, in 
this connection, he uses in the sense of the absence of form,31 in 
contrast to "privation" in the sense of "the forcible removal of 
anything,"32 and it is with reference to what he considers here as 
essential non-existence that he says elsewhere that "non-exis
tence" (το μη δν) is "nothing" (μη8έν).*3 It is, therefore, "non
existence" in its essential sense and as applied by Aristotle to 
"privation" in the sense of the absence of form that Erigena has 
reference to in his statement that "nothing" means "non-exis
tence." 

He then goes on to show that the term "nothing," which, in his 
identification of the phrase "from nothing" with the phrase "from 
God," is applied to God, has the meaning of "privation" in the 
sense of the absence of form to which Aristotle applies essential 
non-existence or nothing. But, having in mind Aristotle's state
ment that "by form I mean the essence of each thing,"34 he con
cludes his attempt to explain his use of the term "nothing" as a 
description of God by saying that that term, in its application to 
God, "means the privation of the total essence," 3 δ that the ex
pression "the privation of the total essence" means "the universal 
negation of relation, and essence or substance, or accident, and, in 
general, the negation of all that can be spoken of or thought of," 3 6 

and that such a "universal negation" is to be applied to God, for 
God "cannot be spoken of or thought of." 3 7 

It is by this use of the term "nothing" in the sense of "the 
negation of all that can be spoken of or thought of" that Gregory 
of Nyssa, we imagine, would explain his interpretation of the 
traditional description of creation as being "from nothing" to 
mean that it is "from God," for God, as it is commonly believed 
by the Fathers, is in His essence ineffable and incomprehensible. 

81 Physics I, 9, 192a, 3-5. 
82 Metaphysics V, 27, 1022b, 31. 
88 De Generatione et Corruptione I, 3, 318a, 15; cf. Physics I, 9, 192a, 5-6. 
84 Metaphysics VII, 7, 1032b, 1-2. 
œDe Divisione Naturae I, 3 (443 A). 
88Ibid. Ill, 22 (686 CD). 
*Ibid. I, is (463 B). 
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