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4 - THE FOURTH IKAR - CREATION EX NIHILO
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A] The Accurate Wording of the 4th Ikar
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[The fourth principle] is that He is beyond time. This means that the One G-d we have described [in Ikarim 2 & 3] is
absolutely Eternal [First] and that everything that exists apart from Him cannot be eternal in comparison to Him. Proof
for this can be brought from many verses. This Fourth Principle is what is expressed by the verse “A support/shelter is
the Eternal G-d” (Devarim 33:27). Know that it is a critical fundamental principle of the Torah of Moshe our Teacher that the
world was created and formed new. God brought it into existence from a state of absolute nothingness. The reason that
you will see that I have discussed at length the issue of ‘the Eternity of the World’ /kadmut haolam], which is the view of
the philosophers, is to demonstrate conclusively that G-d exists, as I have explained and clarified in the Moreh Nevuchim

The critical points of this ikar are:-

e That G-d has always and will always exist. In this sense he is not ‘Eternal’ ie existing for all time, past and future, but
is BEYOND time, which He created

* That the material universe did NOT always exist but was brought into being by G-d ex nihilo

Note that this version of the 4th lkar is the wording brought in the R’ Shilat translation of the Ikarim, which was found in
manuscripts of the Rambam by Rav Yosef Kapach. It is not the wording of the ‘standard’ edition to be found in the back
of the regular Gemara Sanhedrin. This version differs in two important respects: (i) it makes explicit reference to
creation ex nihilo; and (ii) it cross refers to the Moreh Nevuchim (written much later in the Rambam’s life) and the
assumption there that in fact the world IS eternal and was not created ex nihilo. Resolving this contradiction is an
important part of understanding this Ikar.

Even according to the other version which does not mentioned creation ex nihilo, many scholars have sought to read this
into the text there. Alternatively some scholars have sought to interpret WP as an ontological precedence - G-d drives
the world constantly as a First Cause - rather than as a chronological precedence. This is also not so clear-cut as this
concept appears to have been fully covered by the First lkar. Nevertheless, the version of the lkarim that we have quoted
is thought to be the most accurate and thus we see creation ex nihilo as one of the lkarim

B] 3 Mediaeval World Views on Creation

(i) The traditional Jewish approach - creation ex nihilo

That G-d created the world from total nothingness

(ii) Aristotle - eternity of the world without creation

That the physical matter in the universe today had always existed in essence but simply changes form as time moves
on. Thus the physical universe is eternal and was not ‘created’ at all

(iii) Plato - creation using eternal matter

That G-d will not do the impossible and create something from nothing. Rather, He created the world from material
which had always existed, albeit in a transient form
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In the Moreh Nevuchim the Rambam apparently rejects the view of Aristotle and expounds the traditional view of
creation ex nihilo as the correct position (see 2:13). However, he also clearly states (2:25-26) that the Platonic position
has support in some Torah and Rabbinic sources and is not antithetical to Jewish thinking. Other Rabbinic thinkers of
the time (such as the Ibn Ezra and the Ralbag) also expressed support for the Platonic position but creation ex nihilo is
today accepted as the mainstream Jewish approach

C] The ‘Great Principle’

(i) Revelation -vs- Logic

Since this is the first and most fundamental ‘proof’ which is based on the ‘Torah of Moshe Rabbeinu’. The Rambam
understands that the first 3 lkarim can be proved through pure logic and reason (which he does in the Guide). From this
Ikar onwards the lkarim have their roots in Revelation and not logic.

(ii) Free Will
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In the Mishne Torah the ‘Great lkar’ is man’s Free Will. If the Universe were eternal (on Aristotle’s model) and exists
independently of G-d, then G-d does not have total Free Will. If G-d does not have free will then man cannot have full
free will.

This is also a fundamental assumption of the 11th lkar - reward and punishment. Man must have free will to deserve
reward and punishment. Further, the Rambam’s thesis in Ta’amei Hamitzvot assumes that Man has free will which G-d
would not manipulate. Thus G-d gave certain mitzvot to wean the people off idolatry, rather than simply change their
nature by supernatural intervention.

(iii) Aristotle’s view would undermine the entire Torah

3. If we were to accept the Eternity of the Universe as taught by Aristotle, that everything in the Universe is the
result of fixed laws, that Nature does not change, and that there is nothing supernatural, we should
necessarily be in opposition to the foundation of our religion, we should disbelieve all miracles and
signs, and certainly reject all hopes and fears derived from Scripture, unless the miracles are also explained
figuratively. The Allegorists amongst the Mohammedans have done this, and have thereby arrived at absurd
conclusions.

........................... [see below re the Platonic position]

Accepting the Creation, we find that miracles are possible, that Revelation is possible, and that every difficulty in
this question is removed

Guide to the Perplexed 2:25
Aristotle’s view on the Eternity of Nature puts the natural world at least to some degree outside the G-d’s control. This
undermines the concept of a truly supernatural miracle. Plato’s model would be less objectionable and we will see if the
Rambam accepts the possibility of subscribing to Plato over Creation Ex Nihilo

D] Hashkafic and Halachic Applications
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According to halacha, every time that one says Hashem'’s name in a beracha, one should have kavana for the fact that
Hashem Was, Is and Will be. According to the Vilna Gaon, this is only (but especially) applicable when saying Hashem'’s
name in the first paragraph of the Shema
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The mitzvah of Shabbat is a weekly reaffirmation of the concept of creation ex nihilo. This should be part of our kavana
when we say in kiddush that Shabbat is ‘Zecher Lema’aseh Bereishit’
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The Shl’a explains that G-d’s ‘resting’ on the 7th day reinforces that creation is not eternal (kadmut haolam)
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The first part of Adon Olam is a hymn with the theme of this ikar

E] The Rambam'’s Esotericism

8.

One of seven causes should account for the contradictory or contrary statements to be found in any book or
compilation .....: - The seventh cause: In speaking about very obscure matters it is necessary to conceal some
parts and to disclose others. Sometimes in the case of certain dicta this necessity requires that the discussion
proceed on the basis of a certain premise, whereas in another place necessity requires that the discussion
proceed on the basis of another premise contradicting the first one. in such cases the vulgar must in no way be
aware of the contradiction; the author accordingly uses some device to conceal it by all means.

Whether contradictions due to the seventh cause are to be found in the books of the Prophets is a matter of
speculative study and investigation .... in the Midrashim and the Haggadah there are to be found ....
contradictions due to the seventh cause ....

Divergences that are to be found in this Treatise are due to the .... seventh [cause]

Moreh Nevuchim - preface

F] Did the Rambam (also) subscribe to the Eternity of the Universe

F1] Use of Eternity in his philosophical proof of G-d

9.

TWENTY-FIVE of the propositions which are employed in the proof for the existence of God, or in the arguments
demonstrating that God is neither corporeal nor a force connected with a material being, or that He is One, have
been fully established, and their correctness is beyond doubt. Aristotle and the Peripatetics who followed him
have proved each of these propositions. There is, however, one proposition which we do not accept - namely,
the proposition which affirms the Eternity of the Universe, but we will admit it for the present, because by doing
so we shall be enabled clearly to demonstrate our own theory.

Guide to the Perplexed - Introduction to Part 2

10.

We have thus shown that whether we believe in the Creation ex Nihilo, or in the Eternity of the Universe, we can
prove by demonstrative arguments the existence of God,

Guide to the Perplexed 2:2
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F2] Acceptance that the Torah verses do not negate Eternity

11.

We do not reject the Eternity of the Universe, because certain passages in Scripture confirm the Creation; for
such passages are not more numerous than those in which God is represented as a corporeal being; nor is it
impossible or difficult to find for them a suitable interpretation. We might have explained them in the same
manner as we did in respect to the Incorporeality of God. We should perhaps have had an easier task in showing
that the Scriptural passages referred to are in harmony with the theory of the Eternity of the Universe if we
accepted the latter, than we had in explaining the anthropomorphisms in the Bible when we rejected the idea
that God is corporeal. For two reasons, however, we have not done so, and have not accepted the Eternity of
the Universe. First, the Incorporeality of God has been demonstrated by proof: those passages in the Bible,
which in their literal sense contain statements that can be refuted by proof, must and can be interpreted
otherwise. But the Eternity of the Universe has not been proved; a mere argument in favour of a certain theory
is not sufficient reason for rejecting the literal meaning of a Biblical text, and explaining it figuratively, when the
opposite theory can be supported by an equally good argument.

Guide to the Perplexed 2:25

F3] Acceptance that Platonic Eternity is not against Jewish thought

12.

If we were to accept the Eternity of the Universe as taught by Aristotle, that everything in the Universe is the
result of fixed laws, that Nature does not change, and that there is nothing supernatural, we should necessarily
be in opposition to the foundation of our religion, we should disbelieve all miracles and signs, and certainly reject
all hopes and fears derived from Scripture, unless the miracles are also explained figuratively.........

If, however, we accepted the Eternity of the Universe in accordance with the second of the theories which we
have expounded above (2:23) and assumed, with Plato, that the heavens are likewise transient, we should not
be in opposition to the fundamental principles of our religion; this theory would not imply the rejection of
miracles, but, on the contrary, would admit them as possible. The Scriptural text might have been
explained accordingly, and many expressions might have been found in the Bible and in other
writings that would confirm and support this theory. But there is no necessity for this expedient, so long
as the theory has not been proved. As there is no proof sufficient to convince us, this theory need not be taken
into consideration, nor the other one; we take the text of the Bible literally, and say that it teaches us a truth
which we cannot prove; and the miracles are evidence for the correctness of our view.

Accepting the Creation, we find that miracles are possible, that Revelation is possible, and that every difficulty in
this question is removed

Guide to the Perplexed 2:25

F4] Correspondence between the Rambam’s views on Eternity and on Prophecy

13.

THERE are as many different opinions concerning Prophecy as concerning the Eternity or Non-Eternity of the
Universe. For we have shown that those who assume the existence of God as proved may be divided into three
classes, according to the view they take of the question, whether the Universe is Eternal or not. Similarly there
are three different opinions on Prophecy.........

1. Among those who believe in Prophecy...... there are some ignorant people who think as follows: God
selects any person He pleases, inspires him with the spirit of Prophecy, and entrusts him with a mission. It
makes no difference whether that person be wise or stupid, old or young; provided he be, to some extent,
morally good.........

2. The philosophers hold that prophecy is a certain faculty of man in a state of perfection, which can only
be obtained by study. Although the faculty is common to the whole race, yet it is not fully developed in each
individual, either on account of the individual's defective constitution, or on account of some other external
cause........... It is only brought to a state of perfection in some individuals, and not in all; .......... Accordingly, it is
impossible that an ignorant person should be a prophet; or that a person being no prophet in the evening,
should, unexpectedly on the following morning, find himself a prophet, as if prophecy were a thing that could be
found unintentionally. ............

3. The third view is that which is taught in Scripture, and which forms one of the principles of our religion.
It coincides with the opinion of the philosophers in all points except one. For we believe that, even if one has the
capacity for prophecy, and has duly prepared himself, it may yet happen that he does not actually prophesy. It is
in that case the will of God [that withholds from him the use of the faculty]. ..... For the laws of Nature demand
that every one should be a prophet, who has a proper physical constitution, and has been duly prepared as
regards education and training......

Guide to the Perplexed 2:32
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If the 3 understandings of Creation/Eternity mirror the 3 understandings of Prophecy, as the Rambam claims, we arrive
at the following correlation under which Platonic Eternity seems to come out as the preferred system'

Aristotelian Eternity The Philosopher’s View of Prophecy
Fully Natural Fully Natural

Creation Ex Nihilo The Ignorant View of Prophecy
Fully Supernatural Fully Supernatural

Platonic Eternity The Torah View of Prophecy
Natural with G-d’s Intervention Natural with G-d’s Intervention

F5] Approach in the Mishne Torah

Surprisingly, the Rambam makes no mention of Creation in Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah. In Hilchot Teshuva, in the list of
people who deny key principles of Torah and lose their place in the World to Come, he does however mention Creation
indirectly.
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The 5 categories of Min seem directly to parallel the first 5 Ikarim. Certainly as understood by the Ra’avad, the 4th
category of Min is someone who understands that G-d fashioned the world from the pre-existing ‘Simanim Gedolim’ ie
advanced materials. This would seem to exclude Aristotelian Eternity but does it exclude Platonic Eternity?

F6] Is Creation based on a pre-existing rationale?

15. [MAN'S] actions are divided as regards their object into four classes; they are either purposeless, unimportant, in
vain, or good. .............. After having explained this division, I contend that no intelligent person can assume that
any of the actions of God can be in vain, purposeless, or unimportant. According to our view and the view of all
that follow the Law of Moses, all actions of God are "exceedingly good." Thus Scripture says, "And God saw
everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good"........... Those who adopt this absurd idea that God's
actions are utterly purposeless, and refuse to consider them as the result of His wisdom, are afraid they might
otherwise be compelled to admit the theory of the Eternity of the Universe.......

Guide to the Perplexed 3:25
G-d created the world for a purpose and with a rationale. This to some degree leans towards a view of Eternity - that
something pre-existed the Creation i.e. a rationale and ethic according to which the world was made. The Rambam even
acknowledges that some people are afraid to take this position in case the feel that it leads them to have to accept
Eternity

F7] Classical Interpretations of the Rambam’s approach

The following classical interpreters of the Rambam all considered that the Rambam’s esoteric belief was inclined
towards Eternity, rather than Creation:-

* R. Shmuel ibn Tibbon (1162-1232)

* R. Yosef'ibn Kaspi (1280-1340) - commentary on Guide 1:9, 2:13
* R. Nissim b. Moshe - Ma’aseh Nissim 223

* R. Profiat Duran - commentary on Guide 1:9

* R. Moshe of Narbonne - Pirkei Moshe 302-3’

1. See Davidson, Herbert: Maimonides’ Secret Position on Creation. In: I. Twersky, ed. Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature.
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979, p. 16-40.
2. See further Shapiro, Marc: The Limits of Orthodox Theology p77
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G] A Synthesis - Creation and Eternity - Both true in an irreducible dichotomy

Mori VeRabbi R’ Meir Tribbitz shilt’a posits a synthesis as follows’. Creation Ex Nihilo is not a theory of the physical
creation of the Universe. It is a theological position which ascribes free will to G-d and thus to Man. It is the
cornerstone of Torat Moshe Rabbeinu. However, the actual physical origin of the world may indeed be Platonic.
Furthermore, the pre-existing rationale to creation and the philosophical proof of G-d’s existence require Eternity as an
axiom
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The Chumash outlines a fascinating meeting between Avraham, Malchitzedek King of Shalem (identified by Chazal with
Shem - the spiritual leader of the ‘non-Jewish’ world) and the King of Sedom. Malchitzedek invokes G-d using the
expression \IN) DY Mp 1PIY 5-N
Avraham picks up this theme but adds the name of N--N-> and responds:- \IN) DNV NP YPIY D-N N-1-N->

17. This [Creation] is the first theory, and it is undoubtedly a fundamental principle of the Law of our teacher Moses;
it is next in importance to the principle of God's unity. Do not follow any other theory. Abraham, our father, was
the first that taught it, after he had established it by philosophical research. He proclaimed, therefore, "the name
of the Lord the God of the Universe" (D2iy 5-X ') (Gen. 21:33); and he had previously expressed this theory in the
words, "The Possessor of heaven and earth" (Gen 14:22)

Guide to the Perplexed 2:13
Rambam sees in the words of Avraham a statement of Creation

18. We must also consider the four different terms employed in expressing the relations of the heavens to God,
Boreh (Creator), Oseh (Maker), Koneh (Possessor), and £-/ (G-d)........ [I]n reference to the Universe ..... which
comprises the totality of the Creation, Scripture employs the verb bara, which we explain as denoting he
produced something from nothing; ..... kanah, "he possessed," because G-d rules over them like a master over
his servants. For this reason He is also called, "The Lord of the whole earth" (Jos. 3:11-13); Ha-adon, "the Lord"
(Exod. 23:17). And since one cannot be a master unless there exists something that is in one possession (&inyan),
and this would seem to indicate a belief in the Eternal existence of primal matter, it therefore uses
the expressions bara and asah

Guide to the Perplexed 2:30
Nevertheless, the words ‘Koneh’ clearly imply, says the Rambam, a belief in Eternity. What we have here is an exchange
between the Philosopher Shem and the Jewish statement of Creation Ex Nihilo by Avraham

NB The ‘Big Bang’ is an expression of Kadmut not Creation, in that it assumes a pre-existing scientific construct.
Creation Ex Nihilo states that there is no scientific account of creation. Creation ex nihilo has to be beyond scientific or
ethical rationale.

Thus Creation and Eternity exist side-by-side in an irreducible dichotomy

3. go to http://hashkafacircle.com/shiurim/ikarim/13-ikkarim-06-creation-ex-nihilo/




