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Introduction
Numerous attempts were made in the Middle Ages by philosophers and theologians 
to explain the origin of the world. Positioning themselves with regard to this crucial 
issue was particularly important for medieval thinkers of all religions since it indi-
cated their relation to one of the fundamental principles of their faith. 

In this article, I wish to focus on the anti-sceptical approach offered by Isaac Albalag 
and his contemporary Isaac Polqar (two Jewish Averroists in the fourteenth century 
who lived in northern Spain) to one of the most fundamental questions every religious 
philosopher has to address: is the world created by God ex-nihilo and de novo, that is 
from absolute non-existence, as suggested by traditionalists, or, is the world eternal, 
as argued by Aristotle? Jewish Averroists in this context are Jewish philosophers from 
the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries whose worldview had two main characteristics: 
first, they adopted the philosophy of Averroes, whom they considered the best inter-
preter of Aristotle. Second, they interpreted Judaism in light of Averroes’ Aristotelianism 
on the assumption that Judaism and true philosophy must always coincide.

I will begin with a brief discussion of the eleventh-century Muslim theologian 
Al-Ghazālī, who charges the philosophers with heresy for defending, inter alia, the 
Aristotelian doctrine of the eternity of the world. Al-Ghazālī posed the most signif-
icant opposition to the anti-sceptical opinion held later by Averroes and his Jewish 
followers. Discussing Al-Ghazālī’s view allows for a better understanding of the 
positions of Averroes, Maimonides, and the Jewish Averroists, for it stands in the 
background and constitutes a fundamental critique of the philosophers. I will then 
examine the sceptical position of Maimonides as presented in his Guide of the Per-
plexed as well as his non-sceptical view as presented in the Mishneh Torah. Finally, I 
will analyse Albalag and Polqar’s anti-sceptical view, according to which the world 
exists as a result of what they call “eternal creation” (ḥidush niẓḥi). Their argument 
is divided into three sections. In the first section, they philosophically demonstrate 
the eternity of the world in light of Averroes’ interpretation of Aristotle. In the second 
section, they provide biblical texts and rabbinic sources to support their claim. In the 
third section, they discuss creation from a grammatical point of view, arguing that 
the word “Bereshit,”  the first word of the Bible that is conventionally translated as 
“in the beginning,” can be understood in a non-temporal manner.

Note: I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their useful criticisms, comments, and 
 suggestions.
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Al-Ghazālī’s critique against the philosophers
In his intellectual autobiography, Munqidh min al-ḍalāl [The Deliverance from Error], 
and in his Tahāfut al-falāsifa [The Incoherence of the Philosophers], Al-Ghazālī criti-
cizes the philosophers for denying what he considered three fundamental principles 
of faith: 

The three points in which they [philosophers] differ from all the Muslims are as follows: (a) they 
say that for bodies there is no resurrection; it is bare spirits which are rewarded or punished; and 
the rewards and punishments are spiritual, not bodily. They certainly speak truth in affirming 
the spiritual ones, since these do exist as well; but they speak falsely in denying the bodily ones 
and in their pronouncements disbelieve the Divine law; (b) they say that God knows universals 
but not particulars. This too is plain unbelief. The truth is that “there does not escape Him the 
weight of the atom in the heavens or in the earth” (Q. 34:3); (c) they say that the world is ever-
lasting, without beginning or end. But no Muslim has adopted any such view on the question.1

According to Al-Ghazālī, the Muslim philosophers are infidels who entirely oppose 
the teaching of Islam because they deny (1) that after death, human souls return into 
bodies, (2) that God knows particulars in addition to knowing universals, and (3) that 
the world had a beginning and was created in time. 

With regard to the philosophers’ denial that the world has a beginning, 
Al-Ghazālī argues that the philosophers’ claim that the world is eternal cannot be 
demonstratively proven and therefore we are not obligated to accept it.2 According 
to Al-Ghazālī, since one cannot demonstrate the Aristotelian view of the eternity of 
the world,3 we must be sceptical about the human intellectual ability to attain this 
knowledge and we have to turn to other sources of knowledge to answer whether 
the world was created ex nihilo or if it is eternal. Averroes’ and the Jewish Aver-
roists’ attempts to present an anti-sceptical approach precisely address Al-Ghazālī’s 
claims. As we shall see, Averroes and his Jewish followers made a great effort to 
refute Al-Ghazālī’s position not only philosophically but also hermeneutically, that 
is, through an undertaking in scriptural interpretation. 

1 Al-Ghazālī, Munqidh min al-ḍalāl [The Deliverance from Error] [all references to Al-Ghazālī’s Deli-
verance from error are from W. Montgomery Watt’s revised translation (Kuala Lumpur: Islamic Book 
Trust, 2005)], 26.
2 Cf. George F. Hourani, “The Dialogue Between Al-Ghazālī and the Philosophers on the Origin of the 
World,” MW 48 (1958): 183–191; Oliver Leaman, Averroes and his Philosophy (Richmond: Curzon Press, 
1998), 15–41; An Introduction to Classical Islamic Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 2002),  
25–29; Michael E. Marmura, “The Conflict over the World’s Pre-Eternity in the Tahāfut of Al-Ghazālī 
and Ibn Rushd” (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 1959).
3 Al-Ghazālī expresses a more extreme view regarding man’s ability to attain true knowledge based 
on sense perception or Reason. Cf. Munqidh min al-ḍalāl [The Deliverance from Error], 10–11 where 
Al-Ghazālī clearly states that knowledge based on the senses can deceive us and that demonstrative 
proofs require knowledge based on first principles that are not always available.
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Maimonides’ sceptical approach
Maimonides, who sought to reconcile the Torah with scientific investigation, devoted a 
large portion of the Guide of the Perplexed to discussing the question of creation. However, 
despite this extensive discussion, both medieval thinkers and later commentators, up to 
the present day, have been unable to decisively agree on Maimonides’ genuine view. 

Determining Maimonides’ view regarding the issue of the origin of the world 
depends to a large extent upon which texts one chooses to examine. While in the 
Mishneh Torah, Maimonides’ halakhic work, he seems to endorse the Aristotelian 
view of the eternity of the world, the Guide of the Perplexed, which was written after 
the Mishneh Torah, presents an unclear approach. On the one hand, Maimonides 
espouses Aristotelian physics which leads to the conclusion that the world is eternal 
and on the other, he makes a great effort to establish the belief in creation ex-nihilo as 
one of the fundamental principles of Judaism. As we shall see, he argues in The Guide 
that, since neither of these theories can be demonstratively proven, we should accept 
creation on the basis of prophecy.4 

Even though the Guide of the Perplexed was written after the Mishneh Torah, I 
will begin the discussion with Maimonides’ presentation of his sceptical view in the 
Guide. In 2:13, Maimonides presents three opinions concerning the origin of the world:

The opinion […] of all who believe [Kul man i‘tiqad] in the Law of Moses […] [which is] that the 
world as a whole […] after absolute pure nonexistence (ba‘ad al-‘adam al-maḥḍ al-mutlaq/aḥar 
ha-he‘der hamuḥlat) […] through [God’s] will and volition, [was] brought into existence out of 
nothing […] The […] opinion of […] [Plato]5 […] [which is] […] that there exists a certain matter 
that is eternal as the deity is eternal […] It [does not have] the same rank in what exists as He 
[…] but […] He is the cause of its existence; and […] He creates in it whatever He wishes. Thus He 
sometimes forms out of it a heaven and an earth, and sometimes He forms out of it something 
else […] The […] opinion […] of Aristotle,6 his followers, and the commentators of his books […] 
He thinks that this being as a whole, such as it is has never ceased to be and will never do so; that 
the permanent thing not subject to generation and passing-away, namely, the heaven, likewise 
does not cease to be;  […] and that thing is subject to generation and passing-away, namely, that 
which is beneath the sphere of the moon, does not cease to be.7

4 The Guide of the Perplexed, 2:16, (trans. Shlomo Pines [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963], 294.
5 Plato, Timaeus, in, 27– 38 (Plato, Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper (Indianapolis&Cambridge: 
Hackett Publishing Company, 1997): 27–38. 1234–-1242.
6 Cf. Aristotle, Physics, I 7, 190b; De Caelo, III,2; Metaphysics, III, 4, 999b. Here Aristotle argues that 
nothing can come into existence out of “that which is not.” (References are from The Complete Work 
of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes [Princeton: Princeton University Press,1984]).
7 The Guide of the Perplexed, 2:13, (Pines’ translation, pp. 281–284. Maimonidean scholars often link 
this chapter with 2:32 of the Guide, in which Maimonides discusses the phenomenon of prophecy. 
Such a connection stems from Maimonides’ own words: “The opinions of people concerning pro-
phecy are like their opinions concerning the eternity of the world or its Creation in time.” The scholars 
who connect these two chapters assume that Maimonides thus guides his careful readers to perceive 
more than just a numerical identity between the two sets of opinions. Kaplan, for example, argues 
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The first view is what Maimonides presents as the opinion of Moses, according to 
which the world as a whole was created after the absolute nonexistence. In this view, 
all who follow the Mosaic Law, whether the philosophers or the vulgar (hamon) share 
a similar opinion regarding the origin of the world. One might wonder whether Mai-
monides genuinely thought from an epistemological point of view that common 
men and philosophers could hold the same opinion, especially since he warned his 
readers at the beginning of the Guide with the following8:

Thus we have mentioned there [in our legal compilations] that the Account of the Beginning 
is identical with natural science, and the Account of the Chariot with divine science. For my 
purpose is that the truths be glimpsed and then again be concealed, so as not to oppose that 
divine purpose which one cannot possibly oppose and which has concealed from the vulgar 
among the people those truths especially requisite for His apprehension […] know that with 
regard to natural matters as well it is impossible to give a clear exposition when teaching some of 

that the thematic correspondence should be read in the following way: the first view of creation, 
that of those who believe in the Law of Moses, namely, who believe in creation after absolute pure 
nonexistence, corresponds to the third opinion concerning prophecy, namely, that prophecy is the 
outcome of a natural process, but that God can miraculously intervene in the natural process and pre-
vent one from prophesying; the second opinion, the Platonic view according to which the world was 
created from preexisting matter, corresponds to the first opinion concerning prophecy, that God can 
turn whoever He wishes into a prophet. The third opinion about creation, the Aristotelian view accor-
ding to which the world is eternal and has no beginning and no end, corresponds to the philosophers’ 
opinion according to which prophecy is a natural process. Kaplan follows Kafiḥ and argues that Mai-
monides defends the idea that the world follows a fixed natural order and that miracles are possible 
in this fixed natural order. See, Lawrence Kaplan, “Maimonides On the Miraculous Element in Pro-
phesy,” Harvard Theological Review 70 (1977): 233–256. Davidson argues that Maimonides may have 
embraced the Platonic view concerning the question of the origin of the cosmos. According to him, 
the first opinion concerning creation (ex nihilo) corresponds to the first opinion – the  vulgar – con-
cerning prophecy (God can turn anyone into a prophet). The Platonic view (creation from preexisting 
matter) corresponds to the third opinion – that of those who follow the Mosaic Law – that prophecy 
is a natural process that can be miraculously prevented by God. And, finally, the Aristotelian view 
(the eternity of the world) corresponds to the “philosophers’” view on prophecy, according to which 
prophecy is the result of a natural process. See, Herbert Davidson, “Maimonides’ Secret Position on 
Creation,” Studies in Medieval in Jewish History and Literature I (1979): 16–40. Finally, Harvey argues 
that Maimonides remained an Aristotelian on this question. According to Harvey, the first opinion 
on creation (“the opinion […] of all who believe in the Mosaic Law”) corresponds to the first opinion 
regarding prophecy (“the vulgar”); the second opinion on creation (the Platonic) corresponds to the 
philosophers’; and the third opinion on creation, that of Aristotle, corresponds the opinion of Mosaic 
law (Prophecy is a natural process, but God can miraculously prevent it). See Warren Zev Harvey, 
“A  Third Approach to Maimonides’ Cosmogony-Prophetology Puzzle,” Harvard Theological Review 
74, 3 (1981), 287–301.
8 Note that in the Guide 1:35 Maimonides insists that the vulgar should be taught that God is one and 
incorporeal. Although both the philosopher and the vulgar say they believe in one and simple God 
who is  incorporeal, their level of understanding the statement “God is one and incorporeal” differs 
fundamentally.



134   Racheli Haliva

their principles as they are. For you know the saying of [the Sages] […] The Account of the Begin-
ning ought not to be taught in the presence of two men.9

If we consider Maimonides’ statement of purpose as described above to be genuine, 
then we must reject the idea that philosophers and the vulgar hold the same opinion 
with regard to The Account of the Beginning. Moreover, if we examine Maimonides’ 
legal works – the Mishneh Torah10 and the Commentary on the Mishnah11 – as he sug-
gests, we will find that the opinion of “all who believe [Kul man i‘taqad] in the Law 
of Moses” refers to the vulgar alone, not to the philosophers who, in fact, follow the 
Aristotelian line of thought. 

The second opinion is that of Plato, according to which the world was created 
from a pre-existing matter. The third opinion is that of Aristotle and his disciples. 
According to them the world is eternal and is not subject to generation and pass-
ing-away. A few chapters later, Maimonides introduces his sceptical approach for the 
question of the origin of the world, according to which none of these views can be 
demonstratively proven. He writes: “Now inasmuch as […] this question – I mean to 
say that of the eternity of the world or its creation in time – becomes an open ques-
tion, it should in my opinion be accepted without proof because of prophecy, which 
explains things to which it is not in the power of speculation to accede.”12 Since we 
cannot provide a demonstrative proof for either the eternity of the world or creation 
ex nihilo, claims Maimonides, we must rely on tradition, namely, prophecy. Here we 
apparently have an example of Maimonides’ scepticism in the service of faith.

The fact that Maimonidean scholars do not agree whether Maimonides held the 
traditional exoteric view, namely, creation ex nihilo, or an esoteric opinion, whether 
Platonic or Aristotelian, indicates one of two things: either he believed it was unsafe 
to reveal his true opinion – one of the Greek opinions – to the vulgar or he could not 
demonstratively prove either opinion using scientific and philosophical means, and, 
therefore, presented the alternatives without decisively endorsing one.

An analysis of Maimonides’ view regarding the origin of the world divides Mai-
monidean scholars into four groups of scholars. The first group includes scholars 
who suggest ascribing to Maimonides the traditional view according to which God 
created the world in time after absolute nonexistence. The second group consists of 
scholars who maintain that Maimonides remained loyal to Aristotle’s philosophy and 
that, despite his apparently ambiguous attitude, he advocated de facto the theory of 
the eternity of the world. The third group includes scholars who maintain that Mai-
monides presented the two, or three, possibilities without committing himself to any 

9  Guide, Introduction to the First Part, pp. 6–7.
10 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws Concerning the Foundations of the Torah, 12 vols, ed. Shabtei 
Frankel (Jerusalem: Hosaat Shabtei Frankel, 2000), 1:1–7.
11 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Hagigah, chapter 2.
12 The Guide of the Perplexed, 2:16 (Shlomo Pines translation, p. 294). 
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 particular view, because he found it impossible to provide demonstrative and conclu-
sive proofs. The fourth group consists of scholars who assert that Maimonides adopted 
the Platonic view according to which the world was created from pre-existing matter.13  

The aim of this paper is not to determine Maimonides’ true opinion or which of 
the scholarly opinions is more accurate; rather, I seek to emphasize that Albalag and 
Polqar interpreted Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah as supporting the Aristotelian view 
and to clarify Maimonides’ vague opinion in light of their, Albalag’s and Polqar’s, own 
philosophy. It is important to emphasize at this point that Albalag and Polqar under-
stood Maimonides’ approach in the Guide to be sceptical. Their aim was to reinterpret 
the Guide in light of Mishneh Torah, where Maimonides, in their view, presents the 
Aristotelian theory of the eternity of the world. The tendency of Albalag, Polqar, and 
other Jewish Averroists such as Samuel ibn Tibbon, Joseph Ibn Kaspi, Moses Narboni, 
and others to embrace Averroes’ interpretation of Aristotelian philosophy illuminates 
the difference between their approach and that of Maimonides.14 Unlike the equivocal 

13 For selected studies on the topic see: Eliezer Zev Berman, “Ibn Bajja and Maimonides” (PhD Diss., 
Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 1959), 156–163; Herbert Davidson, “Maimonides’ Secret Position on 
Creation,” Studies in Medieval in Jewish History and Literature I (1979): 16–40; Daniel Davies, Method 
and Metaphysics in Maimonides’ Guide for the Perplexed, (Oxford University Press, 2011), 26–42, in 
particular 27–28; Moshe Halbertal, Maimonides, Life and Thought, (Princeton University Press, 2014): 
202–208; 312–321, in particular 317; Warren Zev Harvey, “A Third Approach to Maimonides’ Cosmog-
ony-Prophetology Puzzle,” Harvard Theological Review 74 (1981): 287–301; Alfred L. Ivry, “Maimon-
ides on Creation [Heb.],” Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 9 (1990) 115–137; Lawrence J. Kaplan, 
“Maimonides on the Miraculous Element in Prophecy,” Harvard Theological Review, vol. 70, No. 3/4 
(1977): 253; Sarah Klein-Braslavy, “The Creation of the World and Maimonides’ Interpretation of Gen. 
I-V,” Maimonides and Philosophy (1986): 65–78; Howard Kreisel, “Maimonides on the Eternity of the 
World,” Jewish Philosophy (2012): 157–184; Charles Manekin, On Maimonides, Wadsworth Philoso-
phers Series (2005), 38–52; Avraham Nuriel, “The Question of a Created or Primordial World in the 
Philosophy of Maimonides,” Tarbiz 33 (1964): 372–387; Aviezer Ravitzky, “Aristotle’s Meteorology and 
the Maimonidean Modes of Interpreting the Account of Creation,” Aleph: Historical Studies in Scien-
ce and Judaism 8 (2008): 361–400; Tamar M. Rudavsky, Maimonides, (Weily-Blackwell, 2010), 61–84; 
Kenneth Seeskin, Maimonides on the Origin of the World (Cambridge, UK.: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005); Roslyn Weiss, “Natural Order or Divine Will: Maimonides on Cosmology and Prophecy,” 
Journal of Jewish Thought & Philosophy, 15, 1 (2007): 1–26.
14 I thank Zev Harvey for pointing out to me that Falaquera’s attitude stands out among the Jewish 
Averroists who felt the need to (re)interpret Maimonides’ equivocal approach. In his Moreh ha-Moreh, 
chapter 2:13, Falaquera does not rigorously defend the Aristotelian theory of the eternity of the world 
as do other Jewish Averroists. On the contrary, he argues that Maimonides could easily defend the 
theory of creation ex nihilo without jeopardizing any philosophical principles however he – Maimo-
nides – had not properly studied the issue. According to Falaquera: אמר מורנו: ואמונת כל נמשך אחר" 
 תורת משה רבנו ע"ה ואברהם אבינו ע"ה היא אמונה שאין דבר קדמון עם האלוה ית' ושהמצאת הנמצא מהעדר אינו
 מכת הנמנע אבל מחויב כמו שיחשבו קצת מבעלי העיון ע"כ. והנראה לי כי אין לנו צורך לומר שהבורא ית' המציא הנמצא
 מההעדר, אלא שהמציא אחר ההעדר הגמור, כי זה אפשרי לפי אמונתנו. על כן האומרים כי הוא ית' הוציא יש מאין אינה
 אמונה מדוקדקת, אלא אחר האין הוציא היש, כלומר אחר שלא היה דבר נמצא המציאו. ומורנו ז"ל נמשך אחריהם ולא עין
 See Shem Tov ben Joseph .בדבר. והראיה על זה כי בפרק כ מהחלק השלישי אמר או הפועל לכל דבר אחר ההעדר."
Falaquera, Moreh ha-Moreh [Guide of the Guide], ed. Yair Shiffman (Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish 
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view of Maimonides, most of these Jewish thinkers suggested that Genesis 1 must be 
read as affirming Aristotle’s view of the eternity of world.  

In contrast to the sceptical view presented in the Guide, Maimonides, at least in 
the way Albalag and Polqar read the text, seems to support the opinion of the eternity 
of the world in the opening section of his halakhic work Mishneh Torah, laws concern-
ing the foundations of the Torah 1:5:

This being [entity that there is no true existence like it] is the God of the world and the Lord of the 
entire earth. He controls the sphere with infinite and unlimited power. This power [continues] 
without interruption, because the sphere is constantly revolving [tamid], and it is impossible for 
it to revolve without someone causing it to revolve. [That one is] He, blessed be He, who causes it 
to revolve without a hand or any [other] corporeal dimension.15

If the sphere is constantly revolving, God, the controlling being of the world, con-
stantly –  past, present, and future – causes the motion of the celestial spheres and 
hence of the universe as a whole. “The sphere is constantly revolving” [tamid] is Mai-
monides’ way of saying that the world always existed. Later, in Mishneh Torah 1:7, Mai-
monides argues that God’s unity and incorporeality can be proven only if we accept 
the eternity of the world.16 

Albalag, one of the radical Jewish Averroists, takes note of Maimonides’ sceptical 
view and says that he cannot understand why Maimonides chooses to be vague about 
this issue. In his major work Tiqqun Deʿot ha-Philosophim [rectifying the opinions of 
the philosophers], which is a paraphrase of Al-Ghazālī’s Maqāṣid al-Falāsifa [The 
Intention of the Philosophers], he writes with regard to Laws concerning the Founda-
tions of the Torah 1:5 and 1:7:

This, the opinion of eternal creation, is an opinion concerning which the Torah and wisdom are 
in agreement. I wish I could know why Maimonides (ha-rav ha-moreh) did not reveal his opinion 
on this matter, but rather speaks [in a way of] cunning. Sometimes he implies and testifies that 
this is his belief and he bases his proofs upon it, as he did in the Book of Knowledge: when he 
wants to explain that the power of the Creator is unlimited he explained it on the basis of the 
perpetual motion of the sphere. As he states: “the power of God does not have an end or a limit, 

Studies, The Rabbi David Moses and Amalia Rosen Foundation, 2001), 261. Cf. Moreh ha-Moreh, 259; 
Raphael Jospe, Torah and Sophia: The Life and Thought of Shem Tov Ibn Falquera (Cincinnato, Ohio: 
Hebrew Union College Press, 1988), 29–30.
15 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, laws concerning the foundations of the Torah, 1:5, emphasis added.
16 In the Laws Concerning the Foundations of the Torah 1:7 Maimonides argues the follows: אלוה זה" 
 אחד הוא – ואינו לא שנים ...אלא אחד שאין כיחודו אחד מן האחדים הנמצאין בעולם לא אחד כמין שהוא כולל אחדים
 הרבה ולא אחד כגוף שהוא נחלק למחלקות ולקצות אלא יחוד שאין כיחודו יחוד אחר כמותו בעולם...ואילו היה היוצר גוף
 וגויה—היה לו קץ ותכלית, שאי אפשר להיות גוף שאין לו קץ. וכל שיש לו קץ ותכלית יש לכחו קץ וסוף. ואלהינו ברוך שמו
 הואיל וכחו אין לו קץ ואינו פוסק שהרי הגלגל סובב תמיד אין כחו כח גוף. הואיל ואינו גוף לא יארעו לו מאורעות הגופות כדי
 Here Maimonides argues that since God’s power .שיהא נחלק ונפרד מאחר. לפיכך אי אפשר שיהיה אלא אחד."
is infinite (because the sphere moves continuously), it follows that He is not corporeal. And since God 
is not a body, it follows that He is a simple being that cannot be divided and, therefore, He is one. 
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for the sphere moves continuously.” And sometimes he [Maimonides] replies to the philosophers 
with false intellectual arguments and he strives to contradict their opinion by [using] a syllo-
gism; and [he] says that the creation of the world is one of the Torah’s principles that cannot be 
denied. And I reply to him in the name of the philosophers that as he spoke [in the Guide namely, 
that the creation of the world is one of the principles of the Torah] indeed it is so. However, 
[this principle refers only to the] adequate [concept of] creation, not to the inadequate one. And 
the philosophers have no doubt that [the concept of] creation which begins from a particular 
moment in time is inadequate [while the idea of creation] which has no beginning and no end 
is a perfect one.17

According to Albalag, then, there was no reason why Maimonides should not have 
adopted the theory of perpetual creation in the Guide. Defending this position, in 
Albalag’s view, not only does not contradict any of the fundamental principles of 
Judaism, but on the contrary, reveals perpetual creation as its fundamental princi-
ple. In Albalag’s view, it is clear that Maimonides’ intention in these passages of the 
Mishneh Torah is to maintain that God’s power can be proven as infinite through the 
assumption that the sphere revolves constantly (tamid). Since the sphere is constantly 
revolving it would imply that the world is eternal.18

According to Albalag, this, in truth, is Maimonides’ view. However, he – Maimo-
nides – had reasons to publically refute the philosophers’ arguments in favour of the 
eternity of the world and to insist that creation ex nihilo is one of the Jewish faith’s 
fundamental principles. Albalag enumerates three reasons for asserting the theory of 
perpetual creation, even though the Torah concealed this truth from the vulgar, and 
explains why Maimonides could not use these reasons. First, Maimonides wants to 
identify the plain sense of the Torah regarding creation with the philosophical truth. 
In his view, the message of the Torah and philosophical investigation lead to the same 
truth. Albalag, on the other hand, introduces his view of “two levels of truth,” separat-
ing philosophical truth, which is demonstrated by the intellect, from the plain meaning 
of the Torah regarding creation, the lower level of truth which is used to educate the 
vulgar. Second, the Guide, according to Albalag, was addressed to the vulgar, a strange 
assertion since Maimonides explicitly says that the Guide is not to be read by the vulgar. 
According to Maimonides, the Guide’s purpose is to guide the religious person who 
observes the Mosaic Law and at the same time studied the sciences and philosophy.19 
The vulgar, in Maimonides’s view, is by no means the audience of the Guide:

As for those who never even once see a light, but grope about in their night, of them it is said: 
They know not, neither do they understand; They go about in darkness [Ps. 82:5]. The truth, in spite 
of the strength of its manifestation, is entirely hidden from them, as is said of them: And now men 

17 Isaac Albalag, Tiqqun Deʿot ha-Philosophim, chapter 30 (Vajda’s edition: 50–51). 
18 Cf. Shlomo Pines, “The philosophical purport of Maimonides’ halachic works and the purport of 
The Guide of the Perplexed,” in Maimonides and Philosophy, eds. Shlomo Pines & Yirmiyahu Yovel 
(Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1986), 1–14.
19 Guide, Introduction to the First part, trans. Shlomo Pines, 5.
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see not the light which is bright in the skies. They are the vulgar among the people. There is then 
no occasion to mention them here in this Treatise.20 

The vulgar, as described in the above paragraph, are walking in the dark; they do 
not possess scientific and philosophical knowledge. Therefore, the vulgar are for-
bidden from reading the Guide, which attempts to reconcile between the principles 
of Judaism and the principles of philosophy. Albalag’s Tiqqun Deʿot ha-Philosophim, 
on the other hand, as he himself indicates, is a strictly philosophical book based on 
human knowledge rather than on faith (derekh yediʿa enoshit lo ʿal derekh emunah). 

Third, Albalag maintains, in Maimonides’ time the Aristotelian view of the eter-
nity of the world was considered heretical. In Albalag’s time, however, the vulgar 
people identify the view that the world is eternal with the view of Epicurus according 
to which the world came about by chance. However, if had they been exposed to Aver-
roes’ interpretation of the Aristotelian view, that is, the view of eternal creation, they 
would not have considered it to be heretical.

Cosmogony within Jewish Averroism
Maimonides’ sceptical voice with regard to the question of the origin of the world is 
interpreted unequivocally within an Aristotelian context by Jewish Averroists, mainly 
by Samuel ibn Tibbon, Isaac Albalag, and Isaac Polqar. Albalag and Polqar sought 
either to reject Maimonides in favour of Averroes or to read Maimonides as secretly 
teaching the doctrines of Averroes.

For Albalag and also for Polqar, the philosophical doctrine of the eternity of the 
world was equivalent to perpetual creation (ḥidush niẓḥi) , which was taught by the 
philosophers, the Bible, and the Rabbis. Albalag titled his work Sefer Tiqqun ha-De‘ot; 
on the face of it, this book aims to translate and discuss Al-Ghazālī’s Maqāṣid al-Falā-
sifa. In truth, however, the book is an independent work comprised of Albalag’s 
radical views. 

Polqar, in his chief work ‘Ezer ha-Dat [in Support of the Law], only offers his readers 
conclusions drawn from Averroes’ and Albalag’s discussions without elaborating the 
arguments supporting these conclusions. Albalag’s rigorous approach in favour of 
philosophical investigation leads him to openly advocate the Aristotelian view on the 
question of creation, notwithstanding that he does not refer to it as “eternity of the 
world”  but as perpetual creation (ḥidush niẓḥi) . He supports his theory of perpetual 
creation with philosophical arguments, rabbinic and biblical prooftexts, and with lin-
guistic reading of the verses as he understands them.21 Interestingly enough, although 

20 The Guide of the Perplexed, Introduction to the first part (Shlomo Pines translation, 7–8).
21 Albalag, Sefer Tiqqun ha-De‘ot, chapter 30. All references to Albalag Sefer Tiqqun ha-De‘ot are from 
Georges Vajda’s edition (Jerusalem: The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1973).
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Albalag’s and Polqar’s project is to defend Averroes’ Aristotelian philosophy, they do 
not merely seek to prove their theory of perpetual creation from a philosophical point 
of view. As we shall see, similarly to Averroes, who did not want to contradict verses 
from the Quran, Albalag and Polqar make the same effort to convince traditional Jews 
and biblical commentators that the key biblical verses regarding creation actually 
refer to perpetual creation.

Philosophical arguments supporting eternal creation

The disagreement between the Ash‘arite and the ancient philosophers with regard to 
the question of the origin of the world, according to Averroes, is very much connected 
to naming:

As for the question whether the world is eternal or has been generated, the disagreement 
between the Ash‘arite dialectical theologians and the ancient sages almost comes back, in my 
view, to a disagreement about naming, especially with respect to some of the Ancients. That is 
because they agree that there are three sorts of existing things: two extremes and one interme-
diate between the extremes. And they agree about naming the two extremes but disagree about 
the intermediate.22

According to Averroes, both the Ash‘arite and the ancients agree that there are three 
kinds of being: (1) one of the two extremes which is a being that exists from something 
other than itself and through something, namely, by an agent. This sort of “being,” 
argues Averroes, is what the Ash‘arite and the ancients call “generated” beings 
(muḥdath); (2) the second extreme is a being that has not come into existence from 
something or through something and that time does not precede. The Ash‘arite and 
the ancients, according to Averroes, refer to this kind of being as “eternal” (qadīm). 
The only existent in this category is God who is the agent of the whole; (3) the interme-
diate Averroes mentions is a being that has not come into existence from something 
and that time does not precede, however this being comes into existence by some-
thing, namely, an agent. In this category Averroes includes the world as a whole.23

Albalag begins his discussion of creation by referring to Al-Ghazāli’s two notions 
of agency in his Maqāṣid al-Falāsifa: “natural agent” and “voluntary agent.”24 
Albalag’s analysis of these two notions is deeply rooted in Averroes’ discussion on the 
difference between the two:

22 Averroes, Faṣl al-maqāl [Decisive Treatise], trans. Charles Butterworth (Provo and Utah: Brigham 
Young University Press, 2001), 14. 
23 Averroes, Faṣl al-maqāl, 14–15. Cf. Muammer Iskenderoğlu, Fakhr Al-Dīn Al-Rāzī and Thomas 
Aquinas on the Question of the Eternity of the World (Leiden, Boston, and Köln: Brill, 2002), 52–56. 
24 Cf. TD, chapter 30 [Vajda, 28]. See also TD chapter 23 [Vajda, 23–25].
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We observe in the empirical world two kinds of agents, one which performs exclusively one thing 
and this essentially, for instance warmth which causes heat and coldness which causes cold; and 
this kind is called by the philosophers natural agents. The second kind of agents are those that 
perform a certain act at one time and its opposite at another; these, acting only out of knowledge 
and deliberation, are called by the philosophers voluntary and selective agents.25 

“Natural Agent,” according to Averroes, is an agent that performs solely one action. 
“Voluntary Agent” is what Averroes describes as “one that performs a certain act at 
one time and its opposite at another.” God, according to Averroes is neither a “natural 
agent” nor a “voluntary agent,” but a “divine agent”:

But the First Agent cannot be described as having either of these two actions, in so far as these 
are ascribed to transitory things by the philosophers. For he who chooses and wills lacks the 
things which he wills, and God cannot lack anything He wills. And he who chooses makes a 
choice for himself of the better of two things, but God is in no need of a better condition. Further, 
when the willer has reached his object, his will ceases and, generally speaking, will is a passive 
quality and a change, but God is exempt from passivity and change.26

If God is neither a natural agent nor a voluntary agent, what kind of an agent is He? 
And, consequently, what is the relationship between God and the world, and how 
can we understand the existence of the world within the context of this third type of 
agency?

According to Averroes, since there is an essential difference between God and 
human beings, we must conclude that when it comes to God, choice, capacity, will, 
power, and wisdom are one. These attributes exist in God in a perfect manner, while 
they exist in human beings in an imperfect manner. Otherwise, the difference between 
God and humans would be effaced. Moreover, because human beings cannot fully 
grasp the true meaning of the unity of choice, will, power, and wisdom in God, they 
ascribe human attributes to God. God, according to Averroes, is the sole cause of the 
existence of the world, and the existence of all created things necessarily depends on 
God’s will (power, choice, and wisdom).

Albalag accepts Averroes’ distinction between human attributes and the attrib-
utes we ascribe to God. However, in his view, the problem of divine agency has not 
been fully resolved. In what way is the divine agent different from a natural or volun-
tary agent? The fact that there is a complete unity in God’s attributes does not mean 
that God cannot be perceived as a natural agent who can act only in the way deter-
mined by its nature; it also does not mean that God cannot act as a voluntary agent 
who perpetually acts in accordance with His wisdom. So, in order to justify the third 
type of agency – divine agency – Albalag maintains that, since the human attribute 
of choosing is essentially different from God’s choosing, we must conclude that God 

25 Averroes, Tahāfut al-Tahāfut, ¶ 148, 88. All quotations from the Tahāfut al-Tahāfut are taken from 
S. Van Der Bergh’s translation (London: E.J.W. Gibb Memorial Trust, 2012). 
26 Ibid.
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always chooses the best. In theory, God could choose to do something that is not the 
best, however, he never chooses to do so. God’s actions are constant. In other words, 
God combines the two kinds of agency: on the one hand, He is a voluntary agent and 
can, theoretically, choose to act in a certain way rather than another, and, on the 
other hand, He acts like a natural agent by always choosing the best action; namely, 
He perpetually chooses to create the world.27

Biblical and rabbinic justification of eternal creation

Albalag uses numerous examples from biblical and rabbinic texts in support of 
eternal creation, but we need to cite only a few sources in order to make our point. The 
most important example for our purposes is a line from Shaḥarit, the Morning Prayer, 
quoted by both Albalag and Polqar, which proclaims that God “renews His Creation 
continuously every day” (מחדש בכל יום תמיד מעשה בראשית).28 Since Polqar quoted the 
same line from Shaḥarit, he probably thought that this quotation most accurately cap-
tured the theory of perpetual creation. According to Albalag and Polqar, the Jewish 
Sages fully understood the nature of the relationship between God and the Universe. 
God did not act at a certain moment in time to bring the world into existence, for this 
sort of action would imply change in God. God created, He creates, and He will always 
create the world by virtue of being its cause. A perpetual action demands a perpetual 
effect. Inasmuch as God exists, He will be the perpetual cause of the world; Creation, 
in this sense, occurs continuously. 

Albalag also attempts to show that biblical verses, according to their figurative 
meaning, also imply eternal creation. He quotes Genesis 2:8, “The Lord God planted a 
garden in Eden from eternity (mi-keddem).” According to Albalag, the Torah alludes 
here to two important issues. First, the garden is the world of generation and passing 
away (עולם ההוויה וההפסד), and Eden represents the infinite heavens “where infinite 
pleasure endures.”29 The river mentioned two verses later – “A river issues from Eden 
to water the garden and it then divides and becomes four branches” – is in Albalag’s 
view “the general and natural form” that perpetually emanates from heaven to the 
sublunary world. The heavenly world continuously overflows into the world of the 
four elements (four branches). The second issue alluded to in this verse is the tight 

27 Cf. Seymour Feldman, “An Averroist Solution to a Maimonidean Perplexity,” Maimonidean Studies 
4 (2000): 15–31.
28 Cf. George Y. Kohler, Reading Maimonides’ Philosophy in 19th Century Germany. 144, n. 51. Here 
Kohler argues that Neo-Platonic Medieval Jewish philosophers and many kabbalists interpret this 
morning prayer as emanation. Albalag and Polqar are not to be identified with this Neo-Platonic view 
since they clearly state that the dependency of all created things is causal and not temporal resulted 
from the First Cause.
29 Albalag, Sefer Tiqqun ha-De‘ot, chapter 30, 47. 
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connection between heaven and earth: both exist eternally, with no beginning 
(mi-keddem). Albalag is aware that the simple and widely accepted meaning of 
mi-keddem is in the east or from the east; however, he interprets this verse allegori-
cally. The vulgar understand this passage as referring to an actual garden, Eden, and 
a river, both of which are located in the east. However, the philosophers understand 
the deep meaning of these verses and realize that in fact they imply eternal creation, 
exactly in accordance with the philosophers’ understanding of cosmogony.

Interpreting “Be-re’shit”

Albalag also follows Averroes with respect to interpreting scripture; of course, for 
Averroes the scripture is the Quran and for Albalag it is the Hebrew Bible. Averroes 
argues that the Quran does not explicitly teach Creation ex nihilo:

In addition to all this, these opinions about the world do not conform to the apparent sense of the 
Law. For if the apparent sense of the Law is scrutinized, it will become apparent from the verses 
comprising a communication about the coming into existence of the world that, in truth, its 
form is generated, whereas being itself and time extend continuously at both extremes – I mean, 
without interruption. That is because His statement (may He be exalted): And He is the one Who 
created the heavens and the earth in six days, and His throne was on the water [11:7], requires, in 
its apparent sense, an existence before this existence – namely, the throne and water – and a 
time before this time, I mean, the one joined to the form of this existence, which is the number 
of the movements of the heavenly sphere […] Nor do the dialectical theologians conform to the 
apparent sense of the Law in what they say about the world, but interpret it. For it is not [said] 
in the Law that God was existing along with sheer nothingness; no text whatever to this effect is 
to be found. So how is it to be conceived that the dialectical theologians’ interpretation of these 
verses would meet with consensus when the apparent sense of the Law with respect to the exis-
tence of the world, which we have stated, has already been stated by a faction among the sages?30

Here, Averroes provocatively argues that the theologians, the supposed defenders of 
the faith, deviated from the apparent meaning of the text and forced their interpre-
tation onto the verses of the Quran in maintaining that the sacred text teaches the 
theory of creation ex nihilo. It follows from Averroes’ analysis that, ironically enough, 
the philosophers’ view is closer to the apparent sense of the text than that of the dia-
lectical theologians. Moreover, since the theologians’ interpretation of a verse con-
tradicts reason, the philosophers ought to reject this interpretation and explain this 
verse in accordance with the intellect.

Following Averroes’ line of thought, Albalag also interprets verses in accordance 
with the intellect, suggesting that the meaning of Be-re’shit is “with wisdom.” The 
letter bet, or the Arabic bi or fi according to Albalag, is to be understood as “with,” 

30 Averroes, Faṣl al-maqāl, 21–22; Cf. The Guide of the Perplexed, 2:26.
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namely, “with” as implying an instrument (bet ha-Keli). Be-re’shit as “with wisdom” 
supports the theory of eternal creation, for it denies temporal creation, and instead 
proclaims that God’s wisdom (which is also His will, power, and choice, in keeping 
with Averroes’ analysis) is the instrument of eternal creation.

Albalag also offers another interpretation of Be-re’shit. Like Maimonides, he main-
tains that be-re’shit can be interpreted in two ways: in a temporal manner (ibtida’; teḥilah) 
or in a causal sense (mabda’; ‘illah). The first option, temporal creation, is, according to 
Albalag, the opinion of the vulgar (hamon) who believe that the world was created at a 
certain time. The second interpretation is espoused by Albalag; he emphasizes that his 
view not only does not contradict the biblical verse but actually accords with it.31

Conclusion
Albalag and Polqar adopt Averroes’ approach to explain the critically important the-
ological principle of creation. First, they argue that eternal creation is more plausible 
philosophically than the vulgar belief in creation ex nihilo. Second, they utilize the 
rabbinic sources such as the Morning Prayer and other biblical verses, texts that are 
familiar to the traditional Jew, and indicate that the sages perfectly understood the 
true relationship between God and the world. Third, basing their argument on the 
grammatical analysis of Be-re’shit, they maintain that God is the creator of the world 
in the causal rather than in the temporal sense. 

Thus, against Maimonides’ sceptical view that neither creation nor eternity can 
be demonstrated and that, at least from a philosophical point of view, the question is 
open, Albalag and Polqar unequivocally opt for the philosophical position of eternal 
creation, reinforcing the philosophical argument with biblical and rabbinic proof-
texts. Among medieval Jewish Averroists, therefore, Averroes’ rationalism triumphs 
over Maimonides’ scepticism. 
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Abner of Burgos (Alfonso of Valladolid). Minḥat Qenaot. Unpublished translation by Charles 

Manekin. Hebrew sections of the book translated by Isaac Baer. “The book of Minḥat Qenaot of 
Abner of Burgos and its influence on Rabbi Hasdai Crescas.” Tarbiz 11 (1939–40): 188–206.

Abner of Burgos (Alfonso of Valladolid). “Teshuvot la-Meḥaref” [Response to the Blasphemer]. 
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