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Abstract

Creation and Providence in the Thought of Robert Boyle
(1627-1691)

Samuel Y, Lee (Kosin University)

While most scholars studying the thought of Boyle focus their
attention on the issue of mechanical or corpuscular philosophy,
this article especially deals with his understanding of creation
providence. In order to achieve this purpose, his theology has
been briefly delineated by introducing and giving general
comments on his important works. Boyle’s thought on creation
can be seen in following terms. First, God created matter in
its motionless state in order to refute the claims of atheistic
atomists like Democritus and Lucretius, who argued that matter
has been existing in the state of perpetual motion from eternity.
Second, God provided the law of motion since the matter was
supposed to be divided into smaller parts with particular structures
and shapes. In this way, Boyle understood all living matter in
its original state was provided with certain kind of seminal
principles. Third, God created all things with his omnipotent
power. Boyle’s understanding of ommipotence of God was

centered around voluntarism. It is assumed that there was a
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distinction between original creation and secondary creation,
which was mainly seen in terms of the formation of order among
matters. The original creation was usually expressed with the
concept of ‘absolute power of God’, while the secondary creation
with that of ‘ordained power of God’.

Fourth, Boyle’s though on providence was heavily directed
toward the idea of concurrence or concourse. By concentrating
on the issue of concurrence, Boyle’s understanding of providence,
in contrast to that of John Calvin, had lost a vital and important
link to the doctrine of salvation.
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Key words | Robert Boyle, creation, providence, me-
chanical philosophy, corpuscular phi-
losophy, voluntarism
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34) Works 3,48; 5, 179 (A Free Inquiry into the Vulgary Receiv’d Notions of Nature, 1686); 2,
48.

35) Works 3, 15.

36) Works 1, 504, 506.
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37) Works 3, 16.

38) Works 3,297 (“History of Particular Quantities™).

39) Alan F. Chalmers, “The Lack of Excellency of Boyle’s Mechanical Philosophy”, Studies
in the History and Philosophy of Science 24 (1993), 545; Alan Gabbey, “The Mechanical
Philosophy and Its Problems: Mechanical Explanations, Impenetrability and Perpetual
Motion”, in Change and Progress in Modern Science, ed. J. C. Pitt (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1985),
31-32.

40) Works 3, 47; 2, 42 (“Requisite Digression”).
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41) Works 5, 170.

42) Ibidem.

43) Sargent, The Diffident Naturalist, 96.

44) Works 3, 782 (“A Paradox of the Natural and Preternatural State of Bodies™).
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49) Peter R. Anstey, The Philosophy of Robert Boyle (London & New York: Routledge, 2000),
205-208.
50) Works 5, 414 (A Disquisiton about the Final Causes of Natural Things, 1688).
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51) Francis Oakley, Omnipotence, Covenant and Order: An Excursion in the History of Ideas
from Abelard to Leibniz (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univ. Press, 1984), 85.

52) B o] A4 0 7 70| JS ol oA F o) & 851 H =Tl tlai A=
U2 3318 A, Wojcik, Robert Boyle and the Limits of Reason, 201-204.

53) Works 4, 68-69 (Excellency and Grounds of Mechanical Hypothesis, 1674).

54) Works 3, 23 (The Origins of Forms and Qualities).
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55) Sargent, The Diffident Naturalist, 99: “The presence of physical determinism in the world
did not in any way decrease the power that God had over his creation. Rather, determinism
was an actual manifestation of power.”
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57) Works 5, 199 (A Free Inquiry into the Vulgary Receiv’d Notions of Nature).
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58) Works 5, 519 (The Christian Virtuoso, I).

59) Works 5, 521 (The Christian Virtuoso, I).

60) J. E. McGuire, “Boyle’s of Conception of Nature”, Journal of the History of Ideas 33/4 (1972),
536.

61) Timothy Shanahan, “God and Nature in the Thought of Robert Boyle”, Journal of the History
of Philosophy 26 (1988), 554-59.
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62) John Calvin, “Against the Fanatics and Furious Sect of the Libertines who are Called
’Spirituals’”, in Calvin: Theological Treatises, ed. J. K. S. Reid, Library of Christian Classics
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1954), 242f.

63) Ibid., 247.
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65) Works 5, 521.
66) Works 5, 517.
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67) Works 4, 161 (Some Considerations about the Reconcileableness of Reason and Religion,
1675).
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