
St Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologica

St. Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologica is one of the most significant works in the history
of Western philosophy and theology. Written in the 13th century, this comprehensive text
encapsulates the synthesis of Christian theology with Aristotelian philosophy,
demonstrating how reason and faith can coexist harmoniously. Aquinas, a Dominican friar
and theologian, aimed to provide a systematic and comprehensive account of Christian
doctrine, addressing questions regarding God, morality, human nature, and the purpose of
life. This article will explore the structure, content, and impact of the Summa Theologica,
as well as its relevance in contemporary discussions on faith and reason.

Structure of the Summa Theologica

The Summa Theologica is divided into three main parts, each containing numerous
questions and articles that delve into various theological concepts. This organization



reflects Aquinas's methodical approach to theology and philosophy.

Part I: The Prima Pars (First Part)

The first part of the Summa Theologica focuses primarily on God, His existence, and His
nature. It contains a total of 119 questions divided into several sections:

1. The Existence of God: Aquinas offers five proofs for the existence of God, known as the
Five Ways:
- The Argument from Motion: Everything in motion must have been set in motion by
something else, ultimately leading to an unmoved mover, which is God.
- The Argument from Causation: Every effect has a cause, leading to the conclusion that
there must be a first cause, which is God.
- The Argument from Contingency: Things exist that could either exist or not exist; thus,
there must be a necessary being that causes contingent beings, which is God.
- The Argument from Degree: The gradation of goodness in the world suggests the
existence of a perfect being, which is God.
- The Argument from Design: The order and purpose in creation indicate an intelligent
designer, which is God.

2. The Nature of God: Aquinas explores God's attributes, such as simplicity, perfection,
goodness, omniscience, and omnipotence.

3. The Trinity: The first part concludes with discussions on the Trinity, the Incarnation,
and the role of Jesus Christ in salvation.

Part II: The Secunda Pars (Second Part)

The second part is divided into two sections, the Prima Secundae (First of the Second) and
the Secunda Secundae (Second of the Second). This part addresses moral philosophy and
human action.

1. Human Acts: Aquinas discusses the nature of human acts, distinguishing between
voluntary and involuntary actions, and the role of reason in moral decision-making.
2. The Nature of Law: He defines law as an ordinance of reason for the common good, and
he categorizes it into four types:
- Eternal Law: The divine wisdom that governs the universe.
- Natural Law: The participation of rational creatures in the eternal law, guiding morality.
- Human Law: Laws created by humans to govern society.
- Divine Law: Laws revealed by God, primarily through Scripture.

3. Virtues: Aquinas also discusses the cardinal virtues (prudence, justice, fortitude, and
temperance) and the theological virtues (faith, hope, and charity).



Part III: The Tertia Pars (Third Part)

The third part focuses on Christ and the sacraments, exploring the means by which
salvation is achieved.

1. The Incarnation: Aquinas explains the significance of Christ’s dual nature as both divine
and human, affirming His role as the mediator between God and humanity.
2. The Sacraments: He examines the seven sacraments of the Church, their purpose, and
their effects on the believer’s spiritual life.
3. Eschatology: The final sections of the Summa Theologica discuss the end times,
resurrection, heaven, hell, and the final judgment.

Key Themes in the Summa Theologica

The Summa Theologica covers numerous themes that remain relevant in philosophical and
theological discourse today. Below are some key themes explored by Aquinas:

1. Faith and Reason: Aquinas famously argued that faith and reason are not in conflict but
rather complement each other. He believed that rational inquiry could lead one to a
deeper understanding of faith.

2. Moral Philosophy: His discussions on ethics and morality have influenced Christian
ethics significantly. The concept of natural law has been particularly impactful in
discussions about human rights and moral obligations.

3. The Nature of God: Aquinas’s exploration of God's attributes has shaped theological
discussions for centuries. His arguments for the existence of God are still taught in
philosophy and theology courses around the world.

4. Human Dignity and Purpose: Aquinas emphasized the inherent dignity of human beings
created in the image of God. He argued that humans have a purpose to seek truth and
goodness, contributing to moral philosophy and human rights discussions.

Impact and Legacy of the Summa Theologica

The Summa Theologica has left an indelible mark on both Christian theology and Western
philosophy. Its influence can be seen in various fields:

1. Catholic Theology: The Summa has been a foundational text for Catholic education and
catechesis. It is often used as a reference point for understanding Catholic doctrine.

2. Philosophy: Aquinas's integration of Aristotelian philosophy with Christian theology
opened new avenues for philosophical inquiry. His work has influenced countless
philosophers, including René Descartes, Immanuel Kant, and Martin Heidegger.

3. Ecumenical Dialogue: The Summa has also been a vital resource in ecumenical



discussions, helping bridge gaps between different Christian denominations and fostering
a better understanding of shared beliefs.

4. Contemporary Issues: The themes explored in the Summa Theologica continue to
resonate in modern discussions on ethics, human rights, and the relationship between
science and religion.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the St. Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologica is a monumental work that has
significantly shaped the landscape of theology and philosophy. Through its systematic
approach to complex theological questions, Aquinas has provided a framework that
continues to be relevant today. The enduring themes of faith and reason, morality, the
nature of God, and human dignity found within the Summa challenge readers to engage in
deep reflection about their beliefs and the world around them. As we navigate the
complexities of contemporary life, Aquinas's insights remain a valuable resource for
understanding the intersection of faith, reason, and ethics. Whether one approaches the
Summa Theologica as a religious text or a philosophical treatise, its impact is undeniable,
offering a rich legacy that continues to inspire scholars, theologians, and seekers of truth.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of St. Thomas Aquinas'
Summa Theologica?
The main purpose of the Summa Theologica is to provide a comprehensive overview of
Christian theology, addressing the existence of God, the nature of faith, morality, and the
sacraments, ultimately aiming to guide readers towards a deeper understanding of divine
truth.

How is the Summa Theologica structured?
The Summa Theologica is structured in three main parts: the first part addresses God and
creation, the second part discusses human action and morality, and the third part focuses
on Christ and the sacraments, with each part further divided into questions and articles.

What are the key philosophical influences on St.
Thomas Aquinas in the Summa Theologica?
St. Thomas Aquinas was significantly influenced by Aristotelian philosophy, particularly in
his use of reason and logic to explore theological questions, as well as Neoplatonism and
the writings of earlier Church Fathers.



What role does reason play in the Summa Theologica?
In the Summa Theologica, reason plays a crucial role as Aquinas argues that human
reason can complement faith, helping to understand and articulate theological truths,
demonstrating that faith and reason are harmonious.

What are the Five Ways of proving the existence of God
presented in the Summa Theologica?
The Five Ways are: the Argument from Motion, the Argument from Causation, the
Argument from Contingency, the Argument from Degrees of Perfection, and the
Teleological Argument, each providing a different rationale for God's existence.

How does Aquinas define the concept of 'natural law' in
the Summa Theologica?
Aquinas defines natural law as the rational creature's participation in the eternal law of
God, which guides moral behavior through principles that can be discerned through
reason, leading to the common good.

What is the significance of the Summa Theologica in
Catholic theology?
The Summa Theologica is considered one of the most important works in Catholic
theology, serving as a foundational text for understanding Catholic doctrine and has
influenced countless theologians, philosophers, and scholars over the centuries.

How does St. Thomas Aquinas address the relationship
between faith and reason?
St. Thomas Aquinas posits that faith and reason are complementary; faith provides truths
that are beyond reason's grasp, while reason can help in understanding and articulating
those truths, ensuring that both can coexist harmoniously in the pursuit of truth.
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