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st thomas aquinas summa theologica stands as one of the most influential works in Christian theology and
philosophy. Written in the 13th century by the Dominican friar and theologian St. Thomas Aquinas, this
monumental text systematically explores the nature of God, morality, human purpose, and salvation. The
Summa Theologica combines Aristotelian philosophy with Christian doctrine, forming a cornerstone for
Scholasticism and Catholic teaching. This article examines the historical context, structure, key themes, and
lasting impact of the Summa Theologica. Readers will gain insight into how Aquinas’s methodical approach
and theological insights continue to shape theological discourse and ethical reflection today. The following
sections provide a comprehensive overview of this enduring masterpiece.

Historical Background of St. Thomas Aquinas and the Summa Theologica

Structure and Composition of the Summa Theologica

Core Themes and Philosophical Contributions

Impact on Theology and Philosophy

Contemporary Relevance and Study

Historical Background of St. Thomas Aquinas and the Summa
Theologica
St. Thomas Aquinas, born in 1225 in Italy, was a medieval theologian and philosopher whose work
profoundly influenced Christian thought. His education combined rigorous study of Aristotelian philosophy
with deep commitment to Christian doctrine. The Summa Theologica was composed primarily between
1265 and 1274, intended as a comprehensive guide for theology students at the University of Paris. This
work was meant to clarify and unify Christian teachings in an era marked by intellectual debate and
scholastic inquiry.

Life and Education of St. Thomas Aquinas
Aquinas entered the Dominican Order against his noble family’s wishes and pursued studies in Naples,
Cologne, and Paris. His exposure to Aristotle and other classical thinkers shaped his method of rational
inquiry into theological questions. Aquinas’s synthesis of faith and reason marked a turning point in
medieval scholarship.



Purpose of the Summa Theologica
The Summa Theologica was designed as an instructional text to present Christian theology in a systematic
and accessible manner. It addresses fundamental questions about God, creation, morality, and salvation,
aiming to provide clear answers grounded in both scripture and reason.

Structure and Composition of the Summa Theologica
The Summa Theologica is meticulously organized into three main parts, each subdivided into numerous
questions and articles. This structure allows Aquinas to examine complex theological issues step by step,
providing objections, counterarguments, and definitive answers in a clear format.

The Three Main Parts
The work is divided as follows:

Part I (Prima Pars): Focuses on God, creation, angels, and the nature of humanity.

Part II (Prima Secundae and Secunda Secundae): Explores human morality, virtues, law, and grace.

Part III (Tertia Pars): Centers on Christ, the sacraments, and eschatology (end times).

Method of Disputation
Aquinas employs a scholastic method where each article begins with objections to a position, followed by a
"sed contra" (on the contrary) statement, and concludes with his own reasoned response. This dialectical
approach demonstrates the interaction between faith and reason.

Core Themes and Philosophical Contributions
The Summa Theologica addresses numerous theological and philosophical topics, synthesizing Christian
doctrine with Aristotelian philosophy. Its core themes underscore the nature of God, ethical living, and the
ultimate purpose of human existence.



The Existence and Nature of God
Aquinas presents five arguments for the existence of God, known as the "Five Ways," which include the
arguments from motion, causation, contingency, degree, and teleology. These arguments aim to
demonstrate God’s existence through observable reality and logical reasoning.

Human Nature and Morality
The Summa explores the nature of the human soul, free will, and the pursuit of happiness. Aquinas
articulates a natural law theory, positing that moral principles are grounded in human nature and reason,
reflecting divine law.

The Role of Virtue and Grace
Aquinas distinguishes between natural virtues, acquired through human effort, and theological virtues,
which are gifts from God. His treatment of grace explains how divine assistance enables humans to achieve
supernatural ends beyond natural capacity.

Impact on Theology and Philosophy
The influence of the Summa Theologica permeates Catholic theology, Western philosophy, and beyond. It
became a foundational text for the Catholic Church, especially after being endorsed by Pope Leo XIII in the
19th century as a key resource for theological education.

Integration of Faith and Reason
Aquinas’s work bridges the gap between faith and reason, affirming that rational inquiry can support and
deepen religious belief. This integration shaped scholasticism and remains vital in contemporary theological
debates.

Influence on Ethical and Political Thought
The natural law theory presented in the Summa has informed moral philosophy and legal theory,
influencing thinkers from medieval scholastics to modern philosophers. It provides a framework for
understanding human rights, justice, and the moral obligations of individuals and societies.



Contemporary Relevance and Study
Today, the Summa Theologica continues to be studied by theologians, philosophers, and scholars interested
in ethics, metaphysics, and Christian doctrine. Its comprehensive treatment of theological issues provides
valuable insight into perennial questions about existence and morality.

Academic and Religious Applications
The work is used in seminaries and universities worldwide as a fundamental text for understanding
Catholic theology and philosophy. It also informs contemporary debates on topics such as bioethics, social
justice, and interfaith dialogue.

Challenges and Critiques
While highly respected, the Summa has faced critique regarding its medieval context and assumptions.
Modern scholars analyze its content critically, exploring both its strengths and limitations in light of
contemporary knowledge and pluralistic perspectives.

Key Reasons to Study the Summa Theologica

Gain a deep understanding of medieval Christian theology and philosophy.

Explore the synthesis of Aristotelian philosophy with Christian doctrine.

Examine foundational arguments for the existence of God.

Understand the development of natural law and ethics.

Appreciate the historical and ongoing influence on Western intellectual tradition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'Summa Theologica' by St. Thomas Aquinas?
The 'Summa Theologica' is a comprehensive theological work written by St. Thomas Aquinas in the 13th
century. It systematically presents Christian theology, addressing key questions about God, morality, and



salvation.

Why is the 'Summa Theologica' considered important in Christian
theology?
The 'Summa Theologica' is important because it synthesizes Aristotelian philosophy with Christian
doctrine, providing a rational foundation for faith and influencing Catholic teaching and Western
philosophy for centuries.

How is the 'Summa Theologica' structured?
The 'Summa Theologica' is divided into three main parts: the existence and nature of God, ethics and
human behavior, and Christology and sacraments. Each part is further divided into questions and articles
addressing specific theological issues.

What are some key concepts discussed in the 'Summa Theologica'?
Key concepts include the existence of God (including the Five Ways), natural law, the nature of sin and
grace, virtues, the incarnation of Christ, and the sacraments.

Is the 'Summa Theologica' still relevant for modern theological studies?
Yes, the 'Summa Theologica' remains relevant as it provides foundational insights into Christian theology,
ethics, and philosophy. It continues to be studied in seminaries and by scholars interested in the relationship
between faith and reason.

Additional Resources
1. “The Philosophy of Saint Thomas Aquinas” by Étienne Gilson
This book offers an in-depth exploration of Aquinas’s philosophy as presented in the Summa Theologica.
Gilson, a renowned scholar of medieval philosophy, examines the intellectual context and the major themes
of Aquinas’s work. The book provides readers with a clear understanding of Aquinas’s synthesis of
Aristotelian philosophy and Christian theology.

2. “Aquinas: A Beginner’s Guide” by Edward Feser
Feser’s guide is an accessible introduction to the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas, focusing on key concepts
from the Summa Theologica. It breaks down complex theological and philosophical ideas into
understandable language for newcomers. The book covers topics such as metaphysics, ethics, and natural
law in Aquinas’s framework.

3. “The Cambridge Companion to Aquinas” edited by Norman Kretzmann and Eleonore Stump
This collection of essays by leading scholars provides a comprehensive overview of Aquinas’s work,



including detailed discussions of the Summa Theologica. It addresses Aquinas’s methods, major doctrines,
and his influence on both medieval and modern thought. The volume is ideal for readers seeking scholarly
insight into Aquinas’s theology.

4. “Summa Theologica: A Concise Translation” by Timothy McDermott
McDermott’s translation offers a more approachable version of Aquinas’s monumental text, making the
Summa Theologica accessible to a wider audience. The concise format retains the essence of Aquinas’s
arguments while simplifying the language. This edition is well-suited for students and general readers
interested in Aquinas’s theology.

5. “The Ethics of Aquinas” by Stephen J. Pope
Focusing on the moral philosophy found in the Summa Theologica, Pope’s work explores Aquinas’s views
on virtue, natural law, and human purpose. The book contextualizes Aquinas’s ethical teachings within
both medieval and contemporary frameworks. It is a valuable resource for understanding how Aquinas’s
ethics remain relevant today.

6. “Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good: Reason and Human Happiness in Aquinas’s Moral Science” by
Romanus Cessario
This study delves into Aquinas’s conception of human happiness and the role of reason in achieving the
ultimate good, as outlined in the Summa Theologica. Cessario carefully examines Aquinas’s moral theology
and its implications for human flourishing. The book is particularly useful for readers interested in the
philosophical underpinnings of Aquinas’s ethics.

7. “The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas” edited by Brian Davies and Eleonore Stump
This handbook provides a thorough scholarly analysis of Aquinas’s thought, including extensive coverage of
the Summa Theologica. It explores Aquinas’s metaphysics, epistemology, theology, and ethics through
contributions from leading experts. The volume serves as a comprehensive reference for advanced students
and scholars.

8. “Aquinas’s Shorter Summa: Saint Thomas’s Own Concise Version of His Summa Theologica” translated by
Timothy McDermott
This book presents Aquinas’s own abbreviated version of the Summa Theologica, offering readers a succinct
yet authentic glimpse into his theological system. McDermott’s translation makes this lesser-known text
accessible, highlighting Aquinas’s method and key theological points. It is ideal for those looking to
understand Aquinas’s thought in a more concise format.

9. “Thomas Aquinas and the Metaphysics of Causality” by Brian Davies
Davies examines the intricate metaphysical concepts in Aquinas’s Summa Theologica, focusing on the
doctrine of causality. The book explores how Aquinas integrates Aristotelian causality with Christian
theology to explain existence and change. It is a critical resource for readers interested in the philosophical
foundations of Aquinas’s theology.
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