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INTRODUCTION: A MONUMENT OF MEDIEVAL
THOUGHT

Few works in the history of  Western philosophy and theology
have commanded as much lasting respect and scrutiny as the
Summa Theologica  of  St.  Thomas Aquinas.  Written between
1265 and 1273, this monumental text represents the pinnacle of
Scholastic thought, a systematic synthesis of Christian doctrine
with  the  rediscovered  philosophy  of  Aristotle.  For  students,
scholars,  and  seekers  of  wisdom,  the  St  Thomas  Aquinas
Summa  Theologica  remains  an  indispensable  resource  for
exploring  the  deepest  questions  about  God,  ethics,  human
nature,  and  the  meaning  of  existence.  Its  influence  extends  far
beyond the walls of seminaries and universities, shaping legal
theory, natural science, and even modern discussions of justice.
This article explores the structure, core arguments, and enduring
legacy of this extraordinary work, offering a clear and accessible
guide to its contents and significance.

WHO WAS ST. THOMAS AQUINAS?

To  appreciate  the  Summa  Theologica,  it  is  essential  to
understand its author. Born around 1225 in Roccasecca, Italy,
Thomas Aquinas joined the Dominican Order against his family’s
wishes, an act that set him on a path of intense intellectual and
spiritual discipline. He studied under Albertus Magnus, one of the
greatest scholars of the age, and quickly distinguished himself as
a brilliant thinker capable of reconciling faith with reason. His
work as a theologian and philosopher earned him the title "Doctor
Angelicus"  (Angelic  Doctor)  and  later  "Doctor  Communis"
(Universal  Doctor).
Aquinas lived at a time when the works of Aristotle were entering
Europe through translations from Arabic and Greek sources. This
influx  of  pagan  philosophy  posed  a  challenge  to  Christian
thinkers: how could one reconcile Aristotelian logic and natural
philosophy with revealed truth? Aquinas met this challenge head-
on,  arguing  that  faith  and  reason  are  not  opposed  but
complementary. The Summa Theologica is, in many ways, the
grandest expression of this belief—a comprehensive attempt to
show that the truths of philosophy and the truths of theology
ultimately converge in God, who is the source of all truth.

THE PURPOSE AND STRUCTURE OF THE SUMMA
THEOLOGICA

A Textbook for Beginners
Aquinas wrote the Summa Theologica  with a specific audience
in mind: beginning theology students who needed a clear, orderly
presentation of Catholic doctrine. As he states in the prologue, he
wanted to avoid the "multiplication of useless questions, articles,
and arguments" that often confused newcomers. The result is a
work of extraordinary clarity and logical structure, designed to
guide the reader step by step from the most basic questions
about  God  to  the  most  complex  issues  of  grace  and  the
sacraments.

The Three Parts of the
Summa
The Summa Theologica is divided into three main parts, each
addressing a different aspect of the theological landscape:

Prima Pars (Part I): Deals with God and creation. This
section explores God's existence, nature, and attributes, as
well as the Trinity, the angels, and the creation of the
physical world and humanity.
Prima Secundae (Part I of Part II): Examines the
general principles of morality, including the ultimate end of
human life, the nature of happiness, human acts and
passions, habits, virtue, law, and grace.
Secunda Secundae (Part II of Part II): Moves from
general principles to the specific virtues and vices, offering
a detailed moral theology that covers theological virtues
(faith, hope, charity) and cardinal virtues (prudence,
justice, fortitude, temperance).
Tertia Pars (Part III): Focuses on Christ and the means of
salvation, including the Incarnation, the life of Christ, the
sacraments, and the resurrection.

The  work  was  never  finished.  Aquinas  stopped  writing  after  a
mystical  experience  during  Mass  on  December  6,  1273,
reportedly saying, "Everything I have written seems like straw to
me compared to what I  have seen." He left  the Tertia Pars
incomplete,  and  the  section  on  the  sacraments  was  later
completed by his followers using his notes and other writings.

KEY THEMES AND ARGUMENTS IN THE SUMMA
THEOLOGICA

The Five Ways: Proving
God's Existence
Perhaps  the  most  famous  passages  in  the  entire  Summa
Theologica are the Five Ways (Quinque Viae), five arguments for
the  existence  of  God  presented  in  the  first  part  of  the  work.
These arguments are not meant to be proofs in the mathematical
sense but rather demonstrations that reason can arrive at the
existence of a First Cause, a Prime Mover, and a Necessary Being.
The Five Ways are:

Argument from Motion: Everything in motion is moved1.
by another, and this chain cannot go on infinitely;
therefore, there must be a First Mover, which is God.
Argument from Efficient Cause: Every effect has a2.
cause, and there must be a First Cause that is itself
uncaused.
Argument from Possibility and Necessity: Things in3.
the world come into existence and pass away; there must
be a being that exists necessarily, which we call God.
Argument from Gradation: We observe degrees of4.
goodness, truth, and nobility in things; there must be a
maximum that causes all other things to be good and true.
Argument from Design: The order and purpose evident5.
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in nature imply an intelligent designer.

These arguments remain central to natural theology and are still
debated by philosophers and scientists today. Their placement at
the very beginning of the Summa Theologica signals Aquinas’s
commitment to reason as a foundation for faith.

Natural Law and Human
Morality
Another  cornerstone  of  the  St  Thomas  Aquinas  Summa
Theologica  is  its  treatment  of  law  and  morality.  Aquinas
distinguishes between four kinds of law: eternal law (God’s plan
for creation), natural law (the rational creature’s participation in
eternal law), human law (positive laws enacted by societies), and
divine law (scripture and revelation). His concept of natural law
has  had  a  profound  influence  on  Western  legal  and  ethical
thought.  According  to  Aquinas,  natural  law  is  based  on  the
fundamental precept that "good is to be done and pursued, and
evil is to be avoided." From this first principle, reason can deduce
more specific moral  norms,  such as the duty to preserve life,  to
procreate and educate children,  to  seek truth,  and to  live  in
society.
This  approach  to  ethics  is  both  rational  and  realistic.  It
acknowledges  that  humans  are  social  beings  with  a  natural
inclination toward virtue, but it also recognizes the need for grace
and divine guidance to overcome the effects of sin. The Summa
Theologica  offers  a  detailed  analysis  of  the  virtues—both
theological  and  cardinal—showing  how  they  perfect  human
actions and lead to happiness.

Grace and Nature
A central theme running through the entire Summa Theologica
is the relationship between grace and nature. Aquinas famously
taught that "grace does not destroy nature but perfects it." This
principle  has  wide-ranging  implications.  It  means  that  human
reason, despite its limitations, is a reliable guide to truth in the
natural order. Philosophy, science, and the arts are not enemies
of  faith  but  can be enriched by  it.  At  the  same time,  grace
elevates human nature, enabling it to achieve its ultimate end:
union with God in the beatific vision.
Aquinas’s  balanced  view  of  nature  and  grace  has  made  the
Summa Theologica a resource not only for theologians but also
for philosophers, scientists, and artists who seek to understand
the harmony between the natural and the supernatural.

THE INFLUENCE AND LEGACY OF THE SUMMA
THEOLOGICA

Impact on Catholic
Theology
The  Summa Theologica  quickly  became a  standard  text  in
Catholic theological  education. By the sixteenth century, Pope
Leo  XIII,  in  his  encyclical  Aeterni  Patris  (1879),  declared  the
philosophy  and  theology  of  Aquinas  to  be  the  foundation  of
Catholic  intellectual  life.  The work  remains  a  central  point  of
reference for Catholic moral theology, especially in areas such as
natural  law  theory,  the  theology  of  the  sacraments,  and
Christology. The Catechism of the Catholic Church itself draws
heavily on the Summa Theologica in its exposition of doctrine.

Broader Philosophical
Influence
Beyond theology, the St Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologica
has shaped Western philosophy in countless ways. The Five Ways
continue  to  be  discussed  in  philosophy  of  religion  courses.
Aquinas’s  theory  of  analogy,  his  account  of  the  relationship
between essence and existence, and his views on the nature of
the soul have all had a profound impact. Thinkers as diverse as
Dante  Alighieri,  John  Locke,  G.W.F.  Hegel,  and  even  modern
analytical  philosophers  like  Elizabeth  Anscombe  and  Alasdair
MacIntyre  have engaged with  Aquinas’s  ideas.  The  revival  of
virtue ethics in the twentieth century owes much to the detailed
analysis of virtue found in the Secunda Secundae.

Relevance for
Contemporary Readers
Why should a modern reader, especially one outside the Catholic
tradition, invest time in the Summa Theologica? The answer
lies in the work’s enduring ability to provoke deep thought about
the most fundamental questions: Does God exist? What is the
purpose of  human life? How should we live? What is  justice?
Aquinas’s  method—clear,  logical,  and  open  to  objections—offers
a model of intellectual honesty and humility. He does not shy
away from difficult questions, and his willingness to engage with
opposing viewpoints makes the Summa Theologica a timeless
exercise in critical thinking.
Moreover,  the work’s structure as a series of "questions" and
"articles" makes it surprisingly accessible. Each article typically
begins with an objection, followed by Aquinas’s response (often
beginning with the famous phrase Respondeo dicendum quod, "I
answer that it must be said that"), and then replies to the initial
objections. This dialectical format invites readers to think along
with Aquinas, testing their own reasoning against his.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR READING THE SUMMA
THEOLOGICA

Approaching  a  text  as  vast  as  the  Summa  Theologica
(approximately 3,500 pages in many editions) can be daunting.
Here  are  a  few  suggestions  for  making  the  journey  more
manageable:

Start with Part I, Question 2: The famous Five Ways are
found in Question 2 of the First Part. Reading this selection
provides a vivid introduction to Aquinas’s method and style.
Use a good translation: The translation by the Fathers of
the English Dominican Province is the classic English
version. More recent translations, such as those by Alfred J.
Freddoso or the Hackett edition, are also excellent.
Read with a companion guide: Works by authors such
as G.K. Chesterton, Peter Kreeft, or Edward Feser can
provide helpful context and commentary.
Focus on one topic: Instead of trying to read the whole
work, choose a theme that interests you—such as natural
law, virtue, or the nature of God—and explore the relevant
questions.

CONCLUSION

The St Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologica is far more than
a  historical  artifact;  it  is  a  living  dialogue  with  the  deepest
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questions of human existence. Its combination of rigorous logic,
spiritual depth, and encyclopedic scope makes it one of the most
remarkable  achievements  in  the  history  of  human  thought.
Whether one approaches it as a believer seeking to understand
the faith, a philosopher searching for truth, or a curious reader
captivated by the sheer  power of  a  great  mind at  work,  the

Summa  Theologica  offers  an  experience  that  is  both
intellectually  stimulating and spiritually  enriching.  In  a age of
information overload and rapid change, the patient, orderly, and
compassionate reasoning of Thomas Aquinas reminds us that the
pursuit of wisdom remains a noble and necessary endeavor.


