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St. Augustine 
and Aquinas 

I. The Middle Ages 



Rome collapses in 
the fifth century, 
ushering in a 
period known as 
the Middle Ages 
which runs from 
approximately 
400 to 1300 a.d. 
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The first half of 
the period was 
know as the 
“Dark Ages” 
since learning 
and other 
advancement 
virtually 
disappeared.  
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However, the 
Islamic world 
was flourishing 
and through 
increased 
contact with that 
civilization, 
Europe had a 
revival in 
learning.  
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In the second half of the Middle Ages, the 
system of feudalism was firmly in place.  
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It was an exceptionally complex network of 
rights and obligations and class 
rankings from monarch to serf. 
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The class you were born into was the class 

you remained until death (hmm….what’s 
changed?) 



The dominant 
force throughout 
this period was 
the Church of 
Rome, which 
maintained a 
hierarchy of 
authority and 
law. 
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Most philosophical discussions which 
occurred during this time, took place 
within the framework of this theology. 
Two of the most influential thinkers of 
this time were Augustine and Aquinas. 
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II. Augustine 
(Early Middle Ages: 

354-430 a.d.) 



His work is a 
bridge between 
the classical 
pagan thinkers 
and ensuing 
Christian 
scholars.  
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His major work is 
The City of God 
where he 
distinguishes 
between the 
heavenly city 
and the earthly 
city. 
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The City of God 
offers grace and 
salvation to 
those who love 
God; the earthly 
(secular) city 
exists to secure 
order and justice 
in a sinful world, 
but is also 
subject to God. 
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As opposed to pre-Christian writers, who 
did not have a conception of linear 
advancement or improvement of the 
human condition, Augustine argues that 
the appearance of the Christian church 
offered the means toward perfection and 
that history was a struggle moving in 
that direction. 
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III. Aquinas  
(Late Middle Ages: 

1225-1274 a.d.) 
 



Aquinas lived 
and wrote 
when the 
feudal system 
was firmly 
established 
and society 
highly 
structured.  
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He attempted to 
integrate the 
ideas of Aristotle 
with the 
teachings of the 
church and has 
disciples (known 
as “Thomists”) 
even to the 
present day.   

OUR PRE-MODERN HERITAGE: 
GOD, THE BIBLE, AUGUSTINE, AND AQUINAS 



OUR PRE-MODERN HERITAGE: 
GOD, THE BIBLE, AUGUSTINE, AND AQUINAS 

Like Augustine, his  
thought was bounded  
and guided by the  
assumptions of  
Christianity; but he  
differed from him in  
believing that the state  
could be a means of  
freeing individuals. 
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Government is a natural development to meet 
legitimate human  
needs and political  
power can be put into  
the service of fixing  
practical problems  
and developing  
human virtue. 
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For Aquinas, the world was hierarchically 
arranged, with God at the top ruling through 
divine reason. Below this, governments and 
individuals tried to act within the moral limits 
imposed by fallible human nature.  
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IV. The Dawn of the 
Modern Era  

(1300 – 1500 a.d.) 



At this point in 
history the 
individual 
becomes an 
identifiable, 
discrete entity, 
unique, 
autonomous, as 
opposed to being 
identified by tribe, 
community, or 
class. 
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Machiavelli’s The 
Prince is a 
product of this 
era.  

OUR PRE-MODERN HERITAGE: 
GOD, THE BIBLE, AUGUSTINE, AND AQUINAS 



OUR PRE-MODERN HERITAGE: 
GOD, THE BIBLE, AUGUSTINE, AND AQUINAS 

Why the change in philosophical 
outlook? 



1. The rise of 
Protestant 
religions which 
put more 
emphasis on 
the importance 
of individual 
conscience.  
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2. The decay of 
feudalism and 
the rise of 
entrepreneurial 
capitalism.  
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3. Scientific advances stimulated belief in 
the power of human rationality.  



4. Each of these 
factors 
encouraged new 
political ideas, 
especially the 
idea that 
governments 
should be more 
responsive to 
their citizens.  
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Christianity  
And  

The Bible 
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Important Points: 
 
1. Difference between Old and New Testaments. 
2. Academic vs. theological interpretations. 
3. 3 reasons to believe in the existence of God. 
 a. Human rationality (natural theology) 
 b. Bible, church, miracles (revealed 
 theology) 
 c. Direct knowledge (experiential theology) 
4. The “problem of evil” as disproving God’s 
existence. 
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I. Theory of the 
Universe 
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God created the universe. 



God does not 
have a “body” 
and is not one 
object among 
others in the 
universe.  
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He does not 
occupy a 
position in 
space or last 
for a certain 
length of time.  
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He is not 
identified with 
the whole 
universe or the 
sum total of 
everything that 
exists 
(pantheism).  
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God is not a scientific postulate, or an 
abstraction, or a “mere architect” 
(deism).  
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II. Theory of 
Human Nature 
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Creation stories in Genesis should be 

viewed “symbolically,” using myths and 
parables, not historically or scientifically. 



Humans are 
continuous 
with nature and 
yet dominion 
over it.  
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The notion of 
freedom 
leading to a 
choice; belief 
in Him or 
faithlessness. 
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The story of Abraham (the testing of faith). 
1. Leaving his homeland 
2. Parting with  
his nephew Lot 
3. God’s  
promise of a  
son (Isaac) 
4. The sacrifice 
 of Isaac 
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III. Diagnosis 



Basic problem: we 
are infected with 
sin, misuse free 
will, choose evil 
rather than 
good, and 
therefore disrupt 
our relationship 
to God. 
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Although we are 
free, we are 
subject to sin, 
and that is the 
fatal flaw in our 
nature. 
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IV. Prescription 
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Basic solution: since we have turned away and 
broken our relationship with Him, then we need 
God to forgive us and restore this relationship. 



This leads to 
salvation, a 
regeneration of 
humanity made 
possible by the 
mercy, 
forgiveness 
and love of 
God. 
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The Christian 
concept of “the 
spirit” and “the 
flesh.” Not mind 
and matter but 
regenerate (born 
again) and 
unregenerate 
humanity.  
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Christian concept of “eternal life” as not 
necessarily life after death but of a 
“resurrection.”  
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V. Critical 
Discussion 



Doctrines of 
incarnation, 
atonement, and 
resurrection 
are a problem 
for human 
rationality. 
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The Holy Trinity 
multiplies the 
conceptual 
problems 
rather than 
solves them.  
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If bodies are resurrected, they must occupy space 
and time – where are they? 



The question of 
time: is 
“everlasting 
life” even 
desired? What 
is a “timeless” 
state? 
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Is salvation and grace due to God, or our 
individual, freely chosen response to 
God? 
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