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God and the natural law are intrinsically linked within the philosophical framework of
Thomas Aquinas, a towering figure in medieval scholasticism. Aquinas' synthesis of
Aristotelian philosophy and Christian theology offers a rich exploration of how divine law
and human reason converge in the moral landscape. This article aims to delve into
Aquinas' understanding of natural law, its implications for ethics, and how a rereading of
his work can shed light on contemporary moral dilemmas.

The Concept of Natural Law in Aquinas’ Thought

Natural law, for Aquinas, is a fundamental element of his moral philosophy. It refers to the
participation of rational creatures in the eternal law of God. Aquinas outlines this concept
primarily in his seminal work, the Summa Theologiae. He argues that natural law is
accessible to human reason and provides a basis for moral action.

1. Eternal Law: This is the divine reason or plan of God that governs the universe. It
encompasses all of creation and is the source of all laws.

2. Natural Law: As a reflection of the eternal law, natural law serves as a moral compass
for humans. It is universal, unchanging, and applicable to all rational beings.

3. Human Law: These are the specific laws created by humans, which should be based on
natural law and aimed at the common good.

Aquinas asserts that through reason, humans can discern the principles of natural law.
These principles include the preservation of life, procreation, education of offspring, the
pursuit of truth, and living in society.

The Role of God in Natural Law

In Aquinas' philosophy, God plays an essential role in the establishment and
understanding of natural law. His existence is the foundation of moral order, and the
natural law is seen as a manifestation of God’s eternal law. Here are several key points
that outline the relationship between God and natural law:

- Divine Intellect: Aquinas posits that natural law originates from God’s intellect. His
wisdom dictates the moral order of the universe, which is reflected in natural law.



- Moral Authority: Since natural law is rooted in the divine, it carries an inherent moral
authority. This authority is not arbitrary; it is grounded in the nature of God, who is good
and just.

- Human Participation: Humans, created in the image of God, have the capacity to
understand and participate in the divine law through reason. This participation affirms the
dignity of human beings and their ability to discern right from wrong.

The Five Primary Precepts of Natural Law

Aquinas identifies five primary precepts of natural law that serve as the foundation for
moral action:

1. Preservation of Life: Humans must protect and preserve their lives and the lives of
others.

2. Procreation and Education: The continuation of the human species through procreation
and the education of offspring is essential.

3. Search for Truth: The pursuit of knowledge and understanding of God and the world is
fundamental.

4. Living in Society: Humans are social beings who must interact and live in harmony with
others, promoting the common good.

5. Worship of God: Recognizing and honoring God is paramount, as it acknowledges His
ultimate authority and goodness.

These precepts form the basis for more specific moral laws and guide human behavior in
accordance with divine will.

Natural Law and Moral Reasoning

Aquinas emphasizes that natural law is not merely a set of rules; it is a framework for
moral reasoning. This reasoning is essential for discerning how to apply natural law to
specific situations. Aquinas distinguishes between two types of law:

- General Laws: These are broad principles derived from natural law, applicable in many
situations. For example, "do not kill" is a general law grounded in the preservation of life.

- Particular Laws: These laws are more specific and can vary based on circumstances. For
instance, the application of the principle "do not kill" can differ in cases of self-defense,
warfare, or capital punishment.

Aquinas contends that moral reasoning involves evaluating these laws within the context
of human experience and societal needs. This approach allows for flexibility while
remaining anchored in the immutable principles of natural law.



Challenges to Aquinas’ Natural Law Theory

Despite its enduring influence, Aquinas' natural law theory has faced critiques,
particularly in modern philosophical discourse. Some of the challenges include:

- Relativism: Critics argue that moral principles derived from natural law can be
interpreted differently based on cultural or societal contexts, leading to moral relativism.

- Secularism: In an increasingly secular world, the reliance on divine authority as a basis
for morality is often questioned. Critics argue that ethical frameworks should be
independent of religious beliefs.

- Scientific Developments: Advances in science and psychology challenge some of the
assumptions made by Aquinas regarding human nature and moral decision-making.

Despite these challenges, a rereading of Aquinas can provide valuable insights into
contemporary moral issues. His emphasis on reason, human dignity, and the pursuit of
common good remains relevant in discussions around bioethics, environmental ethics, and
social justice.

Contemporary Applications of Aquinas’ Natural Law

Aquinas' natural law theory can be applied to various contemporary ethical dilemmas.
Here are a few areas where his principles can be particularly useful:

1. Bioethics: Issues such as euthanasia, abortion, and genetic engineering can be
examined through the lens of natural law. The emphasis on the sanctity of life and the
moral implications of actions aligns with Aquinas’ principles.

2. Environmental Ethics: The natural law's call for stewardship of creation resonates with
current discussions on environmental responsibility. Aquinas' notion of living in harmony
with nature can inform sustainable practices.

3. Social Justice: Aquinas’ focus on the common good can guide efforts to address
inequality and promote justice within society. His principles encourage actions that
support human dignity and community well-being.

4. Human Rights: The idea that all humans possess inherent dignity corresponds with
contemporary human rights discourse. Aquinas’ natural law provides a philosophical
foundation for advocating the protection of rights.

Conclusion

The relationship between God and natural law, as articulated by Thomas Aquinas,
presents a profound understanding of morality that continues to resonate today. By
rereading Aquinas, we can appreciate the depth of his insights into human nature, ethical



reasoning, and the divine order. His natural law theory offers a framework that not only
addresses timeless moral questions but also engages with the complexities of modern
ethical challenges. In an age where moral clarity is often obscured, Aquinas invites us to
engage with reason and faith in our pursuit of truth and goodness.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of 'God and the Natural Law:
A Rereading of Thomas Aquinas'?

The central thesis explores how Thomas Aquinas's understanding of natural law is
intrinsically linked to his conception of God, emphasizing that moral principles are
grounded in divine reason.

How does the book reinterpret the relationship between
God and ethics?

The book argues that ethics cannot be separated from a theological context, proposing
that moral truths are reflections of God's eternal law as understood through natural law.

What are the implications of Aquinas's natural law for
contemporary moral dilemmas?

Aquinas's natural law provides a framework for addressing modern ethical issues by
appealing to universal moral principles that transcend cultural and temporal boundaries.

What role does reason play in Aquinas's concept of
natural law according to the book?

Reason is fundamental in Aquinas's natural law; it is through rational reflection that
humans can discern the moral order established by God in nature.

How does the book address critiques of natural law
theory?

The book engages with critiques by reaffirming the relevance of natural law in providing
objective moral standards and countering relativism in ethics.

In what ways does the author connect Aquinas's ideas to
modern legal systems?

The author illustrates how Aquinas's natural law can inform contemporary legal
frameworks, advocating for laws that align with moral truths derived from human nature.



What is the significance of divine revelation in
Aquinas's philosophy as discussed in the book?

Divine revelation complements natural law by providing specific moral guidance that
enhances human understanding of God's will and ethical living.

How does the book contribute to the dialogue between
faith and reason?

The book contributes to this dialogue by demonstrating that faith and reason are not
opposed but rather work in harmony to reveal the moral order of the universe as intended
by God.
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