
6. How Does Aquinas Explain The Role Of
Reason In Knowledge In General And
Knowledge Of God In Particular?
6. How Does Aquinas Explain The Role Of Reason In Knowledge In General And Knowledge
Of God In Particular?

Introduction

St. Thomas Aquinas, one of the most influential theologians and philosophers of the medieval period,
profoundly shaped the understanding of the relationship between reason and faith. His synthesis of
Christian doctrine with Aristotelian philosophy provided a comprehensive framework for
understanding how humans acquire knowledge, especially regarding the divine. At the core of
Aquinas’s thought is the belief that reason plays a vital role in the pursuit of truth, both in the natural
realm and in the divine realm. This article explores Aquinas's explanations of the role of reason in
acquiring knowledge in general and particularly in understanding God, emphasizing his philosophical
and theological insights.

Understanding Knowledge in Aquinas’s Philosophy

Before delving into how Aquinas explains the role of reason, it’s essential to understand his
conception of knowledge itself. For Aquinas, knowledge is a process of the mind grasping the reality
of things as they are. He distinguished between different kinds of knowledge:

- Sensory Knowledge: Knowledge gained through the senses.
- Intellectual Knowledge: Knowledge derived through the use of reason and the intellect.
- Divine Knowledge: Knowledge possessed by God, perfect and complete.

Aquinas believed that human beings are rational creatures capable of acquiring knowledge through
both sensory experience and intellectual reasoning. However, the highest form of
knowledge—especially concerning God—is accessible only through divine illumination and reasoned
deduction.

The Role of Reason in Acquiring Knowledge in General

Reason as the Pathway to Natural Knowledge

Aquinas held that reason is fundamental in understanding the natural order. Using reason, humans
can investigate the world, discover natural laws, and understand truths about existence, causality,
morality, and the nature of the soul.



- Empiricism and Rational Inquiry: While Aquinas valued sensory experience as a starting point, he
emphasized that reason is necessary to interpret and synthesize this data into coherent knowledge.
- Philosophy and Natural Theology: Reason enables humans to engage in natural theology—arguing
for God's existence and attributes based on observable phenomena and logical deduction.

Reason and the Hierarchy of Knowledge

Aquinas categorized knowledge into different levels, with reason serving as a ladder ascending
towards higher truths:

1. Sensory Knowledge: Immediate awareness through the senses.
2. Rational Knowledge: Concepts, principles, and abstract reasoning.
3. Philosophical and Theological Knowledge: Application of reason to understand the divine and
ultimate realities.

He believed that reason is not only crucial for understanding natural phenomena but also for reaching
moral and ethical truths, forming the basis of human law and virtue.

Limitations of Human Reason

Despite its importance, Aquinas acknowledged that reason has limitations:

- It cannot fully grasp the divine essence.
- Some truths, especially concerning the infinite and eternal, are beyond human comprehension
without divine aid.
- Reason must be complemented by faith and divine revelation to attain full knowledge of certain
spiritual realities.

The Role of Reason in Knowledge of God in Particular

Natural Knowledge of God Through Reason

Aquinas famously argued that human reason, when properly used, can demonstrate the existence of
God and infer His attributes. This is evident in his famous Five Ways, which are rational proofs for
God's existence:

1. The Argument from Motion: There must be an Unmoved Mover.
2. The Argument from Causation: There must be a First Cause.
3. The Argument from Contingency: There must be a Necessary Being.
4. The Argument from Degree: There must be a perfect Standard of goodness.
5. The Argument from Design: The order and purpose in nature imply an Intelligent Designer.

These proofs exemplify how reason can lead humans to a rational understanding of God's existence



without requiring faith, although faith remains essential for a complete understanding.

Faith and Reason in the Knowledge of God

While Aquinas believed reason can establish the existence of God, he also maintained that:

- Revelation complements reason: Certain truths about God—such as His nature, the Trinity, and
divine love—are accessible only through divine revelation.
- Faith and reason are harmonious: Faith does not contradict reason; rather, true faith builds upon
reason and clarifies truths that reason alone cannot fully grasp.

He famously stated, “Faith seeks understanding,” emphasizing that reason seeks to deepen faith, and
faith provides insights that surpass natural reason.

Knowledge of Divine Attributes

Aquinas argued that through reason, humans can infer some divine attributes:

- God is necessary: He exists by necessity, not contingency.
- God is eternal: Outside time and space.
- God is omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent: Based on logical deduction and the order
observed in creation.

However, the essence of God remains ultimately unknowable to human reason alone; full
comprehension requires divine revelation.

Integration of Reason and Faith in Aquinas’s Thought

Aquinas’s approach is characterized by a harmonious integration of reason and faith. He believed
that:

- Reason is a gift from God: It helps humans navigate natural truths.
- Faith reveals divine mysteries: Which reason alone cannot fully understand.
- Both are necessary for a complete understanding of reality: Natural reason leads to a preliminary
understanding of God, while divine revelation completes and clarifies that understanding.

This integration is evident in his famous work, Summa Theologica, where he systematically addresses
questions of faith and reason, illustrating their complementary roles.

Implications of Aquinas’s View on Reason and



Knowledge

Understanding Aquinas's perspective has significant implications:

- It affirms the compatibility of faith and reason, encouraging dialogue between theology and
philosophy.
- It supports the idea that human reason can lead to a rational proof of God's existence, fostering a
rational foundation for faith.
- It emphasizes humility regarding human knowledge, recognizing that divine mysteries transcend
human understanding.

Conclusion

In sum, Aquinas explains that reason plays a crucial role in the acquisition of knowledge both in the
natural world and in understanding God. Reason serves as the primary tool for humans to explore the
divine through natural theology, enabling rational proofs of God's existence and attributes. However,
Aquinas also recognizes the limitations of reason, especially concerning the divine essence, which can
only be fully known through divine revelation and faith. His balanced view promotes a harmonious
relationship between faith and reason, underscoring that both are essential in the quest for truth. This
nuanced understanding continues to influence Christian theology and philosophy, affirming that
human reason, when properly directed, is a path toward divine truth, while faith provides the
illumination necessary for deeper comprehension of God's mysteries.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does Aquinas describe the role of reason in acquiring
knowledge overall?
Aquinas believes that reason is essential for acquiring knowledge as it allows humans to understand
the natural order, discern truth from falsehood, and arrive at certain knowledge through logical
deduction and evidence, especially in matters accessible through human intellect.

In what way does Aquinas distinguish between natural reason
and divine revelation in the pursuit of knowledge about God?
Aquinas maintains that natural reason can lead humans to a basic understanding of God's existence
and some of His attributes, but divine revelation is necessary for a full and certain knowledge of God's
nature, which surpasses human understanding through reason alone.

According to Aquinas, what are the limitations of reason when
it comes to knowledge of God?
Aquinas acknowledges that reason alone cannot fully comprehend the divine essence or mysteries of
God, as God's nature is ultimately transcendent and surpasses human intellectual capacity; thus,



reason has limits that are complemented and completed by faith and divine revelation.

How does Aquinas reconcile faith and reason in the quest for
knowledge of God?
Aquinas argues that faith and reason are harmonious; reason can demonstrate the existence of God
and natural truths about Him, while faith provides knowledge of divine mysteries that surpass human
understanding, with both sources ultimately working together to deepen our knowledge of God.

What is the significance of the 'Five Ways' in Aquinas's
explanation of reason's role in knowledge of God?
The 'Five Ways' are rational arguments presented by Aquinas to demonstrate God's existence,
highlighting the importance he places on reason as a tool for understanding and proving divine
existence, thereby showing that natural reason can arrive at knowledge of God even without divine
revelation.
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Thomas Aquinas, one of the most influential medieval philosophers and theologians, dedicated much
of his intellectual efforts to understanding the relationship between reason and faith. His synthesis of
Christian doctrine with Aristotelian philosophy provides a nuanced view of how human beings acquire
knowledge and the distinct yet interconnected roles reason plays in understanding the natural world
and the divine. This article explores Aquinas’s explanation of reason’s role in acquiring knowledge
broadly, and specifically in knowing God, highlighting the depth and coherence of his thought.

---

Introduction: The Foundations of Aquinas’s
Epistemology

Aquinas’s epistemology is rooted in the belief that human beings are endowed with rational faculties
that allow them to comprehend both the natural order and divine truths. For Aquinas, reason is not
merely a tool for empirical investigation but a vital means for grasping truths that surpass human
perception, especially in the realm of the divine. His perspective represents a harmonious integration
of faith and reason, asserting that both are necessary avenues for attaining genuine knowledge.

Aquinas’s approach challenges the dichotomy between faith and reason prevalent in many
philosophical and theological traditions. Instead, he advocates for their complementarity: reason can
lead us to many truths about the world and ourselves, but the ultimate knowledge of God requires
divine revelation. To understand how Aquinas explains this relationship, it is essential to explore his
conception of reason’s nature, its limits, and its capacity for knowledge.



---

The Nature of Reason According to Aquinas

Reason as a Gift of Human Nature

Aquinas considers reason to be an intrinsic part of human nature, a divine gift that enables humans to
understand and interpret their environment. Drawing from Aristotle, he describes reason as the
faculty that enables humans to grasp universal concepts, formulate judgments, and engage in
rational inquiry. Unlike mere sensory perception, reason allows for abstract thought, enabling humans
to move from particular experiences to universal principles.

He emphasizes that reason is operative through the use of intellect and will, and it is through reason
that humans can achieve knowledge of the natural order, moral truths, and ultimately, divine
realities. Reason’s capacity is vast, but it is not unlimited; it is finite and fallible, subject to errors and
limitations inherent in human nature.

The Role of Empirical and Rational Knowledge

Aquinas differentiates between two types of knowledge:

- Empirical Knowledge: Gained through sense perception and experience. It provides the data from
which reasoning begins.
- Rational Knowledge: Derived from the active use of reason, involving logical inference and the
contemplation of universals.

He asserts that all human knowledge begins with sense experience, but it is reason that elevates this
data to universal principles and deeper understanding. For example, from observing particular
objects, reason can infer general truths, such as the nature of causality or the existence of a maker.

---

The Limitations of Reason in Acquiring Knowledge

While Aquinas elevates reason as a fundamental epistemic tool, he is also keenly aware of its
limitations. Reason alone cannot fully grasp some truths, especially those pertaining to the divine.
This acknowledgment underscores his theological stance: divine mysteries are beyond the capacity of
mere human reason and require divine revelation.

He argues that:

- Reason cannot fully comprehend the Trinity, Incarnation, or other mysteries of faith without divine
illumination.



- Certain divine truths, such as the existence of God, can be demonstrated rationally, but their full
comprehension is only possible through faith and divine grace.
- Human reason is susceptible to errors, especially when it attempts to understand divine realities
without proper guidance.

This nuanced view ensures that reason remains a vital but subordinate pathway to knowledge, with
divine revelation serving as the ultimate source of certain truth.

---

Reason and the Knowledge of God: Aquinas’s
Distinction and Integration

Natural Knowledge of God Through Reason

Aquinas famously defended the idea that humans can attain knowledge of God's existence through
rational inquiry. His “Five Ways,” presented in the Summa Theologica, are classic examples of natural
theology—rational demonstrations of God's existence based on observable features of the natural
world.

The Five Ways include:

1. The Argument from Motion: There must be an unmoved mover that set everything in motion.
2. The Argument from Causality: Every effect has a cause, ultimately leading to a first uncaused
cause.
3. The Argument from Contingency: Contingent beings require a necessary being to explain their
existence.
4. The Argument from Degree: The presence of degrees of perfection implies a maximum, perfect
being.
5. The Teleological Argument: The order and purpose observed in nature point to an intelligent
designer.

These arguments exemplify how reason can lead humans to a rational understanding of God's
existence. However, Aquinas emphasizes that such knowledge is limited to understanding that God
exists as the first cause or necessary being—attributes accessible through natural reason. The full
nature of God, including His essence and inner life, remains beyond reason and accessible only
through divine revelation.

Faith and Revelation as Complementary Sources of
Knowledge

While reason provides a rational foundation for believing in God's existence, Aquinas asserts that faith
is necessary for knowing God more intimately. Revelation, as communicated through Scripture and
the Church, offers insights into God's nature that transcend human rational capacity.



He states:

- Reason can establish the existence of God and some attributes, but it cannot fully comprehend
God's essence.
- Revelation conveys truths that are inaccessible to reason alone, such as the Trinity, the Incarnation,
and grace.
- Faith and reason are harmonious; faith does not contradict reason but rather perfects it.

In this view, reason is the “handmaiden of faith”—it prepares the way for faith to deepen
understanding, and faith elevates reason to knowledge of divine mysteries.

---

The Hierarchy of Knowledge: From Sensible to
Revealed Truth

Aquinas envisions a hierarchy where:

- Sensory experience and empirical knowledge form the foundation.
- Rational deduction and philosophical inquiry build upon this foundation, leading to natural
knowledge of God.
- Revealed truths occupy the highest tier, accessible through faith, and provide knowledge of divine
mysteries beyond human reason.

This structured approach underscores that human knowledge is cumulative and that reason plays a
central role in progressing from the natural to the supernatural.

---

Implications and Contemporary Relevance

Aquinas's explanation of reason’s role remains influential in contemporary philosophy and theology.
His acknowledgment of reason’s capacity to demonstrate certain divine truths provides a rational
basis for natural theology, while his recognition of its limits affirms the importance of divine
revelation.

In an era where science and faith often appear at odds, Aquinas’s balanced perspective offers a
model of dialogue—reason can investigate and support belief in God, but faith remains essential for a
full understanding of divine mysteries.

Furthermore, his emphasis on reason as a divine gift encourages an appreciation of human rationality
and its capacity for truth-seeking, fostering an environment where faith and reason are seen not as
adversaries but as partners in the pursuit of knowledge.

---



Conclusion: Aquinas’s Legacy in Understanding Reason
and Divine Knowledge

Thomas Aquinas’s treatment of reason underscores its vital role in human knowledge, especially
concerning the divine. His philosophical theology demonstrates that reason, rooted in human nature
and supported by empirical and logical inquiry, can establish the existence of God and understand
some divine attributes. Nonetheless, he maintains that the fullness of divine knowledge surpasses
human reason and is accessible only through divine revelation.

This integrated view—where reason and faith work together—continues to influence theological
thought, providing a robust framework for understanding how humans can seek and attain knowledge
of both the natural and divine realms. Aquinas’s insights remind us that while reason is a powerful
tool for exploring the universe and ourselves, humility before divine mysteries is essential, and faith
remains a vital complement to rational inquiry.

---

In essence, Aquinas exemplifies a vision of knowledge as a harmonious ascent—guided by reason,
illuminated by faith—that ultimately leads to the divine truth at the heart of reality.
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