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famous for the warmth of their personal relationships; but, again, they proclaimed that

friendship is good only because of its tendency to create pleasure.
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Both Stoic and Epicurean ethics were precursors of later trends in Western ethics: the

Stoics of the modern belief in equality and the Epicureans of a utilitarian ethics based on

pleasure (see below Utilitarianism). The development of these ethical positions,

however, was dramatically affected by the spreading from the East of a new religion,

Christianity, that was rooted in a Jewish conception of ethics as obedience to a divine

authority. With the conversion of Emperor Constantine I (c. 280–337) to Christianity by

313 CE, the older schools of philosophy lost their sway over the thinking of the Roman

Empire.

Christian ethics from the New Testament to the Scholastics

Ethics in the New Testament

The Apostle Matthew (5:17) reports Jesus as having said, in the Sermon on the Mount,

that he came not to destroy the law or the prophets but to fulfill them. Indeed, when

Jesus is regarded as a teacher of ethics, it is clear that he was more a reformer of the

Hebrew tradition than a radical innovator. The Hebrew tradition had a tendency to place

great emphasis on compliance with the letter of the law; the Gospel accounts of Jesus

portray him as preaching against this “righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees,”
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championing the spirit of the law rather than the letter. This spirit he characterized as

one of love, for God and for one’s neighbour. But since he was not proposing that the old

teachings be discarded, he saw no need to develop a comprehensive ethical system.

Christianity thus never really broke with the Jewish conception of morality as a matter of

divine law to be discovered by reading and interpreting the word of God as revealed in

the Scriptures.

Jesus
Jesus, detail of the Deësis Mosaic, from the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, 12th century.
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This conception of morality had important consequences for the future development of

Western ethics. The Greeks and Romans—and indeed thinkers such as Confucius—did

not conceive of a distinctively moral realm of conduct. For them, everything that one did

was a matter of practical reasoning, in which one could do either well or poorly. In the

more legalistic Judeo-Christian view, however, falling short of what the moral law

requires was a much more serious matter than, say, failing to do the household budgets

correctly. This distinction between the moral and the nonmoral realms now affects every

question in Western ethics, including the way the questions themselves are framed.
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Another consequence of the retention of the basically legalistic stance of Jewish ethics

was that from the beginning Christian ethics had to deal with the question of how to

judge the person who breaks the law from good motives or keeps it from bad motives.

The latter half of this question was particularly acute, because the Gospels describe Jesus

as repeatedly warning of a coming resurrection of the dead at which time all would be

judged and punished or rewarded according to their sins and virtues in this life (see Last

Judgment). The punishments and rewards were weighty enough to motivate anyone who

took this message seriously, and the warning was given added emphasis by the fact that

the resurrection was not going to be long in coming. (Jesus said that it would take place

during the lifetime of some of those listening to him.) This is therefore an ethics that

invokes external sanctions as a reason for doing what is right. At the same time, it is an

ethics that places love above mere literal compliance with the law. These two aspects do

not sit easily together. Can one bring oneself to love God and neighbour in order to be

rewarded with eternal happiness in another life?

The fact that Jesus and the Apostle Paul too believed in the imminence of the Second

Coming led them to suggest ways of living that were scarcely feasible on any other

assumption: taking no thought for the morrow, turning the other cheek, and giving away

all one has. Even Paul’s preference for celibacy rather than marriage and his grudging

acceptance of the latter on the assumption that “it is better to marry than to burn” makes

some sense, once one grasps that he was proposing ethical standards for what he thought

would be the last generation on earth. When the expected event did not occur and

Christianity became the official religion of the vast and embattled Roman Empire,

Christian leaders were faced with the awkward task of reinterpreting these injunctions in

a manner more suited for a continuing society.
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St. Paul the Apostle
St. Paul's escape from Damascus, medieval mosaic in the Palatine Chapel, Palermo, Sicily.

Image: © Shawn McCullars

The new Christian ethical standards did lead to some changes in Roman morality.

Perhaps the most vital change was a new sense of the equal moral status of all human

beings. As mentioned earlier, the Stoics had been the first to elaborate this conception,

grounding equality on the common capacity to reason. For Christians, humans are equal

because they are all potentially immortal and equally precious in the sight of God. This

caused Christians to condemn a wide variety of practices that had been accepted by both

Greek and Roman moralists, including many related to the taking of innocent human

life: from the earliest days Christian leaders condemned abortion, infanticide, and

suicide. Even killing in war was at first regarded as wrong, and soldiers who had

converted to Christianity refused to continue to bear arms. Once the empire became

Christian, however, this was one of the inconvenient ideas that had to yield. Despite

what Jesus had said about turning the other cheek, church leaders declared that killing

in a “just war” was not a sin. The Christian condemnation of killing in gladiatorial games,

on the other hand, had a more permanent effect. Finally, but perhaps most important,

while Christian emperors continued to uphold the legality of slavery, the Christian

church accepted slaves as equals, admitted them to its ceremonies, and regarded the

granting of freedom to slaves as a virtuous, if not obligatory, act. This moral pressure led

over several hundred years to the gradual disappearance of slavery in Europe.

The Christian contribution to improving the position of slaves can also be linked with the

distinctively Christian list of virtues. As noted above, some of the virtues described by

Aristotle—for example, greatness of soul—are quite contrary in spirit to Christian virtues
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such as humility. In general it can be said that, whereas the Greeks and Romans prized

independence, self-reliance, magnanimity, and worldly success, Christians emphasized

meekness, obedience, patience, and resignation. As the Greeks and Romans conceived

virtue, a virtuous slave was almost a contradiction in terms; for Christians, however,

there was nothing in the state of slavery that was incompatible with the highest moral

character.
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St. Augustine

At its beginning Christianity had a set of scriptures incorporating many moral

injunctions, but it did not have a moral philosophy. The first serious attempt to provide

such a philosophy was made by St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430). Augustine was

acquainted with a version of Plato’s philosophy, and he developed the Platonic idea of

the rational soul into a Christian view in which humans are essentially souls, using their

bodies as a means to achieve their spiritual ends. The ultimate objective remains

happiness, as in Greek ethics, but Augustine conceived of happiness as consisting of the

union of the soul with God after the body has died. It was through Augustine, therefore,

that Christianity received the Platonic theme of the relative inferiority of bodily

pleasures. There was, to be sure, a fundamental difference: whereas for Plato bodily

pleasures were inferior in comparison with the pleasures of philosophical contemplation

in this world, for Christians they were inferior to the pleasures of spiritual existence in

the next world. Moreover, Christians came to regard bodily pleasures not merely as

inferior but also as a positive threat to the achievement of spiritual bliss.



https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Augustine
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/moral
https://www.britannica.com/topic/philosophy
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Augustine
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Plato
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Platonic
https://www.britannica.com/topic/idea
https://www.britannica.com/topic/soul-religion-and-philosophy
https://www.britannica.com/topic/happiness
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ethics
https://cdn.britannica.com/87/146187-050-AFE2FE21/St-Augustine-of-Hippo-painting-Lippo-Memmi.jpg


2/2/2021 Ethics - St. Augustine | Britannica

https://www.britannica.com/topic/ethics-philosophy/The-Stoics#ref252528 11/19

St. Augustine
St. Augustine.

Image: © Photos.com/Thinkstock

Advertisement - Continue reading below

It was also important that Augustine could not accept the view, common to so many

Greek and Roman philosophers, that philosophical reasoning was the means to

achieving wisdom and happiness. For a Christian, of course, wisdom and happiness can

be had only through love of God and faith in Jesus Christ as the Saviour. The result was

to be, for many centuries, a rejection of the use of unfettered reasoning in ethics.

Augustine was aware of the tension between the dual Christian motivations of love of

God and neighbour on the one hand and reward and punishment in the afterlife on the

other. He came down firmly on the side of love, insisting that those who keep the moral

law through fear of punishment are not really keeping it at all. But it is not ordinary

human love, either, that suffices as a motivation for true Christian living. Augustine
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believed that all human beings bear the burden of Adam’s original sin (see Adam and

Eve) and so are incapable of redeeming themselves by their own efforts. Only the

unmerited grace of God makes possible obedience to the “first greatest commandment”

of loving God, and without it one cannot fulfill the moral law. This view made a clear-cut

distinction between Christians and pagan moralists, no matter how humble and pure the

latter might be; only the former could be saved, because only they could receive the

blessing of divine grace. But this gain, as Augustine saw it, was purchased at the cost of

denying that humans are free to choose good or evil. Only Adam had this choice: he

chose for all humanity, and he chose evil.

Advertisement - Continue reading below
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St. Thomas Aquinas and the Scholastics

After Augustine there were no major developments in ethics in the West until the rise of

Scholasticism in the 12th and 13th centuries. Among the first significant works written

during this time was a treatise on ethics by the French philosopher and theologian Peter

Abelard (1079–1142). His importance in ethical theory lies in his emphasis on intentions.

Abelard maintained, for example, that the sin of sexual wrongdoing consists not in the

act of illicit sexual intercourse, nor even in the desire for it, but in mentally consenting to

that desire. In this he was far more modern than Augustine and more thoughtful than

those who even today assert that the mere desire for what is wrong is as wrong as the act

itself. Abelard recognized that there is a problem in holding a person morally responsible

for the mere existence of physical desires. His ingenious solution was taken up by later
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medieval writers, and traces of it can still be found in modern discussions of moral

responsibility.

Andrea da Firenze: St. Thomas Aquinas Enthroned Between the Doctors of the Old and
New Testaments, with Personifications of the Virtues, Sciences, and Liberal Arts
St. Thomas Aquinas Enthroned Between the Doctors of the Old and New Testaments, with
Personifications of the Virtues, Sciences, and Liberal Arts, fresco by Andrea da Firenze, c. 1365; in the
Spanish Chapel of the church of Santa Maria Novella, Florence.
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Aristotle’s ethical writings were not known to scholars in western Europe during

Abelard’s time. Latin translations became available only in the first half of the 13th

century, and the rediscovery of Aristotle dominated later medieval philosophy. Nowhere

is his influence more marked than in the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–74), who

is often regarded as the greatest of the Scholastic philosophers and is undoubtedly the

most influential, since his teachings became the semiofficial philosophy of the Roman

Catholic Church. Such is the respect in which Aquinas held Aristotle that he referred to

him simply as The Philosopher. Indeed, it is not too far from the truth to say that the

chief aim of Aquinas’s work was to reconcile Aristotle’s views with Christian doctrine.

Advertisement - Continue reading below
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Aquinas took from Aristotle the notion of an ultimate end, or goal—a summum bonum—

at which all human action is directed; and, like Aristotle, he conceived of this end as

necessarily connected with happiness. This conception was Christianized, however, by

the idea that happiness is to be found in the love of God. Thus, a person seeks to know

God but cannot fully succeed in doing so in this life on Earth. The reward of heaven,

where one can know God, is available only to those who merit it, though even then it is

given by God’s grace rather than obtained by right. Short of heaven, a person can

experience only a more limited form of happiness through a life of virtue and friendship,

much as Aristotle had recommended.

The blend of Aristotle’s teachings and Christianity is also evident in Aquinas’s views

about right and wrong and about how one comes to know the difference between the

two. Aquinas is often described as advocating a “natural law” ethic, but this term is easily

misunderstood. The natural law to which Aquinas referred does not require a legislator,

any more than do the laws of nature that govern the motions of the planets. An even

more common mistake is to imagine that this conception of natural law relies on

contrasting what is natural with what is artificial. Aquinas’s theory of the basis of right

and wrong developed rather as an alternative to the view that morality is determined

simply by the arbitrary will of God. Instead of conceiving of right and wrong in this

manner as something fundamentally unrelated to human goals and purposes, Aquinas

viewed morality as deriving from human nature and the activities that are objectively

suited to it.
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It is a consequence of this natural law ethics that the difference between right and wrong

can be appreciated by the use of reason and reflection on experience. Although Christian

revelation may supplement this knowledge in some respects, even pagan philosophers

such as Aristotle could understand the essentials of virtuous living. One is, however,

likely to err when applying these general principles to the particular cases one confronts

in everyday life. Corrupt customs and poor moral education may obscure the conclusions

of natural reason. Hence, societies must enact laws of their own to supplement natural

law and, where necessary, to coerce those who, because of their own imperfections, are

liable to do what is wrong and socially destructive.

It follows too that virtue and human flourishing are linked. When one does what is right,

he does what is objectively suited to his true nature. Thus, the promise of heaven is no

mere external sanction, rewarding actions to which one would otherwise be indifferent

or which may even be against one’s interest. On the contrary, Aquinas wrote that “God is

not offended by us except by what we do against our own good.” Reward and

punishment in the afterlife reinforce a moral law that all humans, Christian as well as

pagan, have adequate prior reasons for following.

In arguing for his views, Aquinas was always concerned to show that he had the

authority of the Scriptures or the Church Fathers on his side, but the substance of his

ethical system is to a remarkable degree based on reason rather than revelation. This is

strong testimony to the power of Aristotle’s example. Nonetheless, Aquinas absorbed the

weaknesses as well as the strengths of the Aristotelian system. In particular, his attempt

to base right and wrong on human nature invites the objection that one cannot

presuppose human nature to be good. Aquinas might reply that it is good because God

made it so, but this merely pushes back one step the issue of the basis of good and bad:

Did God make human nature good in accordance with some independent standard of

goodness, or would any human nature made by God be good? If one gives the former

answer, then one needs an account of the independent standard of goodness. Because

this standard cannot be based on human nature (for then the argument would be

circular), it is not clear what account Aquinas could offer. If one maintains that any

human nature made by God would be good, then one must accept that, if God had made
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human nature such that humans flourish and achieve happiness by torturing the weak

and helpless, that would have been what humans should do in order to live virtuously.

Something resembling this second option—but without the intermediate step of an

appeal to human nature—was the position taken by the last of the great Scholastic

philosophers, William of Ockham (c. 1285–1347/49). Ockham boldly broke with much

that had been taken for granted by his immediate predecessors. Fundamental to his

approach was his rejection of the central Aristotelian idea that all things have an

ultimate end toward which they naturally tend. He therefore also spurned Aquinas’s

attempt to base morality on human nature and with it the idea that goodness is closely

connected with happiness, which is the ultimate end of human beings. Ockham was thus

led to a position that contrasted starkly with almost all previous ethical doctrines in the

West. Ockham denied all standards of good and evil that are independent of God’s will.

What God wills is good; what God condemns is evil. That is all there is to say about the

matter. This position is sometimes called a divine approbation theory, because it defines

good as whatever is approved by God. As mentioned earlier, it follows from such a

position that it is meaningless to describe God himself as good. It also follows that if God

had willed humans to torture children, it would be good to do so. As for the actual

content of God’s will, according to Ockham, that is not a subject for philosophy but

rather a matter for revelation and faith.
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The rigour and consistency of Ockham’s philosophy made it for a time one of the leading

schools of Scholastic thought, but eventually it was the philosophy of Aquinas that

prevailed in the Roman Catholic Church. After the Reformation, however, Ockham’s

view was influential among Protestant theologians. Meanwhile, it hastened the decline of

Scholastic moral philosophy, because it effectively removed ethics from the sphere of

reason.

The Renaissance and the Reformation

The revival of Classical learning and culture that began in 15th-century Italy and then

slowly spread throughout Europe did not give immediate birth to any major new ethical

theories. Its significance for ethics lies, rather, in a change of focus. For the first time

since the conversion of the Roman Empire to Christianity, man, not God, became the

chief object of philosophical interest, and the main theme of philosophical thinking was

not religion but humanity—the powers, freedom, and accomplishments of human beings

(see humanism). This does not mean that there was a sudden conversion to atheism.

Most Renaissance thinkers remained Christian, and they still considered human beings

as being somehow midway between the beasts and the angels. Yet, even this middle

position meant that humans were special. It meant, too, a new conception of human

dignity and of the importance of the individual.
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