
SACRED SCRIPTURE CONSISTS MORE IN GRACE THAN IN 

LETTER 

The statement that gives the title to this paper is not properly speaking in the text of 

St. Thomas. However, I believe that it responds to the thought of Aquinas and I would 

like to show it in this paper. In this way we will come closer to understanding the primacy 

of grace in the biblical hermeneutics of St. Thomas Aquinas.  

The expression "Sacred Scripture" is taken here in a sense analogous to that of "Sacra 

Doctrina" in the teaching of St. Thomas. It is not simply the text or the doctrine contained 

in it, but means the act by which God teaches us through the text of Scripture. What is 

affirmed, then, is that according to St. Thomas God teaches us through Sacred Scripture 

not only by offering us a text but also an interior grace, and that this grace is more 

important than the text for the communication of knowledge, because it is what makes 

such communication possible. 

The purpose of this article is to prove the existence of such an affirmation in the 

doctrine of St. Thomas and to offer some suggestions to clarify the content of this 

relationship between text and grace. Let us begin by proving its existence (1) and then we 

will specify its content (2). 

1. The existence of the statement in the doctrine of Aquinas 

St. Thomas explicitly affirms the doctrine of the proposed statement when he deals 

with the New Law in Summa Theologiae I.II q.106. However, there is an objection to this 

afirmation. We will respond to it through the biblical sources on which the doctrine of the 

New Law in Aquinas is based. Thus, while responding to the objection, we will 

understand better how this doctrine of St. Thomas is founded in Sacred Scripture. 

1.1  Summa Theologiae I.II q.106 

Let us begin by considering the text of the New Law in the Summa Theologiae. 

Aquinas places the New Law within the framework of the great treatise on the Law 

(I.II q. 90-108). He understands this as that by which God instructs man in his work 

towards beatitude, while grace is that by which he helps him in his work towards it1 . 

 
1 Cf. ST I.II q. 90, pr. 



Moreover, St. Thomas distinguishes the New Law from the natural law, from the human 

law and from the Old Law2 , and considers it the perfect law that really leads man to 

beatitude3 . 

In the first article of question 106, St. Thomas asks himself if the New Law is a written 

law (scripta) or one introduced into the interior of man (indita). It is important to note 

that St. Thomas is thinking of the proper function of the Law, which is to make known to 

man what he must do on his way to beatitude.  

The common opinion in his time was that the New Law was identified with the gospel 

or the New Testament. This was accompanied by grace in order to fulfill the 

commandments. An author who has studied the subject says: 

The general opinion in the scholastic tradition was that in the New Law the help of divine 

grace suitable and sufficient was given to fulfill the commandments; but that the New Law 

was properly a lex indita, an interior law, is not stated in Peter Lombard, nor in the Franciscans, 

nor in Albertus Magnus, and is not even found in the Commentary on the Sentences of St. 

Thomas.4 

In the Summa Theologiae St. Thomas, on the contrary, affirms that the New Law is 

principally a law introduced by God within man (indita), since it is the grace of the Holy 

Spirit that is given to man through faith in Christ and contains all the virtuality of the 

Law. This is what St. Thomas says: 

Now the principal thing in the law of the New Testament, and in what lies all its virtue, is the 

grace of the Holy Spirit, which is given through faith in Christ. Therefore, the new law 

principally is the same grace of the Holy Spirit, which is given to the believers in Christ.5 

The primacy of grace in the New Law does not make him forget the other element that 

belongs essentially to the New Law, but secondarily, which is the Gospel text. And so he 

says: 

The new law has, however, certain precepts as devices for receiving the grace of the Holy 

Spirit and ordered to the use of the same grace, which are secondary in the new law, of which 

it was necessary that the faithful of Christ be instructed, both in word and in writing, both in 

 
2 Cf. ST I.II q.91 a.4. 
3 Cf. ST I.II q.91 a.5. 
4 U. KÜHN, Via caritatis, p. 194. 
5 Summa Theologiae I.II q.106 a.1: "Id autem quod est potissimum in lege novi testamenti, et in quo 

tota virtus eius consistit, est gratia spiritus sancti, quae datur per fidem Christi. Et ideo principaliter lex 

nova est ipsa gratia spiritus sancti, quae datur Christi fidelibus." 



what is to be believed and in what is to be done. And so it is fitting to say that the new law is 

primarily an interior law; secondarily it is a written law.6 

In his answer to the first objection, St. Thomas further specifies the secondary content 

of the New Law by saying that in the written Gospel, which was considered by many to 

be the new or evangelical Law, there is contained what refers to the grace of the Holy 

Spirit, but only in a dispositive way for acquiring grace and in an instrumental way for its 

use. Thus, according to St. Thomas, the text of the Gospel disposes us for grace in regard 

to the understanding because it arouses in us the faith by which the grace of the Holy 

Spirit is given to us by presenting to us the divinity and humanity of Christ and, in regard 

to the affection, because it arouses the contempt of the world that makes man capable of 

receiving grace. On the other hand, the Gospel text is instrumental for the use of grace 

insofar as it exhorts men to the works of the virtues in which grace is developed7 . 

Thus, in the texts we have just seen, St. Thomas presents the function of each of these 

elements, grace and the Gospel text, by which God makes known to man what he must 

do to attain beatitude. For Aquinas, grace brings the virtuality to the act of knowledge, 

while the text with its content disposes for it by arousing faith in the humanity and divinity 

of Christ, and contempt for the world, and instructing on the virtue according to which 

grace operates through faith vivified by charity. In this sense it is clear that both elements, 

the exterior and the interior, are necessary, but that without grace man could not accept 

what the text of the Gospel tells him to do.  

With what has been said up to this point we could conclude that certainly for St. 

Thomas Sacred Scripture, in the sense of God teaching us through it, is more the interior 

grace than the exterior text. 

However, an objection arises in the face of these texts. We are speaking here of 

Scripture as the New Law, that is, as that which teaches us what we must do to attain 

beatitude, but Scripture is not only Law, that is, the source of practical knowledge, but 

 
6 Summa Theologiae I.II q.106 a.1: "Habet tamen Lex Nova quaedam sicut dispositiva ad gratiam 

Spiritus Sancti, et ad usum huius gratiae pertinentia, quae sunt quasi secundaria in lege nova, de quibus 

oportuit instrui fideles Christi et verbis et scriptis, tam circa credenda quam circa agenda". 
7 Summa Theologiae I.II q.106 a.1 ad 1: "Ad primum ergo dicendum quod in Scriptura Evangelii non 

continentur nisi ea quae pertinent ad gratiam spiritus sancti vel sicut dispositiva, vel sicut ordinativa ad 

usum huius gratiae. Sicut dispositiva quidem quantum ad intellectum per fidem, per quam datur spiritus 

sancti gratia, continentur in Evangelio ea quae pertinent ad manifestandam divinitatem vel humanitatem 

Christi. Secundum affectum vero, continentur in Evangelio ea quae pertinent ad contemptum mundi, per 

quem homo fit capax gratiae spiritus sancti, mundus enim, idest amatores mundi, non potest capere spiritum 

sanctum, ut habetur Ioan. XIV. Usus vero spiritualis gratiae est in operibus virtutum, ad quae multipliciter 

Scriptura novi testamenti homines exhortatur". 



also a source of contemplation. Does this dimension of Scripture also apply to this 

principle of the New Law?  

In order to respond to this objection, it seems useful to me to delve more deeply into 

Aquinas' reading of the biblical sources on which his doctrine of the New Law is based. 

This will allow us, while responding to the objection, to understand how he founded in 

Scripture this doctrine that we are presenting. 

The biblical sources to which St. Thomas explicitly refers in the cited article of the 

Summa are four: Jer 31:31-33, Heb 8:8-118 , Rom 3:27 and Rom 8:29 . They serve to 

establish the interior character of the New Law and that this is the Holy Spirit. These 

biblical sources are read in the light of the teaching of St. Augustine, particularly in his 

work De spiritu et letra, which, in fact, is woven with the commentary on the biblical 

texts cited10 . 

1.2  Jer 31,31-33 and Heb 8,8-13 

The first two texts, Jer 31:31-33 and Heb 8:8-13, St. Thomas quotes them in the SC of 

the article of the Summa we are commenting on. He says: 

On the other hand, there is the fact that the new law is the law of the New Testament and this 

is instilled in the heart, as the Apostle says in Heb 8:8 and 10, which alleges the following 

testimony from Jer 31:31,33: The days are coming, the word of the LORD, when I will make 

a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah. And then, declaring what 

that covenant shall be, he says: This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel 

in those days, the word of the LORD: I will put my law upon them and write it in their hearts, 

and I will be their God and they shall be my people. Therefore, the new law is an infused law.11 

 
8 Cf. Summa Theologiae I.II q.106, SC. 
9 Cf Summa Theologiae I.II q.106 a.1: "Et hoc manifeste apparet per apostolum, qui, ad Rom. III, dicit, 

ubi est ergo gloriatio tua? Exclusa est. Per quam legem? Factorum? Non, sed per legem fidei, ipsam enim 

fidei gratiam legem appellat. Et expressius ad Rom. VIII dicitur, lex spiritus vitae in Christo Iesu liberavit 

me a lege peccati et mortis." 
10 Cf. Summa Theologiae I.II q.106 a.1: "Unde et Augustinus dicit, in libro de spiritu et littera, quod 

sicut lex factorum scripta fuit in tabulis lapideis, ita lex fidei scripta est in cordibus fidelium. Et alibi dicit 

in eodem libro, quae sunt leges Dei ab ipso Deo scriptae in cordibus, nisi ipsa praesentia spiritus sancti?" 
11 Cf Summa Theologiae I.II q.106, SC. "Sed contra est quod lex nova est lex novi testamenti. Sed lex 

novi testamenti est indita in corde. Apostolus enim, ad Heb. VIII, dicit, inducens auctoritatem quae habetur 

Ierem. XXXI, ecce dies venient, dicit dominus, et consummabo super domum Israel et super domum Iuda 

testamentum novum, et exponens quid sit hoc testamentum, dicit, quia hoc est testamentum quod disponam 

domui Israel, dando leges meas in mentem eorum, et in corde eorum superscribam eas. Ergo lex nova est 

lex indita". 



As is well known, it is precisely in the SC that Aquinas presents the theological 

authorities, normally from Sacred Scripture or the Fathers, on which as a theologian he 

bases his position. Hence the importance of these two texts. In this case, rather than two 

texts, it is the quotation of Heb 8:8-11, which in turn quotes Jer 31:31-33, to proclaim that 

with the coming of the New Testament the New Covenant promised in Jeremiah has been 

fulfilled. With this he justifies that the new law is an interior law. 

To clarify the intelligence of St. Thomas on these texts, we approach the direct 

commentary that he made on them. St. Thomas made a cursory commentary on Jeremiah 

in his youth during his first stay in Paris in the years 1251-1252 or 1252-1253. In 

commenting on Jer 31:31-33, St. Thomas understands that the prophet speaks of the 

promise of a New Covenant that he identifies with the Gospel, which will be introduced 

into the interior of the faithful. But when he specifies Jeremiah's affirmation about one of 

its effects, that is, that of being taught without the need of another neighbor: "et non 

docebit ultra vir proximum suum", Aquinas says that in this life "we come to the divine 

truth not by prophetic reasons, nor by human discovery, nor by Jewish traditions"12 . And 

to make this more precise he quotes from Mt 23: "Nolite vocari Rabbi: unus est enim 

magister vester", thus referring to the immediate teaching of Jesus as the only source of 

wisdom transmitted by the Gospel. Therefore, in the commentary on Jer, St. Thomas does 

not think of the New Law as an interior principle of teaching. 

On the other hand, St. Thomas returns to comment on the text of Jeremiah when 

commenting on the text of Hebrews that quotes it13 . The commentary on Hebrews was 

probably written by Aquinas during his stay in Oriveto (1261-1265) and has come down 

to us mainly through a reportatio by Reginald of Piperno. It is therefore a commentary 

 
12 In Jer, ch. 31, lect 10: "quantum ad hoc quod non per prophetiae rationes, et humanas inventiones in 

divinam veritatem venimus, neque etiam per Judaicas traditiones". 
13 In  addition to the commentary on Heb 8:10, St. Thomas uses this text from Jer 31:33 in four other 

places in his work. One of them is the one we have seen in Summa Theologiae I.II q.106 a.1 SC. The others 

are in the commentary on 2 Cor 3:6: "The letter kills, but the Spirit gives life", Rom 2:14: "Having no law, 

they are a law unto themselves" and Rom 8:2: "the law of the Spirit has set me free from the law of sin and 

death". In the first of these quotations (2 Cor 3:6), St. Thomas uses the text of Heb 8:10 to justify that the 

New Testament is interior and consists of charity infused by the Holy Spirit, while the Old Testament is 

exterior. However, the function attributed to this interior grace is not that of knowing, but that of making it 

possible to do good. Thus it does not serve to clarify our objection. Nor does it do so the second time he 

quotes the text, when commenting on Rom 2:14, since he uses it curiously to refer to the interior law of the 

Gentiles who are a law unto themselves (Rom 2:14). On the other hand, the third time he quotes the text, 

when commenting on Rom 8:2: "the law of the Spirit has set me free from the law of sin and death", St. 

Thomas uses Jer 31:33 to give a reason for the nature of the law of the Spirit infused in our hearts. In this 

case the interior action of the Spirit is described in terms that are important for our purpose and that we see 

in explaining St. Thomas' commentary on Rom 8:2 in the following section. 



written in the middle of his life as a teacher. St. Thomas considers that the author of 

Hebrews is showing the superiority of Christ's priesthood by reason of his better 

ministry14 . The text of Jeremiah serves him as an authority to prove the insufficiency of 

the Old Testament that the New Testament, in which the ministry of the new priesthood 

is included, comes to remedy15 . Among other things, St. Thomas comments on the 

expression of Jer: "dabo leges meas in mentem eorum, et in corde eorum superscribam 

eas" saying: 

The way to communicate is twofold. One is through outward things, such as proposing words 

for someone to know. And this can be done by man, and this is how the Old Testament was 

communicated. In every way it is by working inwardly. And this is proper to God, according 

to Job 32:8: "The inspiration of the Almighty gives understanding". And this is how the New 

Testament is given, because it consists in the infusion of the Holy Spirit who instructs 

inwardly. However, it is not enough only to know, but it is also necessary to act. And for this 

reason he first of all enlightens the understanding in order to know. And for this reason he says 

I will give you my laws, etc. And he says this in the plural because of the various precepts and 

counsels. And this is done by the Holy Spirit, as it is said in 1 Jn 2:27: "the anointing of the 

Spirit teaches you" and Jn 14:26: "He will teach you all things, etc.". He also inclines the 

affection to do good, for which he is impressed in the heart. And as for this he says I will write 

them on your heart¸ that is, on knowledge I will write charity.16 

With this explanation, St. Thomas gives a reason for the interior character of the New 

Law in order to make it known and to make one act uprightly. In the first place, he speaks 

in general of the interior instruction of the Holy Spirit as something proper to the New 

Testament, as opposed to the Old. To support the affirmation that the Holy Spirit 

illuminates interiorly, he cites a text from Jb 32:8, which he will quote in other similar 

places. Then, and most importantly, he dwells on the fact that this instruction makes one 

 
14 In Heb. ch. 8, lect. 2 390, 393. 
15 In Heb. ch. 8, lect. 2, 394. 
16 In Heb. ch. 8 lect.2 n. 404: "Modus autem tradendi duplex est. Unus per exteriora, sicut proponendo 

verba ad cognitionem alicuius. Et hoc potest homo facere, et sic traditum fuit vetus testamentum. Alio modo 

interius operando. Et hoc proprium est Dei. Iob XXXII, 8: inspiratio omnipotentis dat intelligentiam. Et 

hoc modo datum est novum testamentum, quia consistit in infusione Spiritus Sancti, qui interius instruit. 

Non autem sufficit tantum cognoscere, sed requiritur operari. Et ideo primo illuminat intellectum ad 

cognoscendum. Et ideo dicit dabo leges meas, et cetera. Et dicit in plurali, propter diversa praecepta et 

consilia. Et hoc facit Spiritus Sanctus. I Io. II, 27: unctio eius docet vos. Io. XIV, 26: ille vos docebit omnia, 

et cetera. Item ad bene operandum inclinat affectum, unde imprimitur cordi. Et quantum ad hoc dicit in 

corde eorum superscribam eas, id est, super cognitionem scribam charitatem. Super omnia autem 

charitatem habete, etc., Col. III, 14, et Rom. V, 5: charitas Dei diffusa est in cordibus nostris, et cetera. Et 

haec est epistola, de qua subdit, II Cor. III, 3: non atramento, sed spiritu Dei vivi; non in tabulis lapideis, 

sed in tabulis cordis carnalibus". 



know and act. If we stop at knowledge, he will justify that this knowledge is the work of 

the Holy Spirit by quoting two fundamental texts: 1 Jn 2:27: "Unctio eius docet vos" and 

Jn 14:26: "Ille (Spiritus) docet vos omnia".  

As we can see, the commentary on Hebrews gives us a doctrine that coincides with 

that of the Summa. But like the Summa, it does not clarify whether the knowledge 

produced by the interior action of the Holy Spirit is only practical knowledge or also 

speculative. Nevertheless, St. Thomas has offered us two biblical texts with which he has 

justified the action of the Holy Spirit in making known that will clarify Aquinas' thought 

on this subject. 

First of all, 1 Jn 2:27: "Unctio eius docet vos". St. Thomas does not comment on 1 Jn, 

however, he quotes this text 15 times17 throughout his work. From the analysis of the use 

of this text we discover that with it St. Thomas justifies the existence in the faithful in 

grace of a supernatural knowledge (Super Sent., lib. 3 d. 35 q. 2 a. 1 qc. 1; Super Io., ch. 

16 l. 3; Super Rom., ch. 8 l. 1 n. 603; In Symbolum Apostolorum, a. 8 co; De decem 

praeceptis, pr), even in some very high (Super Io., ch. 16 l. 3), of the gift of wisdom 

(Summa Theologiae II-II, q. 45 a. 5 co), of the gift of understanding (Summa Theologiae 

II-II, q. 8 a. 4 ad 1), as well as of infused prudence (Summa Theologiae II-II, q. 47 a. 14 

ad 1; De virtutibus, q. 3 a. 1 co; De virtutibus, q. 5 a. 2 ad 3). With this review of the 

meaning he has given to the text of 1 Jn. 2:27, we realize that St. Thomas conceives the 

knowledge produced by the anointing of the Spirit as a supernatural knowledge both 

speculative and practical. 

Secondly, Jn 14:26: "Haec locutus sum vobis, apud vos manens. Paraclitus autem 

Spiritus sanctus quem mittet Pater in nomine meo, ille vos docebit omnia, et suggeret 

vobis omnia quaecumque dixero vobis". St. Thomas commented on the text of the Gospel 

of St. John during his second stay in Paris, probably during the years 1270-1272. It is, 

therefore, a work of maturity. In his commentary on Jn 14:26 St. Thomas understands 

that the Lord is consoling the apostles for their departure by making known to them the 

gifts they will receive from the Holy Spirit whom he will send them. In this case, the Lord 

tells them that the Holy Spirit will make them understand and remember his words. And 

he comments: 

 
17 Cite locations:  



Therefore, he says, he will teach you all things, for whatever a man teaches from without, 

unless the Holy Spirit gives intelligence interiorly, he works in vain: for if the Holy Spirit is 

not present in the heart of the listener, the doctor's sermon will be in vain, according to Jb 32:8: 

"the inspiration of the Almighty gives intelligence"; and it would be worthless for the Son 

himself to speak through the instrument of his humanity, if he himself did not work interiorly 

through the Holy Spirit.18 

As we see, St. Thomas affirms the necessity of this interior action of the Holy Spirit 

for man to understand, even the words of Christ himself. It is the same doctrine of the 

New Law applied to the full extent of the word of Christ, both speculatively and 

practically. 

This same conclusion arises if we pay attention to the quotations that St. Thomas 

makes from Jn 14:26 in the rest of his work he quotes the text of Jn 14:26.  On many of 

the 10 occasions in which he uses this text, St. Thomas gives the reason that the Holy 

Spirit gives us a knowledge of the mystery of Christ acting within man (Super I Cor., ch. 

2 l. 2; Super Heb. [rep. vulgata], ch. 8 l. 2; Super Rom., ch. 8 l. 1; In Symbolum 

Apostolorum, a. 8 co). 

Therefore, the commentary of St. Thomas to the texts of the prophet Jeremiah and 

Hebrews have allowed us to glimpse an evolution in the master's doctrine about the role 

of interior grace for knowledge in the New Law. However, only the commentaries on 1 

Jn 2:27 and Jn 14:26 have allowed us to resolve the difficulty posed. 

1.3  Rm 3,27 and Rm 8,2 

The second texts that St. Thomas cites in Summa Theologiae I.II q.106 a.1 to support 

his affirmation of the New Law as an interior law are Rom 3:27 and Rom 8:2: 

Therefore, the new law is principally the grace of the Holy Spirit itself, which is given to the 

faithful of Christ. And the Apostle states this well in Romans 3:27: "Where then is your 

boasting? By what law? By the law of works? No, but by the law of faith. And he calls the 

grace of faith the law. And more explicitly he says in Romans 8:2: For the law of the Spirit of 

life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and death.19 

 
18 In Io cap.14 l. 6 n. 1958: "Dicit ergo ille vos docebit omnia, quia quaecumque homo doceat extra, nisi 

Spiritus Sanctus interius det intelligentiam, frustra laborat: quia nisi Spiritus adsit cordi audientis, otiosus 

erit sermo doctoris, Iob XXXII, 8: inspiratio omnipotentis dat intelligentiam; et intantum, quod etiam ipse 

Filius organo humanitatis loquens, non valet, nisi ipsemet interius operetur per Spiritum Sanctum." 
19 Cf Summa Theologiae I.II q.106 a.1: "Et hoc manifeste apparet per apostolum, qui, ad Rom. III, dicit, 

ubi est ergo gloriatio tua? Exclusa est. Per quam legem? Factorum? Non, sed per legem fidei, ipsam enim 



As we can see, St. Thomas uses these two texts to justify that the New Law is the same 

grace of the Holy Spirit, and he points out that in the second text it is done in a more 

explicit way. 

1.3.1  Rm 3,27 

St. Thomas commented on the Letter to the Romans during his stay in Orvieto (1261-

1265), although he revised the first 13 chapters during his time in Naples at the end of his 

life between the spring of 1272 and December 1273. It constitutes one of the great works 

of Aquinas. In commenting on Rom 3:27: "Ubi est ergo gloriatio tua? Exclusa est. Per 

quam legem? Factorum? Non sed per legem fidei", St. Thomas places this text at the key 

moment of the first part of the Letter to the Romans. After having shown that the lot of 

Gentiles and Jews is not different in terms of the state of righteousness and guilt, the 

Apostle concludes in Rom 3:27 by excluding the reason for the glory of the Jew over the 

Gentile and showing the reason for this exclusion not in another law of works superior to 

the Jewish law, but in the law of faith20 . However, Aquinas himself raises a doubt about 

the truth of contrasting the Old and the New as the law of works and the law of faith, 

since the Old Law was also a law of faith and the New Law also requires moral and 

sacramental works. Aquinas responds to the objection by saying: 

It must be said, then, that the law of works speaks of a law proposed and described outwardly 

by which the exterior actions of men are ordered, inasmuch as it commands what is to be done 

and shows by prohibition what is to be avoided. He calls the law of faith a law written inwardly 

by which not only the outward acts are ordered but also the very movements of the hearts, 

among which the first is that of faith, for as he says here and in ch. 5, "Through the heart we 

believe unto righteousness." And of this law is spoken of later in chapter 8: "The law of the 

Spirit of life which is in Christ Jesus."21 

 
fidei gratiam legem appellat. Et expressius ad Rom. VIII dicitur, lex spiritus vitae in Christo Iesu liberavit 

me a lege peccati et mortis." 
20 Cf. In Rm ch. 3 lect. 4 n. 313: "Postquam apostolus ostendit quod Iudaei non praecedunt gentiles, 

neque quantum ad statum culpae, neque quantum ad statum iustitiae, hic concludit conclusionem intentam, 

excludendo scilicet eorlicet eorum gloriam qua gentibus se praeferebant. Et circa hoc tria facit primo 

proponit huius gloriae exclusionem; secundo exclusionis causam, ibi per quam legem; tertio ostendit 

modum quo excludit, ibi arbitramur enim, et cetera." 
21 In Rm ch. 3 lect. 4 n. 316: "Dicendum est igitur quod legem factorum dicit legem exterius propositam 

et descriptam, per quam exteriora facta hominum ordinantur, dum praecipitur quid fieri debeat, et per 

prohibitionem ostenditur a quo debeat abstineri. Legem autem fidei vocat legem interius descriptam, per 

quam non solum exteriora facta, sed etiam ipsi motus cordium disponuntur, inter quos primus est motus 

fidei. Corde enim creditur ad iustitiam, ut dicitur hic et cap. V. Et de hac lege loquitur infra: VIII, 2: lex 

spiritus vitae quae est in Christo Iesu". 



In response to the objection raised, St. Thomas presents the Old Law as a law of works 

insofar as it governs exterior works, and the New Law as an interior law insofar as it 

governs interior works. With this we see that St. Thomas does not speak to us of what we 

are talking about, which is the origin of the motion that leads to act, that is, exterior or 

interior.  

It is also striking that St. Thomas, when using this text of Rom 3:27 in his work22 , 

explains it on two occasions in a different way according to one of the aspects pointed 

out, that is, as exterior and interior actions, or as a merely exterior or also interior principle 

of action. Thus it happens in the first sense, when St. Thomas in Summa Theologiae I.II 

q. 107 a.1 arg 3 presents the same objection as in the commentary and responds by 

distinguishing the law of works as referring to exterior actions and the law of faith as 

referring to interior actions23 . On the contrary, in the commentary on Eph 2:15: "Legem 

mandatorum decretis evacuans", understanding this law of mandates as the law of works 

according to Rom 3:27 and explaining it as a law that only teaches exteriorly, but does 

not give the interior grace to act24 . However, in both cases it is not a law that teaches 

interiorly. 

1.3.2  Rm 8,2 

Perhaps precisely because of this ambiguity both in the commentary and in the text of 

the Summa, St. Thomas refers to Rom 8:2 as a place where revelation founds in a more 

explicit way that the New Law is interior and that it consists of the Holy Spirit. Aquinas 

understands that St. Paul, after having taught that by the grace of Christ we have been 

freed from sin and the Law, in chapter 8 goes on to show that "by the same grace we are 

freed from condemnation"25 . The cause of liberation from condemnation is what the 

Apostle explains in Rom 8:2, saying: "Lex spiritus vitae in Christo Iesu liberavit me a 

lege peccati et mortis". In commenting on this text, St. Thomas stops to specify the 

 
22 In addition to the commentary on Rom 3:27, St. Thomas cites this text on five occasions: Summa 

Theologiae I-II, q. 106 a. 1; Summa Theologiae. I.II q.107 a.1 arg 3; Summa Theologiae II-II, q. 16 a. 1 s.c 

; Super Eph., ch. 2 l. 5 n. 115; Super Eph., ch. 4 l. 2 n. 199. 
23 Cf. Summa Theologiae I.II q.107 a.1 ad 3: "". 
24 In Eph. ch. 2 lect. 5 n.115: "Vel dicitur mandatorum, id est, factorum. Rom. III, 27: ubi est ergo 

gloriatio tua? Exclusa est. Per quam legem? Factorum? Non, sed per legem fidei. Unde sicut Baptismus 

Ioannis dicitur Baptismus aquae, quia tantum exterius mundabat, interius autem non sanctificabat: ita et lex 

vetus dicitur lex factorum, quia praecipiebat tantum quid facere deberent, sed non conferebat gratiam, per 

quam ad legem implendam iuvarentur. Lex vero nova dirigit in agendis, praecipiendo, et iuvat ad 

implendum, gratiam conferendo". 
25 In Rm ch. 8, lect. 1 n. 595: "Postquam apostolus ostendit, quod per gratiam Christi liberamur a peccato 

et lege, hic ostendit quod per eamdem gratiam liberamur a damnatione". 



meaning of the expression lex Spiritus. After saying that the expression can be understood 

in a double way insofar as it refers to the Holy Spirit or to faith that works through charity, 

he dedicates himself to specifying the meaning of each. In both interpretations the interior 

motion to know and to act appears, in contrast in this case with what human law does. 

Thus, interpreting it first of all from the Holy Spirit, he says: 

This law can be said, according to one interpretation, to be the Holy Spirit, so that the meaning 

of the expression law of the spirit is the law which is the Spirit. For the law is given for this 

purpose, that men may be led to good, hence the Philosopher in the book according to Ethics 

says that the intention of the lawgiver is to make citizens good. This is accomplished by human 

law, which makes known what is to be done. But the Holy Spirit, who inhabits the soul, not 

only teaches what ought to be done, enlightening the understanding about what is to be done, 

but also inclines the affection to act uprightly, according to Jn 14:26. "The Holy Spirit, the 

Paraclete, whom the Father will send you in my name, he will teach you all things," as to the 

former, "and will suggest to you," as to the latter, "all that I have said to you."26 

Then, interpreting it from the effects proper to the Holy Spirit, which are faith working 

through charity, St. Thomas says: 

In another way the law of the Spirit can be said of the proper effect of the Holy Spirit, which 

is faith working through charity, which certainly teaches interiorly what should be done, 

according to that which "the anointing will teach you about all things" and inclines the 

affection to act according to that of 2 Cor 5:14: "the charity of Christ urges us".27 

Finally, he concludes by affirming that this law of the Spirit is the New Law promised 

by Jer 31:31-33:  

 
26 In Rom. ch. 8, lect. 1 n. 602: "Quae quidem lex potest dici, uno modo, Spiritus Sanctus, ut sit sensus: 

lex spiritus, id est lex quae est Spiritus. Lex enim ad hoc datur, ut per eam homines inducantur ad bonum; 

unde et philosophus in II Ethic. dicit quod intentio legislatoris est cives facere bonos. Quod quidem lex 

humana facit, solum notificando quid fieri debeat; sed Spiritus Sanctus, mentem inhabitans, non solum 

docet quid oporteat fieri, intellectum illuminando de agendis, sed etiam affectum inclinat ad recte agendum. 

Io. XIV, 26: Paracletus autem Spiritus Sanctus, quem mittet pater in nomine meo, ille vos docebit omnia, 

quantum ad primum, et suggeret vobis omnia, quantum ad secundum, quaecumque dixero vobis". 
27 In Rom ch. 8, lect. 1 n. 602: "Alio modo lex spiritus potest dici proprius effectus Spiritus Sancti, 

scilicet fides per dilectionem operans. Quae quidem et docet interius de agendis, secundum illud infra: 

unctio docebit vos de omnibus, et inclinat affectum ad agendum, secundum illud II Cor. V, 14: charitas 

Christi urget nos." 



And this is certainly the law of the Spirit which is called the New Law, which is the same Holy 

Spirit or that which the Holy Spirit makes in our hearts, according to Jer 31:33: "I will put my 

law in their inward parts and write it on their hearts" (Jer 31:33).28 

In the light of St. Thomas' commentary, we can see how he understands the Law of 

the Spirit, that is, as the New Law as opposed to that of the Old Testament, and as an 

interior law insofar as, in addition to the exterior, the Holy Spirit acts interiorly through 

faith and charity to instill knowledge of what man must do and carry it out. With this 

content we cannot elucidate the objection that we put to ourselves. It seems that the 

knowledge that is the fruit of the interior action of the Holy Spirit is a practical knowledge, 

that is, of what man ought to do. It says nothing about whether it is also speculative. 

However, we are offered a way to solve this difficulty. St. Thomas' commentary, besides 

citing Jer 31:31-33, also quotes Jn 14:27: "Paracletus autem spiritus sanctus, quem mittet 

Pater in nomine meo, ille vos docebit omnibus" and 1 Jn 2:27: "Unctio docebit vos de 

omnibus". These are the texts that have previously allowed us to elucidate the difficulty.  

The first objective of this paper was to justify that St. Thomas affirms that Sacred 

Scripture, understood as the action by which God communicates himself to man through 

Scripture, consists more in interior grace than in the exterior letter. I believe that we have 

accomplished this objective. Although the most explicit formulation of the principle by 

St. Thomas is in Summa Theologiae I.II q.106 a.1 when speaking of the New Law, 

nevertheless its character as Law could seem to reduce it to practical knowledge. In order 

to show that this principle also applied to the speculative or contemplative realm, we have 

taken the option of delving deeper into Aquinas' thought through the biblical sources on 

which he bases his doctrine. However, the early texts of Jer 31:31-33, Heb 8:8-13, Rom 

3:27 and Rom 8:2 did not resolve our objection. We had to go to the biblical sources that 

St. Thomas cites in these texts and that found and support his interpretation: 1 Jn 2:27 and 

Jn 14:26. In them we have clearly seen that Aquinas extends the principle of the primacy 

of the interior action of the Holy Spirit to practical knowledge as well as to speculative 

or contemplative knowledge. 

 
28 In Rom. ch. 8, lect. 1 n. 602: "Et haec quidem lex spiritus dicitur lex nova, quae vel est ipse Spiritus 

Sanctus, vel eam in cordibus nostris Spiritus Sanctus facit. Ier. XXXI, 33: dabo legem meam in visceribus 

eorum, et in corde eorum superscribam eam." 



2. The content of the statement 

We must now move on to the second part of our paper in order to specify the content 

of this affirmation of St. Thomas. From this we can only offer a few brushstrokes of the 

very rich doctrine of Aquinas contained in it29 .  

Certainly, to place ourselves in the perspective that God, in order to teach us through 

Sacred Scripture, has not only given us a text but also acts with an interior grace that 

allows us to understand the meaning of the text is certainly very inspiring for every reader 

or exegete of the Bible. However, when we try to concretize this action of reading 

Scripture, we can be puzzled about what it actually means. For this it is necessary to 

concretize the content of this affirmation, and in this case doing so according to the mind 

of Aquinas. 

Let us begin with the spiritual current that enlightens St. Thomas in his formulation of 

the doctrine of the New Law. As S. Pinckaers has emphasized, the formulation of the 

New Law is the doctrinal formulation of the evangelical movement initiated by St. Francis 

and St. Dominic in which Aquinas is vitally inscribed. Faced with a Johannineism, heir 

to Origen in its attitude of overcoming the Christological order, and with a naturalistic 

rationalism that entered the Middle Ages, sometimes associated with Aristotle, St. 

Thomas proposes a formula drawn from the doctrine of the New Testament in which the 

primacy of the Spirit is harmonized with the necessity of the letter. It is the harmony 

between the pneumatic order and the Christological order of the incarnation in the 

economy of salvation30 . 

 
29 I have further developed the content of this statement in: I. MANRESA, La exégesis en el Espíritu según 

santo Tomás de Aquino (Toledo 2016). 
30 Pickaers, The Sources of Christian Morals (Pamplona3 2007) 221: "However, the study of the 

historical context of the thirteenth century shows that the treatise on the evangelical Law is, to a large 

extent, a creation of that time. It is the theological expression of the powerful evangelicalism of the 

Franciscans and Dominicans. The Summa of Alexander of Hales contains a thorough study of the 

evangelical Law much longer than that of St. Thomas. But the latter, although he uses this work, does not 

produce a less original work by concentrating this vast subject matter in three questions and, above all, by 

elaborating a new definition of the Gospel Law that truly makes it the masterpiece of morality. St. Thomas' 

study, which is the fruit of a renewed reading of the Epistle to the Romans as well as of the De spiritu et 

littera and the commentary on St. Augustine's Sermon on the Mount, brings out much more clearly the 

spiritual dimension of this Law".   

On the novelty of the interior character of the New Law, S Pinckaers, The Sources of Morals, 224, 

quotes Kuhn who says: ""The general opinion in the scholastic tradition was that in the New Law the succor 

of divine grace suitable and sufficient was given to fulfill the commandments; but that the New Law was 

properly a lex indita, an interior law, is said neither in Peter Lombard, nor in the Franciscans, nor in Albertus 

Magnus, and is not even found in the Commentary on the Sentences of St. Thomas" (U. KÜHN, Via 

caritatis, p, 194).  



This principle is applied by St. Thomas to the intelligence of the revelation transmitted 

in Sacred Scripture, which responds to the nature of the biblical text: a true human text 

elevated by the action of the Holy Spirit.  

In this sense, St. Thomas justifies the need to attend to the text in the economy of the 

incarnation. Thus, in dealing with the content of the New Law in question 108 of the 

Summa, he has a very interesting text in this sense. Certainly the purpose of the question 

is to determine if the New Law contains exterior or only interior works, but his 

argumentation gives reason for the necessity of the sensible by reason of the Incarnation: 

As we have seen above (q. 106 a. 1.2), the principal nature of the new law is in the grace of 

the Holy Spirit. This is manifested in faith, which works through love. Now men obtain this 

grace through the Son of God made man, whose humanity God filled with grace, and from it 

was derived in us. Therefore it is said in Jn 1:14: The Word became flesh; and then he adds: 

Full of grace and truth; and below (v.17): From his fullness we all receive, and grace for 

grace. Therefore he adds that grace and truth were made by Jesus Christ. And so it is fitting 

that grace, which is derived from the incarnate Word, should come to us by some sensible and 

outward signs, and that from the inward grace, by which the flesh is subjected to the spirit, 

should emanate some sensible works. 31 

However, to reach the meaning transmitted through these sensible realities, an 

illumination of the Holy Spirit is necessary because it is a text written in the grace of the 

Holy Spirit. Precisely in the question Quodlibetal XII in article 17 St. Thomas wonders 

about the office of those who expound the Scripture and more specifically if all that the 

Holy Fathers said comes from the Holy Spirit. Paschasius Radbertus and especially 

Abelard had highlighted the contradictions between the interpretations of the Fathers in 

order to undermine their interpretative authority. St. Thomas will answer this question by 

saying first of all:  

 
Also in: cf. Pinckaers, The pinckaers reader, p.377 - 380. cites important references p.380 note 12); 

Introduction Summa Theologica: reflects more the background of Jehoiakinism and the legalistic tendency 

and cites Kazinski as a source.  
31 Summa Theologiae I.II q.108 a.1: "Respondeo dicendum quod, sicut dictum est, principalitas legis 

novae est gratia Spiritus Sancti, quae manifestatur in fide per dilectionem operante. Hanc autem gratiam 

consequuntur homines per Dei filium hominem factum, cuius humanitatem primo replevit gratia, et exinde 

est ad nos derivata. Unde dicitur Ioan. I, verbum caro factum est; et postea subditur, plenum gratiae et 

veritatis; et infra, de plenitudine eius nos omnes accepimus, et gratiam pro gratia. Unde subditur quod 

gratia et veritas per Iesum Christum facta est. Et ideo convenit ut per aliqua exteriora sensibilia gratia a 

Verbo Incarnato profluens in nos deducatur; et ex hac interiori gratia, per quam caro spiritui subditur, 

exteriora quaedam opera sensibilia producantur". 



It must be said that the Scriptures are expounded by the same Spirit by whom they were 

written. Hence it is said in 1 Cor 2:14: "The animal man does not perceive the things that are 

of God, but the spiritual man judges all things" and especially those things that are of faith, 

because faith is a gift of God. Hence the interpretation of is listed among the gifts of the Holy 

Spirit in 1 Cor 12:10.32 

St. Thomas starts from a principle borrowed from St. Jerome, whom he does not quote: 

"Scripture must be expounded by the same Spirit by whom it was written". From this he 

deduces that in order to understand Scripture, particularly with regard to those things that 

are of faith, man must be elevated by the Holy Spirit. Although St. Thomas, in order to 

respond to the concrete question, applies the principle to the charism of interpretation as 

grace gratis datae, the principle must be extended to all interpretation, and particularly to 

those things of faith. 

This need for the grace of the Holy Spirit for interpretation leads us to think of the 

difficulties that the interpreter has to overcome to reach the meaning of Scripture. St. 

Thomas gathers them in two texts. In Summa Theologiae II.II q. 1 a. 9 ad 1 he gives a 

reason for the necessity of the Symbol for the difficulties in the interpretation of Scripture 

saying: 

To the first, it must be said that the truth of faith is contained in Sacred Scripture in scattered 

and varied forms, and, in some things, in an obscure form.  

On the other hand, in Summa Theologiae II.II q. 176 a.2 ad 4, in giving the reason for 

the necessity of the charism of interpretation, he further specifies the reasons for its 

obscurity by adding to what has been said the height of the things signified, the difficulty 

of being an unknown language and the use of figurative language33 . 

 
32 Quodlibet VII, a.17: "Dicendum, quod ab eodem spiritu Scripturae sunt expositae et editae; unde 

dicitur I ad Cor, II, 14: animalis homo non percipit ea quae Dei sunt; spiritualis autem iudicat omnia, et 

praecipue quantum ad ea quae sunt fidei, quia fides est donum Dei; et ideo interpretatio sermonum 

numeratur inter alia dona spiritus sancti, I ad Cor., cap. XII, 10". Also in the SC: "Contra, ad eumdem 

pertinet facere aliquid propter finem et perducere ad illum finem. Sed finis Scripturae, quae est a Spiritu 

Sancto, est eruditio hominum. Haec autem eruditio hominum ex Scripturis non potest esse nisi per 

expositiones sanctorum. Ergo expositiones sanctorum sunt a Spiritu Sancto". 
33 "Ad quartum dicendum quod interpretatio sermonum potest reduci ad donum prophetiae, inquantum 

scilicet mens illuminatur ad intelligendum et exponendum quaecumque sunt in sermonibus obscura, sive 

propter difficultatem rerum significatarum, sive etiam propter ipsas voces ignotas quae proferuntur, sive 

etiam propter similitudines rerum adhibitas; secundum illud Dan. V, audivi de te quod possis obscura 

interpretari et ligata dissolvere". To this text should be added a text from the commentary to Jeremiah's 

Lamentations, a text of doubtful authenticity: "In modo ostenditur difficultas; unde sequitur: in qua erat 

liber involutus. Est idem iste liber involutus ornatu verborum: unde et metrice descriptus, et rethoricis est 

ornamentis coloratus. Prover. 15: lingua sapientum ornat scientiam. Est etiam involutus profunditate 

mysteriorum. 1 Corinth. 13: spiritus enim loquitur mysteria. Et apostolis dicitur in persona omnium qui 



In the mind of St. Thomas, Sacred Scripture is ordered to the salvation of men and not 

all the content of Sacred Scripture is ordered directly to it, but some of the things are said 

by reason of others, which are those that properly order to eternal life. Therefore, the 

interpreter is faced with a teaching that must be reached by passing from some truths to 

others and bringing them together to form a unity of doctrine according to that which 

properly orders to eternal life. Moreover, these truths have a great spiritual height that 

makes it difficult for man to understand their meaning. Without understanding such a 

sense in a certain way, figurative language remains really unintelligible for one who wants 

to understand what is meant by it. In all this, St. Thomas finds reasons to justify the 

necessity of the Holy Spirit to interpret Sacred Scripture. Thus St. Thomas, commenting 

on 2 Tim 2:7: "Intellige quae dico: dabit enim tibi Dominus in omnibus intellectum" says:  

Then when he says, understand, he expounds what he had said following Christ's way of 

parables, Mt 13:9: "He who has ears, let him hear", as if he were saying: bring these things to 

a spiritual intelligence. [...] And this you will be able to understand, because he gave you, etc., 

according to 1 Jn 2:27: The anointing will teach you about all things. 34 

The anointing of the Spirit is what allows us to understand not literally, but spiritually 

the words of the Apostle, in the same way as it allowed us to understand the parables of 

Jesus. This is precisely what St. Thomas says that the Apostles were able to do when they 

became spiritual men. Thus, commenting on Jn 16:25, Aquinas says: 

 

This, then, is the difference between the spiritual man and the animal man, that the animal man 

understands spiritual words as proverbs or enigmas, and not because they are spoken 

enigmatically, but because his mind, being incapable of rising above the corporeal, is obscure 

to him, according to 1 Cor. 2:14: "The animal man does not perceive the things that are of the 

 
sacras Scripturas ediderunt: vobis datum est nosse mysterium regni Dei. Matth. Est etiam involutus varietate 

similitudinum, sicut et ceteri prophetarum libri. Proverb. 1: animadvertet parabolam et interpretationem, 

verba sapientum, et aenigmata eorum. Oseae 12: ego visiones multiplicavi, et in manibus prophetarum 

assimilatus sum. Et hoc signatum est per tria involumenta quibus vasa sanctuarii involvebantur, Num. 4. 

Per velum enim quod diversis coloribus, et pulchra varietate erat distinctum, ut dicitur Exod. 26, significatur 

diversitas similitudinum. Per pelles, et pallium hyacinthini coloris, significantur caelestia mysteria, quibus 

quasi impraegnatus est liber iste. Per pallium purpureum significatur ornatus verborum. Haec enim 

involutio Spiritus Sancti explicatur a sacris expositoribus: quia sacrae Scripturae eodem spiritu sunt 

expositae quo sunt editae, sicut dicit Augustinus" (In Threnos Ieremiam, pr.). 
34 In 2 Tim. 2, ch. 2, lect. 1: "Deinde cum dicit intellige, exponit quae dixerat sequens modum Christi 

post parabolas. Matth. XIII, 9: qui habet aures audiendi audiat. Quasi dicat: reduc haec ad intellectum 

spiritualem. Dan. X, 1: intelligentia opus est in visione. Quasi diceret aliquis: tu dicis: accipe stipendium, 

o Timothee; sed tu non facis, quia de labore manuum vis vivere. Unde intellige quae dico, quia est 

necessaria discretio, quia ibi non sunt accipienda ubi est occasio avaritiae contra Evangelium, vel propter 

cupiditatem, vel propter otium. Et hoc poteris intelligere, quia dabit, et cetera. I Io. II, 27: unctio docebit 

vos de omnibus". 



Spirit of God. On the contrary, the spiritual man receives spiritual things as spiritual. The 

disciples at first were like animals, and the things that were said to them were to them obscure 

and like proverbs, but after they were made spiritual by Christ and taught by the Holy Spirit 

they clearly grasped spiritual things".35 

This principle also applies to the reading of Scripture in the Church. Aquinas 

recognizes that in the Church, whose soul is the Holy Spirit, there is a diversity of 

charisms and offices. Among these is the charism of interpretation, with which the Fathers 

were eminently endowed, as was the Magisterium or theology. In the quodlibetal question 

cited above, St. Thomas responds to Abelard's objection by distinguishing between what 

the Fathers spoke moved by the Holy Spirit as witnesses to the faith and what they spoke 

as particular authors. It is from this interpretation of the Holy Spirit that the interpreter 

can draw for his reading of Scripture in the manner of elder brothers who help him to 

reach what the Spirit wanted to say through the text.  

I hope that with these brush strokes we have been able to realize the great richness that 

this principle has for biblical hermeneutics according to the mind of St. Thomas. There is 

much more, such as the place of prophecy, the primacy of the literal sense, the role of 

faith in accepting supernatural truth and its influence on interpretation, the necessity of 

the supernatural ordering of affection and its influence on the understanding of the 

realities transmitted in Scripture in its reason for good36 , or the various ways of 

interpreting, whether by study or by connaturality according to the gifts of intelligence, 

wisdom or science, etc. All this requires further development to highlight the richness 

implied in this principle of St. Thomas, which acts as a keystone that harmonizes the 

various elements of interpretation. Thank you very much. 

 
35 In Io cap.16 lec.7 (2152); "Differentia enim haec est inter spiritualem et animalem virum: quia 

animalis homo verba spiritualia accipit ut proverbia, non quod proverbialiter sint dicta, sed quia mens eius 

supra corporalia elevari non valens, sunt ei obscura; I Cor. II, 14: animalis homo non percipit ea quae sunt 

Spiritus Dei. Spiritualis autem homo accipit spiritualia ut spiritualia. Discipuli autem a principio quasi 

animales erant, et quae dicebantur eis, obscura erant et sicut proverbia; sed postmodum a Christo spirituales 

effecti et per Spiritum Sanctum edocti, spiritualia aperte capiebant".   
36 In Io cap.14 l. 6 n. 1959: "Facit autem nos scire omnia interius inspirando, dirigendo, et ad spiritualia 

elevando. Sicut enim qui habet gustum infectum non habet veram cognitionem de saporibus, ita et qui 

infectus est amore mundi, non potest gustare divina: secundum illud I Cor. II, 14: animalis autem homo 

non percipit ea quae sunt spiritus Dei". 


