The Three Grades of Moral Precept According to St. Thomas Aquinas

[image: image1.wmf]First 

Grade

“First 

and 

Common 

Principles”

 

“Per 

se 

nota,” 

“most 

certain,”

and 

 

“so 

evident 

as 

to 

need 

no

promulgation”

Third 

Grade

Second 

Grade

[More 

Remote 

Conclusions]

 

Concern 

matters 

that 

require 

a 

more

complex 

judgment, 

involving 

much

consideration 

of 

the 

various 

circumstances.

 

Those 

things 

which 

are 

judged 

by 

the 

wise 

as

things 

that 

ought 

to 

be 

done 

after 

a 

more

subtle 

consideration 

of 

reason.

 

Precepts 

the 

reason 

for 

which 

is 

not 

so

evident 

to 

everyone, 

but 

only 

to 

the 

wise.

“Proximate 

Conclusions”

 

Concern 

matters 

“so 

evident 

that 

at 

once, 

after 

very 

little

consideration, 

one 

is 

able 

to 

approve 

or 

disapprove 

of

them 

by 

means 

of 

the 

common 

first 

principles.”

 

Things 

which 

the 

natural 

reason 

of 

every 

person, 

of 

its

own 

accord 

and 

at 

once, 

judges 

ought 

to 

be 

done 

or 

not

done.

 

Require 

only 

a 

simple 

judgment, 

the 

reason 

of 

which

anyone, 

even 

the 

uneducated, 

can 

at 

once 

easily 

grasp.

The 

Ten 

Commandments

:

1. 

Do 

not 

have 

strange 

gods

2. 

Do 

not 

take 

the 

name 

of 

the

Lord 

in 

vain

3. 

Keep 

holy 

the 

sabbath

4. 

Honor 

father 

and 

mother

5. 

Don’t 

kill

6. 

Don’t 

commit 

adultery

7. 

Don’t 

steal

8. 

Don’t 

bear 

false 

witness

9. 

Don’t 

covet 

another’s 

wife

10. 

Don’t 

covet 

another’s

possessions

Other 

precepts 

forbidding 

what 

is 

connected 

with

the 

worship 

of 

idols 

(e.g., 

do 

not 

expiate 

a 

child 

by

making 

him 

pass 

through 

the 

fire; 

let 

there 

be 

no

wizards, 

charmers, 

fortune-tellers, 

or 

those 

who

consult 

spirits)

Prohibitions 

against 

blasphemy 

and 

against 

false

teaching

All 

the 

ceremonial 

precepts 

of 

the 

Old 

Law

All 

the 

precepts 

concerning 

reverence 

due 

to 

those

above 

us 

(e.g., 

Honor 

the 

aged) 

and 

those

commanding 

kindness 

to 

our 

equals 

and 

inferiors

Prohibition 

of 

hatred 

and 

any 

kind 

of 

violence

against 

our 

neighbor, 

or 

his 

clan 

or 

family, 

and

prohibition 

of 

hatred 

against 

one’s 

brother

Precepts 

forbidding 

prostitution 

or 

fornication;

precepts 

forbidding 

“unnatural 

sins”

Precepts 

forbidding 

usury, 

fraud 

(e.g., 

don’t 

use

false 

weights 

on 

a 

scale), 

all 

types 

of 

calumny 

or

theft

Precepts 

against 

false 

judgments 

(e.g., 

don’t 

avoid 

the

truth 

by 

giving 

in 

to 

the 

judgment 

of 

the 

majority),

against 

lying, 

detraction, 

and 

scandal-mongering

These 

prohibit 

all 

evil 

desires 

against 

one’s 

neighbor

Love 

God

Love 

your

neighbor 

as

yourself

[More 

Common]

[More 

Particular]
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