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 One of the most beautiful discourses of our Lord’s ministry was His discourse to His 

disciples in the upper room where together they celebrated the last supper.  In that lengthy 

conversation, the Lord talked especially about The Spirit of Truth Whom He would give to His 

church to lead the church into all truth (See John 14:16-18, 26; 15:26; 16:7-11, 13, and 14).  That 

Spirit was poured out on Pentecost; and by His work the church of Christ has developed in the 

truth of God’s Word until the present. 

 However true that may be, a long period of the church’s history saw little such 

development.  It was the period which we call The Middle Ages, roughly from the death of 

Augustine in the middle of the 5th century to the time of the Reformation at the beginning of the 

16th century – over a millennium! How strange! 

 Why did almost no development of the truth take place during that period? Roman 

Catholicism had control of the church, and whatever development did take place was in the 

direction of the lie and further apostasy.   

There are two reasons for this apostasy of The Middle Ages.  

One is the fact that the Bishop of Rome (the pope) had so gained domination in the 

church that all the church’s life was subjected to him and all the church’s theology was directed 

by him and had to be approved by him. 

 Secondly, very soon after the death of Augustine, the church committed itself to a 

doctrine of salvation by works. Augustine had taught salvation by sovereign grace alone. This 

doctrine of Augustine the church did not want. It repudiated it explicitly, persecuted those who 

taught it (consider Gottschalk who rotted in prison because he taught sovereign election and 

reprobation) and insisted on a doctrine of salvation by the meritorious value of good works. 

 One element in Roman Catholic domination of the church was Scholasticism. 

 The name really does not have much to do with what Scholasticism was in later centuries. 

The name came from the cloister schools of Charlemagne.  Charlemagne, the greatest king of an 

empire that included what is now France, Germany, and the Lowlands, ruled in the latter part of 

the 8th century and the first part of the 9th. Although himself illiterate, he wanted the barbarian 

members of his vast kingdom to be educated. He established schools – good schools – 

throughout his empire and even fashioned an excellent curriculum to be used. These schools 

were closely connected to the church and were, therefore, called cloister schools. 

 But ancient Greek philosophy came into Europe via the Moslems in Spain, the crusaders 

of the 11th and 12th centuries, and the growing trade between East and West. The Roman 

Catholic Church has always prided itself in being willing to adapt to any culture, any way of life, 

any view – as long as the essentials of Roman Catholic doctrine are kept intact. 

 Scholasticism is the effort on the part of the Roman Catholic scholars in The Middle 

Ages to merge into one system of thought the doctrines of the Roman Catholic Church and the 

basic teachings of pagan philosophers, particularly Plato and Aristotle. 

One may very well ask the question: How was it possible for the Roman Catholic Church 

to incorporate pagan philosophy into the Christian religion? 

The answer to this question is simply that already in those days the Church taught that 

much good could come out of paganism. Because of the work of the Spirit in the heathen, these 

heathen were also capable of discovering truth. This truth had to be gleaned from their writings 



which were filled with so many other errors. But it was truth which the church could profitably 

use not only, but truth which could be incorporated into the theology of Scripture. 

It was truth which man could know through the use of reason. Faith was necessary to 

know many truths, but man’s natural reason could also discover truth. The medieval theologians 

were intent on unifying the fruits of reason with the activity of faith. In this way a theology 

would be constructed which would be a synthesis of both. 

It was a view which is very similar to the view of common grace, and was, in fact, the 

forerunner of common grace. Common grace also teaches that, because God gives grace to all 

men, even unsaved pagans are capable of discovering truth, truth which is of great value to 

believers and which they ought not to be afraid to incorporate into their theology. 

If you would like a formal definition from a great scholar of The Middle Ages, we can 

quote Ueberweg: 

“Scholasticism is philosophy in the service of established and accepted 

theological doctrines, or at least, in such subordination to them, that, where 

philosophy and theology trod on common ground, the latter was received as the 

absolute norm and criterion of truth. More particularly, Scholasticism was the 

reproduction of ancient philosophy under the control of ecclesiastical doctrine, 

with an accommodation, in cases of discrepancy between them, of the former to the 

latter.” 

It is understandable that an effort to merge into one system Biblical doctrine and pagan 

philosophy is going to end in some strange places. And so it did.  It was a rejection of the 

principle of Sola Scripture which the Reformers insisted upon. In fact, Luther’s absolute 

insistence of the authority of Scripture alone was, in part at least, leveled against the Scholastics 

who employed “reason” as well as faith in theological pursuits – reason which Luther called “the 

whore of Satan.” 

Scholasticism at its worst could produce volumes of heavy works and endless debates 

over such questions as: “How many angels can dance the point of a pin?” “Given God’s 

omnipotence, can God create two mountains without a valley between?” 

A few notable contributions were, however, made to the development of the truth by 

“better” scholastics. Anselm, 11th century archbishop of Canterbury, wrote a famous book called 

Cur Deus Homo? (“Why Did God Become Man?”) in which he developed a doctrine of the 

atonement which is followed in our own Heidelberg Catechism in Lord’s Days 5 & 6. 

Thomas Aquinas, perhaps the greatest of all the Scholastics, developed Roman Catholic 

theology which determined the theological direction of the Roman Catholic Church till today. 

Scholasticism was another proof that the church of our Lord Jesus Christ could only be 

saved by way of Reformation! 
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