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Anslem’s Theological Method: Faith Seeking Understanding 

“I do not seek, Lord, to reach your heights, for my intellect is as nothing compared to them. 

But I seek in some way to understand your truth, which my heart believes and loves.

For I do not seek to understand in order to believe, but rather I believe in order to understand.” – Anselm

“Let me discern Your light whether it be from afar or from the depths.

Teach me to seek You, and reveal Yourself to me as I seek, because I can neither seek You if You do not 

teach me how,

nor find You unless You reveal Yourself. Let me seek You in desiring You;

let me desire You in seeking You; let me find You in loving You; let me love You in finding You.” – Anselm

“By always adhering to the same faith without hesitation, by loving it, and by humbly living 

according to it, a Christian ought to argue how they are, insomuch as one can look for reasons. If 

one can understand, one should thank God; if one cannot, one should bow one’s head in 

veneration rather than sound off trumpets.” – Anselm
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Psalm 73 – A PSALM OF ASAPH 

1 Truly God is good to Israel, 

    to those who are pure in heart. 
2 But as for me, my feet had almost stumbled, 

    my steps had nearly slipped. 
3 For I was envious of the arrogant 

    when I saw the prosperity of the wicked. 

4 For they have no pangs until death; 

    their bodies are fat and sleek. 
5 They are not in trouble as others are; 

    they are not stricken like the rest of mankind. 
6 Therefore pride is their necklace; 

    violence covers them as a garment. 
7 Their eyes swell out through fatness; 

    their hearts overflow with follies. 
8 They scoff and speak with malice; 

    loftily they threaten oppression. 
9 They set their mouths against the heavens, 

    and their tongue struts through the earth. 
10 Therefore his people turn back to them, 

    and find no fault in them. 
11 And they say, “How can God know? 

    Is there knowledge in the Most High?” 
12 Behold, these are the wicked; 

    always at ease, they increase in riches. 
13 All in vain have I kept my heart clean 

    and washed my hands in innocence. 
14 For all the day long I have been stricken 

    and rebuked every morning. 
15 If I had said, “I will speak thus,” 

    I would have betrayed the generation of your 

children. 

 

 

16 But when I thought how to understand this, 

    it seemed to me a wearisome task, 
17 until I went into the sanctuary of God; 

    then I discerned their end.18 Truly you set them 

in slippery places; 

    you make them fall to ruin. 
19 How they are destroyed in a moment, 

    swept away utterly by terrors! 
20 Like a dream when one awakes, 

    O Lord, when you rouse yourself, you despise 

them as phantoms. 
21 When my soul was embittered, 

    when I was pricked in heart, 
22 I was brutish and ignorant; 

    I was like a beast toward you. 

23 Nevertheless, I am continually with you; 

    you hold my right hand. 
24 You guide me with your counsel, 

    and afterward you will receive me to glory. 
25 Whom have I in heaven but you? 

    And there is nothing on earth that I desire 

besides you. 
26 My flesh and my heart may fail, 

    but God is the strength of my heart and my 

portion forever. 

27 For behold, those who are far from you shall 

perish; 

    you put an end to everyone who is unfaithful 

to you. 
28 But for me it is good to be near God; 

    I have made the Lord GOD my refuge, 

    that I may tell of all your works. 



 

3 

Anselm writes:

• Everyone has an idea of something that is “good” as well as an idea 

that some things are “better” than others.

• Therefore there should be something that is supremely “Best.” And 

what is “Best” would therefore be God

• “Of all the things that exist, there is one nature that is supreme. It 

alone is self-sufficient in its eternal happiness, yet through its all-

powerful goodness it creates and gives to all other things their very 

existence and their goodness.” - Anselm

• God doesn’t submit to a standard of goodness. Rather He is 

Goodness personified.

• Towards the end Anselm meditates on the Trinitarian Nature of God
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“I do not try, Lord, to attain Your lofty heights, because my understanding is in no 

way equal to it. But I do desire to understand Your truth a little, that truth that my 

heart believes and loves. For I do not seek to understand so that I may believe; but I 

believe so that I may understand. For I believe this also, that ‘unless I believe, I shall 

not understand.’ (Isa. 7:9)” – Anselm

“Well then, Lord, You who give understanding to faith, grant me that I may 

understand, as much as You see fit, that You exist as we believe You to exist, and that 

You are what we believe You to be. Now we believe that You are something than 

which nothing greater can be thought. Or can it be that a thing of such nature does 

not exist, since “the Fool says in his heart there is no God?” But surely, when the 

same Fool hears what I am speaking about, namely, ‘something-than-which-nothing-

greater-can-be-thought,’ he understands what he hears, and what he understands is 

in his mind, even if he does not understand that it actually exists…”

• He’s starting with faith, “we believe you to exist”

• The Fool says “there is no God”

• Even the Fool can understand ‘something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-

thought’ in his mind
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WHY GOD BECAME MAN 

Views of Atonement up to this point: 

• Ransom View 

• Victory View (Christus Victor) 

• Anselm is going to bring a big shift towards a third view: Satisfaction View 

(Substitutionary View) 

Background: Feudalism 
• Lord expect: Military service, taxation, loyalty, hospitality, etc. 

• Vassals expect: Safe environment, land to work and generate income, lord takes care of the children if you die, etc. 

• If the vassal fails to hold up his end (dishonoring his lord), the lord is entitled to retribution 

o Normally, when the relationship broke down, the lord allows the vassal to do something to “restore honor” 

We, the vassals, must make restitution or satisfaction for our offense 

o The problem: Our offense is greater than we can pay (its infinite) 

• There is only one way for Man to be saved and the offense against God’s honor to be satisfied: If God becomes man 

and pays the debt on man’s behalf. 

o “No one can pay except God, and no one ought to pay except man: it is necessary that a God–Man should pay 

it” – Anselm 
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— The Ancient View: Christ as Ransom 

For the first thousand years of Christianity, most 

Christians believed that Christ was a ransom that 

was paid to Satan in exchange for releasing 

humans from the bondage of sin. Satan had 

control over humanity since the fall of man, and 

only the soul of perfectly innocent Jesus would 

be an acceptable payment for the return of 

humanity to the Father. But unbeknownst to the 

devil, Jesus was also God. So after three days, 

Jesus left Hell and returned to heaven to sit at 

the right hand of the Father. 

The strongest biblical support for this theory, 

known as the Ransom Theory of atonement, 

comes from the words of Jesus himself: “Just as 

the Son of Man came not to be served but to 

serve, and to give his life a ransom for many” — 

Matthew 20:28 (see also Mark 10:45 and 1 

Timothy 2:5–6). 

 

 

The Medieval View: Christ as Substitute 

So troubled by those questions did one man offer a stern critique of 

ransom atonement, in a book whose influence is still being felt 

today. In 1099, St. Anselm of Canterbury wrote Cur Deus Homo, or 

“why God became man.” It took the ransom theory to task. “For 

Anselm,” writes one historian, “the notion that the devil’s originator, 

his creator, could ever be in his debt was absurd. The absolute 

freedom of the divine being is recovered because, for Anselm, God 

has the right to act in his own creation just as he pleases.” 

In this theory, it is God’s honor that is offended by our sin. And that 

offense cannot go unanswered, God’s honor must be restored. But 

man, being so much less than God, can never restore that honor on 

his own. “The debt is total, the obligation to pay it, total, the power 

to pay it, zero.” The answer then is found in the sacrifice of Christ: 

fully human, he can atone for man, fully God, he can restore God’s 

honor. This is Substitutionary Atonement. 

Anselm describes it this way in this dialogue from Cur Deus Homo he 

has with another monk named Boso: 

Anselm: So no one except God can make the satisfaction. 

Boso: That follows. 

Anselm: But no one except humanity ought to do it — otherwise, 

humanity has not made satisfaction. 

Boso: Nothing could be more just. 

Anselm: … So if no one except God can make it and no one except 

man ought to make it, there must be a God-Man to make it. 

Boso: Blessed be God. 

Waukesha Bible Statement of Faith 

The Son:  We believe the Lord Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God, became man, without ceasing to be God,1 conceived 

by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary,2 in order that He might reveal God to humanity3 and redeem sinful 

humanity from sin.4 We believe the Lord Jesus Christ ascended to heaven,5 and is now exalted at the right hand of God,6 

where, as our High Priest7, He fulfills the ministry of Representative,8 Intercessor, and Advocate,9 who mediates before 

the Father in our behalf. 

The Sin of Humanity: We believe humanity was created in the image and likeness of God,1 but that in Adam's sin 

humanity fell,2 inherited a sinful nature, and became alienated from God;3 and, that humanity is in complete rebellion 

against God, and of himself, utterly unable to remedy his lost condition. 

Salvation: We believe the Lord Jesus Christ as the fulfillment of the Seed Promise,1 accomplished our redemption 

through His perfect obedience2 and voluntary substitutionary death on the cross.3 In so doing, He completed the Blood 

Picture.4 He made the forgiveness of our sins5 sure by His physical resurrection from the dead.6 We believe that salvation 

(justification, sanctification, and glorification) is the gift of God brought to man by grace and received by personal faith in 

the Lord Jesus Christ.7 

The Personality of Satan: We believe Satan is a created being and the first angel to fall.1 He is the open and declared 

enemy of God and humanity.2 He was judicially defeated at Christ's death and resurrection,3 and that he shall be 

eternally punished in the Lake of Fire. 
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Key Figure: Thomas Aquinas

Intro: Thomas Aquinas was the most influential 

theologian of the Middle Ages and is probably

the most influential theologian, after Augustine, in the 

Roman Catholic Church today.

Life

1224-1273 A.D.
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1. We can know certain truths about God from nature (Natural Theology). 

Aquinas believed that

the most important truths must be revealed to us (Trinity, incarnation, etc.) 

but that lost people

could reason to God’s existence through logical proofs.

2. God’s essence and his existence are the same thing (De Ente et Essentia).

3. When the Bible describes God it does not do so univocally but 

analogically.

4. God’s existence can be proved through pure reason. 

5. God is pure act, simple, and impassable.

6. Philosophy is good and should be used by Christians.

7. The purpose of all of humanity is to find its happiness in God through the 

beatific vision.
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Romans 1:18-20
18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness 

and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the 

truth. 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God 

has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal 

power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the 

creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are 

without excuse.

Jeremiah 10:12  It is he who made the earth by his power, 

who established the world by his wisdom, 

and by his understanding stretched out the heavens. 
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About suffering he writes…

“Now it sometimes happens that God listens not to a person’s pleas 

but rather to his advantage. A doctor does not listen to the pleas of the 

sick person who requests that the bitter medicine be taken 

away…instead he listens to the patient’s advantage, because by

doing so he produces health, which the sick person wants most of all. 

In the same way, God does not remove tribulations from the person 

stuck in them, even though he prays earnestly for God to do so, 

because God knows these tribulations help him forward to

final salvation. And so although God truly does listen, the person 

stuck in afflictions believes that God hasn’t listened to him.” -Thomas 

Aquinas
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Transubstantiation (Latin: transubstantiatio; Greek: μετουσίωσις metousiosis) is, 

according to the teaching of the Catholic Church, "the change of the whole 

substance of bread into the substance of the Body of Christ and of the whole 

substance of wine into the substance of the Blood of Christ". This change is brought 

about in the eucharistic prayer through the efficacy of the word of Christ and by the 

action of the Holy Spirit. However, the outward characteristics of bread and wine, 

that is the 'eucharistic species', remain unaltered.[1] In this teaching, the notions of 

"substance" and "transubstantiation" are not linked with any particular theory 

of metaphysics.

Luke22:19, 20

19 jAnd he took bread, and hwhen he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to

them, saying, k“This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of

me.”
20 And likewise the cup after they had eaten, saying, k“This cup that is poured out

for you is lthe new mcovenant in my blood.3

 

 


