
augustine of hippo city of god

Augustine of Hippo's City of God stands as one of the most influential works in Christian theology and
philosophy. Written in the early 5th century, during a time of profound social and political upheaval in the
Roman Empire, Augustine's text addresses the relationship between Christianity and the secular world. This
monumental work not only defends the faith against critics but also offers a comprehensive vision of the
nature of human society, divine providence, and the ultimate fate of the city of man contrasted with the city of
God.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate Augustine's City of God, it is essential to understand the historical circumstances
surrounding its composition.

Fall of Rome

- The fall of Rome in 410 AD was a pivotal moment in history, marking the end of the Roman Empire in the West.
- The Visigoths, led by Alaric, sacked the city, which led to widespread panic and disillusionment among Romans.
- Many pagans blamed Christianity for the empire's decline, arguing that the abandonment of traditional Roman
gods had resulted in divine punishment.

Augustine's Response

- Augustine, who was a bishop in Hippo (modern-day Algeria), wrote the City of God as a response to these
criticisms.
- He aimed to demonstrate that the true source of moral and social order lies in God, not in the temporal
powers of earthly empires.
- Augustine’s work established a framework for understanding the relationship between the church and the
state, which has influenced Christian thought throughout the centuries.

Structure of the City of God

Augustine's City of God is a lengthy work, divided into 22 books. Each book addresses different themes and
ideas.

Books 1-10: The City of Man vs. The City of God

- Book 1: Augustine begins by addressing the accusations against Christianity, arguing that the fall of Rome
was not due to the Christian faith.
- Books 2-5: He critiques pagan philosophy and religion, showing that the moral failures of Rome are rooted in
its pagan practices.
- Books 6-10: Augustine develops the concept of the two cities: the City of Man, characterized by self-love
and pride, and the City of God, defined by love for God and humility.



Books 11-22: Eschatology and the Nature of the City of God

- Books 11-14: These books delve into the nature of time and eternity, discussing how God's providence
orchestrates history for the ultimate good.
- Books 15-20: Augustine discusses the final judgment, the resurrection of the dead, and the eternal state of
the righteous and the wicked.
- Books 21-22: The concluding books focus on the ultimate triumph of the City of God, portraying a future
where God reigns supreme, and human history finds its meaning in divine purpose.

Theological Themes

Augustine's City of God presents several key theological themes that continue to resonate in Christian
thought.

Dualism of the Two Cities

- Augustine introduces a dualistic view of human existence: the temporal (City of Man) and the eternal (City of
God).
- The City of Man is marked by sin, conflict, and the pursuit of selfish desires, while the City of God is
characterized by peace, justice, and divine love.

Divine Providence

- Augustine emphasizes that God is sovereign over history, guiding it toward a divine purpose.
- He argues that even the rise and fall of empires serve to fulfill God's ultimate plan for humanity.

The Role of the Church

- The church is depicted as the embodiment of the City of God on earth, a community of believers called to live
according to God's will.
- Augustine stresses the importance of the church in providing moral guidance and fostering a sense of
community among believers.

Philosophical Implications

The City of God is not just a religious text; it also engages with philosophical concepts that have shaped
Western thought.

The Nature of Evil

- Augustine confronts the problem of evil, arguing that it is not a substance but a privation of good.
- He maintains that free will is essential for moral responsibility, and that evil results from the misuse of this
gift.



Time and Eternity

- Augustine’s exploration of time is groundbreaking, suggesting that God exists outside of time and that human
history is linear, moving towards a defined end.
- His ideas on eternity contrast sharply with the cyclical view of time prevalent in many ancient philosophies.

Impact and Legacy

The influence of Augustine's City of God extends far beyond its immediate historical context.

Influence on Christian Theology

- Augustine’s work laid the foundation for later developments in Christian doctrine, particularly regarding the
nature of the church and its relationship to secular authority.
- His ideas shaped medieval theology and continue to be influential in modern Christian thought.

Engagement with Political Philosophy

- Augustine’s delineation between the City of God and the City of Man has inspired subsequent thinkers, including
Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, and John Calvin.
- The themes of justice, law, and governance found in the City of God continue to resonate in contemporary
discussions of political theory.

Conclusion

Augustine of Hippo’s City of God remains a monumental work that addresses the profound questions of human
existence, morality, and the nature of divine providence. Written in a time of crisis, it offers both a defense of
the Christian faith and a vision of hope for humanity. By contrasting the transient nature of earthly cities
with the eternal reality of the City of God, Augustine provides a framework for understanding the complexities
of life in a fallen world. His insights into the nature of evil, the role of the church, and the meaning of history
continue to inspire and challenge believers and thinkers alike. The City of God is not merely a historical text; it
is a timeless exploration of faith and reason, inviting readers to reflect on their place within the grand
narrative woven by God throughout human history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of Augustine's 'City of God'?

The primary theme of 'City of God' is the distinction between the earthly city, characterized by human sin and
temporal concerns, and the heavenly city, which embodies divine order and eternal truth.

How did Augustine respond to the fall of Rome in 'City of God'?

Augustine argued that the fall of Rome was not a failure of Christianity but rather a consequence of the
moral decay of society. He emphasized that true security and fulfillment lie in the City of God, not in earthly
empires.



What role does divine providence play in 'City of God'?

Divine providence is central to Augustine's argument in 'City of God'; he posits that God governs the world
and history according to His will, ensuring that all events ultimately serve a greater purpose within the divine
plan.

How does Augustine address the relationship between faith and reason in
'City of God'?

Augustine asserts that faith and reason are complementary; while faith is essential for understanding divine
truths, reason can help clarify and defend those beliefs against philosophical and pagan critiques.

What influence has 'City of God' had on Western thought?

Augustine's 'City of God' has profoundly influenced Western philosophy, theology, and political thought,
particularly in discussions of the nature of justice, the purpose of government, and the role of the church in
society.
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