
city of god by st augustine
City of God is one of the most significant works by St. Augustine of Hippo, written during a
time of immense social and political upheaval in the Roman Empire. Composed between
413 and 426 AD, the book is a profound exploration of the relationship between Christianity
and secular society. Augustine's philosophical and theological musings in this text provide
insights into the nature of the divine city and the earthly city, offering a framework for
understanding the moral and ethical dilemmas faced by individuals in a rapidly changing
world.

Historical Context

The Fall of Rome

The backdrop of Augustine’s City of God is the fall of Rome in 410 AD, a pivotal event that
shook the foundations of the Roman Empire. The sacking of Rome by the Visigoths under
King Alaric was a moment of crisis for many Romans, leading to questions about the nature
of power, divinity, and the fate of humanity. In this tumultuous atmosphere, Augustine
sought to defend Christianity against accusations that it had led to the decline of the
Roman Empire.

- Political turmoil: The Roman Empire was facing invasions and internal strife, leading to a
loss of faith in traditional Roman values.
- Cultural shifts: As Christianity grew in prominence, pagan beliefs began to wane, causing
conflict between old and new ideologies.
- Philosophical inquiries: The philosophical landscape was ripe for exploration, with thinkers
like Plato and Cicero influencing Augustine's views.

Augustine's Response

In response to the chaos surrounding him, Augustine penned City of God as a defense of
Christianity. He aimed to illustrate that the true city of God is distinct from the earthly city,
which is characterized by sin and temporal power. His work serves as a guide for
understanding the ultimate purpose of human existence and the nature of divine
providence.

Structure of the Work

City of God is divided into 22 books, each addressing different aspects of Augustine's
theological and philosophical argument. The organization of the text allows Augustine to
systematically dismantle the criticisms leveled against Christianity while providing an



alternative vision of society rooted in divine principles.

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

The first ten books primarily focus on contrasting the earthly city, characterized by human
pride and sin, with the city of God, which embodies divine grace and truth.

1. The Nature of Two Cities: Augustine introduces the concept of the two cities, one
founded on self-love (the earthly city) and the other on the love of God (the city of God).
2. Historical Analysis: He examines historical events and figures, arguing that the rise and
fall of civilizations reflect the moral state of humanity.
3. Human Suffering: Augustine addresses the problem of evil and suffering, asserting that
the existence of these elements in the earthly city does not negate the goodness of God.

Books 11-22: Theological Foundations and Eschatology

In the latter portion of the text, Augustine delves into more theological discussions,
focusing on the nature of God, the role of grace, and the end of times.

- Creation and Time: Augustine discusses the nature of creation, emphasizing that God
exists outside of time and space.
- The Incarnation: He explores the significance of Christ as the bridge between humanity
and God, providing a path for redemption.
- Eschatological Hope: Augustine concludes with a discussion of the final judgment and the
ultimate destiny of souls, reinforcing the idea that true fulfillment lies in the city of God.

Thematic Elements

City of God is rich with themes that resonate throughout history and continue to influence
contemporary thought. Some of the major themes include:

Faith and Reason

Augustine emphasizes the importance of faith as a lens through which to understand
reality. He posits that reason and faith are not mutually exclusive but rather
complementary.

- Philosophical Inquiry: Augustine engages with philosophical traditions, demonstrating how
faith can provide answers to existential questions.
- Intellectual Tradition: He draws on the works of Plato and other philosophers while
asserting that true wisdom is rooted in divine revelation.



Sin and Redemption

A recurring theme in City of God is the nature of sin and the possibility of redemption
through grace.

- Original Sin: Augustine discusses the concept of original sin and its implications for
humanity.
- Grace as a Gift: He emphasizes that salvation is a gift from God, accessible only through
faith in Christ.

Social and Political Implications

Augustine’s work has profound implications for understanding the relationship between
church and state.

- Role of the Church: He argues that the church serves as a guiding force in the earthly city,
pointing towards the values of the city of God.
- Political Authority: Augustine acknowledges the necessity of political authority but
cautions against placing ultimate hope in temporal power.

Influence and Legacy

The impact of City of God on Christian thought and Western philosophy is immeasurable.
Augustine's ideas have shaped the development of medieval theology, influencing thinkers
such as Thomas Aquinas and Martin Luther.

Theological Influence

- Doctrine of Original Sin: Augustine’s articulation of original sin became a foundational
element in Western Christian theology.
- Concept of Grace: His views on grace and salvation influenced the Reformation and the
development of various Christian denominations.

Philosophical Impact

- Political Philosophy: Augustine’s distinction between the earthly city and the city of God
has implications for political philosophy, particularly in discussions about the role of
government and moral authority.
- Ethics and Morality: His exploration of ethics has led to ongoing debates about the nature
of good and evil, and the moral responsibilities of individuals within society.



Conclusion

In City of God, St. Augustine offers a profound exploration of the human condition, weaving
together themes of faith, reason, sin, and redemption. His work serves not only as a
defense of Christianity in the face of societal upheaval but also as a timeless reflection on
the nature of existence and the ultimate purpose of life. Augustine’s insights continue to
resonate today, providing a framework for understanding the complexities of faith and
society, and reminding us of the enduring quest for the city of God amidst the challenges of
the earthly city. Through his eloquent prose and deep theological inquiry, Augustine
establishes himself as a pivotal figure in the history of Christian thought, whose legacy
remains relevant in contemporary discussions on morality, politics, and the human
experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'City of God' by St.
Augustine?
The main theme of 'City of God' is the contrast between the City of God, representing the
community of believers and divine order, and the City of Man, symbolizing secular society
and human sinfulness.

How does St. Augustine address the fall of Rome in
'City of God'?
St. Augustine argues that the fall of Rome was not due to the abandonment of pagan gods
but rather a consequence of human sin and the inherent flaws of earthly cities,
emphasizing that true peace can only be found in the City of God.

What role does divine providence play in 'City of God'?
Divine providence is a central concept in 'City of God', as St. Augustine believes that God
governs the world and directs history towards a divine purpose, ensuring that ultimately,
the City of God will prevail.

How does 'City of God' influence Christian thought?
The 'City of God' significantly influenced Christian theology by shaping ideas about the
nature of God, the purpose of human life, and the relationship between the church and
secular authorities, establishing a framework for understanding Christianity in a pagan
world.

What is St. Augustine's view on free will in 'City of



God'?
St. Augustine emphasizes the importance of free will in 'City of God', arguing that while
humans have the capacity to choose between good and evil, divine grace is necessary for
salvation and to align one's will with God's purpose.

In what way does St. Augustine compare the earthly
city to the heavenly city?
St. Augustine compares the earthly city to the heavenly city by highlighting their differing
foundations: the earthly city is built on self-love and pride, while the heavenly city is
founded on love for God and neighbor, leading to eternal peace and fulfillment.

What significance does 'City of God' have in the context
of modern society?
In modern society, 'City of God' remains significant as it provides insights into the
relationship between faith and culture, the nature of justice, and the moral responsibilities
of individuals and communities in navigating secularism and ethical dilemmas.
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