
the city of god by augustine
The City of God is one of the most significant works of Christian philosophy and theology, written by
the early Church Father Augustine of Hippo in the early 5th century. Composed during a time of great
turmoil and change in the Roman Empire, this monumental text addresses the relationship between
Christianity and secular society, critiques paganism, and offers a vision of the ultimate destiny of
humanity. This article delves into the historical context, main themes, structure, and lasting impact of
Augustine’s The City of God.

Historical Context

Augustine wrote The City of God in response to the sack of Rome by the Visigoths in 410 AD. This
event marked a significant turning point in the Roman Empire, which had long been considered the
bastion of civilization and stability. The decline of Rome led many to question the efficacy of
traditional Roman pagan religions, which were believed to have once protected the city.

In the wake of the sack, Christians faced accusations that their faith had contributed to Rome's
downfall. Pagan critics argued that the abandonment of the old gods led to divine retribution.
Augustine sought to defend Christianity against these critiques while also offering a comprehensive
worldview that reconciled faith with the realities of human existence.

Main Themes

Augustine’s The City of God encompasses several interrelated themes that reflect his theological and
philosophical insights. Some of the most prominent themes include:

1. The Two Cities

At the heart of Augustine's work is the concept of the "two cities": the City of God and the City of Man.

- City of God: This city represents the community of believers who live according to God’s will. It is
characterized by love, peace, and the pursuit of eternal truths.
- City of Man: In contrast, the City of Man is marked by self-love, pride, and the pursuit of temporal
gains. It represents secular society, which is transient and ultimately doomed to decay.

Augustine argues that all of humanity ultimately belongs to one of these two cities, and while they
coexist in the present world, they are fundamentally opposed in their values and destinies.

2. The Nature of God and Providence

Augustine emphasizes the sovereignty of God and His providential care for creation. He argues that



God is not indifferent to human affairs but actively governs the world. This theme is crucial for
understanding the suffering and chaos experienced in the City of Man. Augustine insists that even in
times of turmoil, God’s plan is at work, leading to the ultimate good for those who love Him.

3. The Role of Free Will

Another significant theme in The City of God is the concept of free will. Augustine contends that
human beings are endowed with the freedom to choose between good and evil. This capacity for
choice is essential for moral responsibility. However, Augustine also posits that due to original sin,
human will is inclined towards evil, necessitating divine grace for true righteousness.

4. The Temporary Nature of Earthly Institutions

Augustine critiques earthly governments and institutions, asserting that they are temporary and
ultimately flawed. He believes that while these institutions can serve a purpose in maintaining order,
they cannot provide ultimate fulfillment or salvation. The City of God, in contrast, offers eternal
security and joy, transcending the limitations of earthly existence.

Structure of the Work

The City of God is divided into 22 books, which can be grouped into two main sections:

Books 1-10: Critique of Paganism

In the first half of the work, Augustine addresses the criticisms leveled against Christianity. He
engages with various aspects of Roman religion, philosophy, and ethics, demonstrating the moral
failings of pagan gods and the inadequacies of paganism in providing a coherent worldview. Key
topics include:

- The moral decline of Rome
- The failure of pagan gods to offer true protection
- The philosophical shortcomings of ancient thinkers

This section serves to dismantle the argument that Christianity led to Rome’s downfall, instead
highlighting the moral decay that preceded it.

Books 11-22: The Nature of the Two Cities

The second half shifts focus to the theological framework of the two cities. Augustine elaborates on
the nature of the City of God, its ultimate destiny, and the relationship between faith and reason. He
discusses:



- The creation and fall of humanity
- The role of Christ in the redemption of believers
- The eschatological hope of the final judgment and eternal life

This section provides a profound exploration of Christian doctrine, emphasizing the hope and
assurance found in faith.

Impact and Legacy

The City of God has had a profound influence on Christian thought and Western philosophy. Its
themes have resonated throughout history, shaping theological discussions regarding the nature of
God, the problem of evil, and human existence. Key points of impact include:

1. Development of Christian Theology

Augustine’s work laid the groundwork for many key doctrines in Christian theology, particularly
concerning the nature of sin, grace, and redemption. His ideas about free will and divine sovereignty
continue to be discussed and debated within the Christian tradition.

2. Influence on Political Thought

The distinction between the City of God and the City of Man has also influenced political philosophy.
Augustine’s thoughts on the temporary nature of earthly governments and the ultimate authority of
divine law have provided a framework for discussing the role of religion in politics and morality.

3. Cultural Resonance

The themes of The City of God have permeated literature, art, and popular culture. Augustine’s
exploration of the human condition, the search for meaning, and the struggle between good and evil
continues to resonate with audiences today.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The City of God by Augustine of Hippo stands as a monumental work that addresses
fundamental questions about faith, morality, and the human experience. Through its exploration of
the two cities, Augustine offers a profound commentary on the nature of existence and the ultimate
hope found in God. Its impact on theology, philosophy, and culture is enduring, making it a
cornerstone of Christian literature and a vital text for anyone seeking to understand the complexities
of faith in a turbulent world. As we reflect on Augustine's insights, we are reminded of the eternal
truths that transcend the chaos of the present age, guiding believers towards the City of God.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The City of God' by Augustine?
The main theme of 'The City of God' is the contrast between the City of God and the City of Man,
exploring the nature of true happiness and the ultimate destiny of humanity in relation to divine
providence.

How does Augustine address the fall of Rome in 'The City of
God'?
Augustine uses the fall of Rome as a backdrop to argue that earthly cities and their structures are
transient, and he emphasizes that true security and peace can only be found in the eternal City of
God, not in earthly empires.

What role does divine providence play in Augustine's
argument in 'The City of God'?
Divine providence is central to Augustine's argument, as he asserts that God governs the world with a
purposeful plan, and that even the suffering and chaos experienced on Earth serve a greater divine
purpose within the framework of salvation history.

How does Augustine differentiate between the Church and
secular authority in 'The City of God'?
Augustine differentiates between the Church and secular authority by arguing that while both have
roles in society, the Church's ultimate allegiance is to God and the spiritual realm, whereas secular
authority deals with temporal matters and should be subordinate to divine law.

What impact did 'The City of God' have on Christian thought
and Western philosophy?
The City of God significantly influenced Christian thought and Western philosophy by laying the
groundwork for concepts of just war, the relationship between faith and reason, and the nature of the
state in relation to divine authority, shaping theological and political discourse for centuries.
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