
saint augustine the city of god
saint augustine the city of god stands as a monumental work in the realm of Christian theology
and philosophy, authored by the early Church Father Saint Augustine of Hippo. This profound text
addresses the fall of the Roman Empire, contrasting the earthly city with the eternal City of God, and
explores themes of divine providence, human nature, and salvation. As one of the most influential
writings in Western thought, it has shaped theological discourse for centuries. This article delves
deeply into the historical context, key themes, structure, and lasting impact of Saint Augustine’s
magnum opus. Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of why "The City of God" remains a
cornerstone in religious and philosophical studies.
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Historical Context of Saint Augustine and The City of
God

Saint Augustine, born in 354 AD in the Roman province of Numidia, was a theologian and
philosopher whose works have profoundly influenced Christian doctrine. The City of God was written
in response to the sack of Rome by the Visigoths in 410 AD, a traumatic event that shook the Roman
world and challenged the prevailing belief in the empire's invulnerability. Many contemporaries
blamed the decline of Rome on the abandonment of traditional Roman gods and the rise of
Christianity. Augustine sought to refute these claims and provide a framework for understanding
history from a Christian perspective.

Background of Saint Augustine

Before his conversion to Christianity, Augustine was a follower of Manichaeism and later
Neoplatonism, reflecting his broad philosophical background. His eventual embrace of Christianity
deeply informed his writings, blending classical philosophy with Christian theology. Augustine
became Bishop of Hippo, where he wrote extensively on theology, ethics, and philosophy.

The Sack of Rome and Its Significance



The Visigothic sack of Rome in 410 AD marked a turning point in the Roman Empire’s history. This
event was seen by many as a divine punishment or the collapse of Roman virtue. Augustine’s City of
God responded directly to this crisis, offering a theological explanation that emphasized the
transient nature of earthly kingdoms compared to the eternal nature of God’s kingdom.

Overview and Structure of The City of God

The City of God is a vast and complex work, composed of 22 books divided into two main parts. The
first part critiques Roman religion and philosophy, dismantling pagan beliefs and practices. The
second part outlines the Christian vision of history and the relationship between the earthly city and
the City of God, culminating in eschatological reflections on the end of time and the final destiny of
souls.

Division into Two Main Parts

The first ten books focus on defending Christianity against accusations related to Rome’s decline
and systematically critique Roman paganism. Books 11 through 22 explore the nature of the two
cities—the earthly city and the City of God—and their roles in human history and divine providence.

Literary Style and Methodology

Augustine employs a blend of rhetoric, scriptural exegesis, and philosophical argumentation. His
style is both polemical and contemplative, addressing contemporary criticisms while offering a
comprehensive theological vision. The work’s methodical approach enables it to engage both
contemporary readers and later scholars.

Key Themes and Philosophical Ideas

The City of God presents a profound exploration of the human condition, divine justice, and the
ultimate purpose of history. Augustine’s dualistic conception of two cities—the City of God and the
earthly city—serves as a central metaphor throughout the text. The work also addresses free will,
the problem of evil, and the relationship between church and state.

The Two Cities: Earthly and Divine

Augustine distinguishes between the City of Man, characterized by self-love and earthly desires, and
the City of God, defined by the love of God and eternal truths. This duality illustrates the tension
between temporal power and spiritual salvation, emphasizing the transient nature of earthly
achievements.



Providence and History

The concept of divine providence is fundamental to Augustine’s understanding of history. He argues
that God governs all events, including the rise and fall of empires, to fulfill a divine plan. This
perspective offers hope to believers amid political turmoil and social decay.

Free Will and Human Nature

Augustine explores the complexity of human freedom, sin, and grace. He posits that while humans
possess free will, it is often compromised by original sin, necessitating divine grace for salvation.
This theological foundation underpins much of Christian doctrine.

List of Central Themes in The City of God

The critique of pagan religion and philosophy

The nature and destiny of the two cities

The role of divine providence in history

The problem of evil and human sinfulness

The relationship between church and state

The eschatological vision of the afterlife and judgment

Impact and Legacy of The City of God

Saint Augustine’s City of God has had an enduring impact on Christian theology, Western
philosophy, and political theory. Its influence extends from the Middle Ages through the Renaissance
and into modern times, shaping conceptions of church authority, just war theory, and the moral
evaluation of political power.

Influence on Christian Theology

The City of God established foundational ideas about original sin, grace, and the nature of the
church that continue to inform Christian doctrine. Augustine’s vision of the two cities provided a
framework for understanding the relationship between spiritual and temporal realms.



Political and Philosophical Significance

The work contributed significantly to the development of political philosophy, especially regarding
the legitimacy of secular authority and the role of religion in public life. Augustine’s ideas about just
war and the moral responsibilities of rulers have had a lasting impact on Western political thought.

The City of God in Modern Scholarship

Contemporary scholars continue to study The City of God for its rich theological insights and its
relevance to issues of ethics, politics, and history. The text remains a vital resource for
understanding the intersection of faith and reason.

Key Contributions to Western Thought

Establishment of Christian philosophy of history1.

Development of concepts of original sin and grace2.

Influence on medieval and Renaissance political theory3.

Foundation for discussions on church-state relations4.

Enduring model of Christian eschatology5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The City of God' by Saint Augustine about?
'The City of God' is a philosophical and theological work by Saint Augustine that contrasts the
Earthly City, characterized by self-love and sin, with the City of God, characterized by the love of
God and eternal salvation.

When was 'The City of God' written by Saint Augustine?
'The City of God' was written by Saint Augustine between 413 and 426 AD, following the sack of
Rome in 410 AD.

Why did Saint Augustine write 'The City of God'?
Saint Augustine wrote 'The City of God' to defend Christianity against pagan accusations that



blamed the Christian faith for the fall of Rome and to explain the relationship between the earthly
and divine realms.

How does 'The City of God' influence Christian philosophy?
'The City of God' significantly shaped Christian philosophy by presenting a vision of history and
society grounded in Christian theology, emphasizing the spiritual over the temporal and the eternal
destiny of souls.

What are the main themes in Saint Augustine's 'The City of
God'?
The main themes include the conflict between the Earthly City and the City of God, the nature of
human society, divine providence, the problem of evil, and the ultimate destiny of humanity.

How does 'The City of God' address the fall of the Roman
Empire?
Saint Augustine argues that the fall of the Roman Empire was not due to Christianity but rather a
part of divine providence, emphasizing that true citizenship is in the City of God, not earthly
empires.

What is the significance of Saint Augustine's 'The City of God'
in Western thought?
'The City of God' is a foundational text in Western political and religious thought, influencing
medieval theology, philosophy, and concepts of church and state relations.

How does Saint Augustine describe the Earthly City and the
City of God?
Saint Augustine describes the Earthly City as driven by self-love and pride, focused on temporal
pleasures, while the City of God is founded on the love of God and oriented toward eternal life.

Is 'The City of God' relevant to modern readers today?
Yes, 'The City of God' remains relevant as it addresses enduring questions about the nature of
society, the role of religion in public life, and the pursuit of ultimate meaning beyond temporal
existence.

Additional Resources
1. The City of God by Saint Augustine
This foundational work by Saint Augustine addresses the fall of Rome and contrasts the "City of God"
with the "Earthly City." It explores the relationship between Christianity and secular society,
providing a theological framework for understanding history and human destiny. The book is a



profound reflection on divine providence, justice, and the role of the church.

2. Augustine and the City of God: A Guide to the Theological Themes
This book offers a detailed examination of the major theological themes in Augustine's "City of God."
It explores concepts such as the nature of God, the problem of evil, and the ultimate purpose of
human life. Ideal for readers seeking to deepen their understanding of Augustine's influence on
Christian thought and Western philosophy.

3. The Cambridge Companion to Augustine
A comprehensive collection of essays by leading scholars that covers Augustine's life, works, and
legacy, including in-depth discussion of "City of God." The volume provides historical context and
analyzes Augustine's impact on theology, philosophy, and political theory. It's an essential resource
for students and enthusiasts of early Christian studies.

4. Augustine’s City of God: A Critical Guide
This critical guide offers scholarly insights and interpretations of key passages within "City of God."
It delves into Augustine’s argumentation style, his use of scripture, and the philosophical
implications of his vision of the two cities. The book is useful for advanced readers interested in
theological and philosophical analysis.

5. The Political Thought of Saint Augustine: A Study of the City of God
Focusing on the political dimensions of Augustine’s work, this book explores how "City of God"
addresses questions of governance, justice, and the role of the state. It situates Augustine’s ideas
within both ancient and modern political theory. Readers gain an understanding of how Augustine’s
vision informs contemporary debates on church and state.

6. Saint Augustine and the Problem of Evil in the City of God
This volume concentrates on Augustine’s treatment of evil and suffering as presented in "City of
God." It examines Augustine’s theodicy and his philosophical responses to the existence of evil in a
world created by a benevolent God. The book provides a nuanced look at one of the most enduring
challenges in theology.

7. Reading Augustine’s City of God: A Contemporary Approach
Designed for modern readers, this book offers a fresh interpretation of "City of God" that connects
Augustine’s ideas to contemporary issues such as human rights, global conflict, and ethics. It
encourages reflection on how Augustine’s vision can be applied in today's complex world. The text is
accessible yet deeply engaging.

8. Augustine and the Christian City: Theological Reflections on the City of God
This book explores Augustine’s concept of the Christian community and its relationship to secular
society. It highlights the spiritual and ethical dimensions of the "City of God" and discusses its
implications for Christian living. The work bridges ancient theology and modern ecclesiology.

9. Philosophy and Theology in Augustine’s City of God
This scholarly work investigates the interplay between philosophy and theology in Augustine’s
masterpiece. It analyzes how Augustine synthesizes classical philosophy with Christian doctrine to
construct his vision of the two cities. The book is valuable for readers interested in the intellectual
foundations of Western thought.
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