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Introduction to Augustine's "The City of God"

Augustine's "The City of God" is one of the most significant works of Christian philosophy and

theology, written by Saint Augustine of Hippo in the early 5th century. Composed during a time of

political turmoil and social upheaval, particularly after the sack of Rome in 410 AD, this monumental

text addresses the relationship between Christianity and the secular world. It stands as a defense of

the Christian faith against the accusations that it had led to the decline of the Roman Empire and

provides an in-depth exploration of the nature of divine and earthly governments.

Historical Context

To fully understand Augustine's arguments in "The City of God," it is essential to consider the historical

context in which he wrote:

The Fall of Rome: The sack of Rome by the Visigoths in 410 AD was a pivotal moment that

shook the Roman world. Many Romans viewed the event as a divine punishment, blaming

Christianity for the empire's fall.

Religious Tensions: During Augustine's time, there were significant tensions between paganism

and Christianity. Traditional Roman religions were in decline, and many pagans criticized

Christianity for undermining the empire's moral and civic virtues.

Philosophical Influences: Augustine was influenced by various philosophical traditions, including

Neoplatonism and Stoicism, which shaped his understanding of the divine and the nature of the



human experience.

Structure of "The City of God"

"The City of God" is divided into two main parts, reflecting Augustine's dualistic view of human society:

1. The Two Cities

Augustine differentiates between the "City of God" and the "City of Man."

- City of God: Represents the community of believers who live according to God's will and seek eternal

life.

- City of Man: Comprises those who prioritize earthly pleasures and temporal power over spiritual

concerns.

This division underscores Augustine's belief that the ultimate loyalty of Christians should lie with God

rather than the state.

2. The Role of History

Augustine places significant emphasis on history as a narrative of divine providence. He argues that all

historical events are part of God's plan, leading to the ultimate triumph of the City of God. This

perspective allows Augustine to interpret the fall of Rome not as a catastrophe but as a necessary

phase in God's redemptive history.



Thematic Analysis

Several key themes emerge throughout "The City of God," which are vital for understanding

Augustine's theological and philosophical arguments.

1. The Nature of God

Augustine articulates a monotheistic view of God, characterized by attributes such as omniscience,

omnipotence, and benevolence. He emphasizes that God is transcendent and exists outside of time

and space, which shapes his understanding of divine justice and mercy.

2. Human Nature and Free Will

A significant aspect of Augustine's thought is his view of human nature. He argues that humans are

created in the image of God but are marred by original sin. Despite this fallen nature, Augustine

maintains that individuals possess free will to choose good or evil, a concept that has had profound

implications for Christian theology.

3. The Problem of Evil

Augustine addresses the problem of evil by arguing that it is not a created substance but rather a

consequence of the misuse of free will. He posits that God allows evil for the sake of preserving

human freedom and ultimately bringing about a greater good.



4. The Relationship Between Church and State

One of the most enduring discussions in "The City of God" is the relationship between the Church and

the state. Augustine contends that while the earthly city (the state) holds authority over temporal

matters, the Church holds authority over spiritual matters. He argues for a distinction between the two

realms, asserting that neither should overstep its bounds.

Influence and Legacy

Augustine's "The City of God" has had an enduring impact on Christian thought and Western

philosophy. Its influence can be observed in several areas:

1. Theology

Augustine's ideas on sin, grace, and redemption have shaped Christian theology significantly. His

thoughts on predestination and the nature of God's grace have been foundational for subsequent

theological debates, particularly during the Reformation.

2. Philosophy

The dualistic framework of the City of God and the City of Man has influenced philosophical

discussions about ethics, governance, and the nature of justice. Philosophers such as Thomas

Aquinas and, later, political theorists have drawn upon Augustine's ideas to explore the relationship

between morality and politics.



3. Political Thought

Augustine's work has been cited in discussions about the role of religion in public life and the

relationship between church and state. His belief that the ultimate goal of human society is the

realization of the City of God continues to resonate in contemporary debates about political ethics and

civic responsibility.

Conclusion

In "The City of God," Augustine of Hippo provides a profound exploration of the nature of human

society, the role of divine providence, and the relationship between faith and reason. His arguments

not only defended Christianity during a time of crisis but also laid the groundwork for centuries of

theological and philosophical inquiry. As we reflect on the insights of Augustine, we are reminded of

the enduring quest for understanding the divine amidst the complexities of human existence. The work

continues to inspire readers, scholars, and thinkers, affirming its place as a cornerstone of Christian

literature and philosophical thought.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Augustine's 'The City of God'?

The main theme of 'The City of God' is the contrast between the City of God, representing divine order

and eternal truth, and the City of Man, representing earthly desires and moral decay.

Why did Augustine write 'The City of God'?

Augustine wrote 'The City of God' in response to the sack of Rome in 410 AD, to defend Christianity

against accusations that it led to the fall of the Roman Empire.



How does Augustine view the relationship between church and state in

'The City of God'?

Augustine views the church and state as distinct entities, with the church guiding believers towards the

City of God, while the state exists to maintain order in the City of Man.

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

Divine providence is central to Augustine's argument, as he believes that God governs history and that

events unfold according to His will, ultimately leading to the establishment of His kingdom.

How does Augustine address the problem of evil in 'The City of God'?

Augustine addresses the problem of evil by arguing that it stems from human free will, and that true

goodness comes from God, contrasting the temporal nature of evil with the eternal goodness of God.

What is the significance of the two cities described by Augustine?

The two cities symbolize the spiritual struggle between the righteous (City of God) and the wicked (City

of Man), illustrating the ultimate fate of souls and the moral choices individuals make.

How does 'The City of God' influence Western political thought?

The work has significantly influenced Western political thought by shaping ideas about the relationship

between religion and politics, particularly the concept of a just society guided by moral principles.

What literary style does Augustine employ in 'The City of God'?

Augustine employs a philosophical and theological discourse, blending narrative, apologetics, and

exegesis to present his arguments in a compelling manner.



What is the historical context of 'The City of God'?

The historical context includes the decline of the Roman Empire, the rise of Christianity, and the

societal upheaval following the Visigoth sack of Rome, which prompted Augustine to defend the faith.

What impact did 'The City of God' have on Christian theology?

The book had a profound impact on Christian theology, establishing foundational ideas about the

nature of God, humanity, sin, and redemption, and influencing later thinkers such as Thomas Aquinas

and Martin Luther.
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