
Embark on a profound intellectual journey into St. Augustine's magnum opus, "The City of God." This
seminal work, penned in the wake of the Visigoth sack of Rome in 410 AD, offers a sweeping
philosophical and theological defense of Christianity against pagan accusations. Explore the
foundational concepts of the two cities – the City of God and the City of Man – and their profound
implications for understanding history, politics, and human destiny. This article delves into
Augustine's intricate arguments, examining his critiques of Roman paganism, his exegesis of biblical
history, and his enduring vision of a heavenly commonwealth. Discover the intellectual framework
that shaped Western thought for centuries, providing insights into the nature of faith, reason, and
the ultimate purpose of human existence.
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The Enduring Power of The City of God by St.
Augustine

St. Augustine of Hippo's monumental work, "The City of God" (Latin: De Civitate Dei), stands as one
of the most influential philosophical and theological treatises in Western history. Written over a span
of 22 years, from 413 to 426 AD, this comprehensive defense of Christianity emerged as a direct
response to the traumatic sack of Rome by the Visigoths in 410 AD. Many pagans at the time blamed
Christianity for the city's downfall, arguing that its abandonment of the old gods had weakened
Rome. Augustine, a bishop and towering intellect, set out to refute these accusations and to present
a compelling Christian worldview that offered solace, meaning, and hope in a time of immense
upheaval. The "City of God" is far more than a simple apology for the faith; it is a profound
exploration of history, philosophy, politics, and theology, offering a dualistic framework that has



shaped Western thought for over a millennium. It meticulously contrasts the earthly city, driven by
self-love, with the heavenly city, motivated by love of God, thereby providing a blueprint for
understanding human existence and the ultimate destiny of humankind.

The Historical Crucible: The Making of The City of God

To truly appreciate the depth and significance of "The City of God," understanding its historical
backdrop is crucial. The Roman Empire, for centuries, had been the dominant political and cultural
force in the Western world. Its pagan religious system, interwoven with civic life and imperial
ideology, provided a seemingly unshakeable foundation for Roman identity and prosperity. However,
the rise of Christianity, initially a persecuted minority religion, gradually spread throughout the
empire, challenging existing norms and beliefs. The Edict of Milan in 313 AD granted tolerance to
Christians, and by the end of the 4th century, Christianity had become the official religion of the
Roman Empire under Emperor Theodosius I. This shift, while momentous, also brought new
challenges and internal debates within the Church, as well as external pressures from those who
clung to traditional Roman ways.

The Visigoth Sack of Rome (410 AD)

The event that directly precipitated the writing of "The City of God" was the Visigoth sack of Rome in
410 AD. This was a catastrophic event for the Roman world. For the first time in nearly 800 years,
the eternal city had been breached and looted by a foreign enemy. The psychological impact was
immense, shaking the very foundations of Roman confidence and identity. In the aftermath, many
pagans, including prominent figures, pointed fingers at Christianity, claiming that the abandonment
of the ancestral gods had brought about this divine retribution. They argued that the traditional
Roman deities, which had supposedly protected the city for so long, had been forsaken in favor of a
new, alien god, and that this apostasy had left Rome vulnerable.

Augustine's Purpose and Mission

Augustine, as Bishop of Hippo Regius in North Africa, felt compelled to address these accusations
directly. He recognized the need to offer a robust defense of Christianity and to provide a framework
for understanding suffering and disaster from a Christian perspective. His goal was not merely to
refute pagan arguments but to articulate a comprehensive Christian philosophy of history. He aimed
to demonstrate that the Church's teachings offered a more profound and enduring foundation for
human flourishing than the transient glories of earthly empires. "The City of God" was thus
conceived as an intellectual and spiritual bulwark against despair, a reasoned argument for the
ultimate triumph of God's kingdom, and a guide for Christians navigating a chaotic and changing



world.

The Two Cities: A Dichotomy of Love and Destiny

The central organizing principle of "The City of God" is Augustine's seminal concept of the "two
cities." These are not necessarily geographical locations or political entities in the conventional
sense, but rather two distinct societies, or "citizenships," defined by their fundamental loves and
ultimate allegiances. Augustine meticulously delineates these two cities, contrasting their origins,
their guiding principles, their destinies, and the individuals who belong to each.

The City of Man (Civitas Terrena)

The City of Man, often referred to as the earthly city or the city of this world, is characterized by
self-love that extends even to the contempt of God. Its citizens are those who prioritize temporal
power, earthly possessions, and personal glory above all else. Their desires are focused on the
satisfaction of the flesh and the accumulation of worldly success. Augustine explains that this city is
inherently unstable and prone to conflict, as its members are driven by pride, greed, and the lust for
power. The peace it seeks is a fragile, often illusory peace, maintained through force or compromise,
and ultimately subject to the ravages of time and fortune. This city is characterized by its pursuit of
earthly glory and its ultimate inability to find lasting satisfaction or true peace.

The City of God (Civitas Dei)

In stark contrast, the City of God is founded upon love of God even to the contempt of self. Its
citizens are those whose ultimate allegiance is to God, and who seek to live according to His will.
This city is characterized by faith, hope, and charity. Its members find their true citizenship in
heaven, and their earthly lives are lived as pilgrims, journeying towards their eternal home. The
peace of the City of God is the peace that surpasses all understanding, a peace rooted in justice,
love, and submission to divine authority. This heavenly commonwealth is not built on human
institutions alone, but on the unwavering foundation of God's grace and promises. Its members are
united by their shared love for God and their hope for eternal life.

The Intertwined Nature of the Two Cities



Augustine is careful to point out that the two cities are not neatly separated or mutually exclusive in
the present world. They are, in fact, "intertwined" or "mixed" in this life. Members of both cities live
side by side, and earthly institutions, such as governments and families, can be used by members of
either city. However, their ultimate destinations and motivations remain fundamentally different.
This intermingling means that Christians living in the City of Man must navigate the complexities of
the world, seeking to do good and promote justice, while remaining mindful of their heavenly calling.
The analogy of two loves – love of God and love of self – provides a crucial lens for distinguishing
membership in these two allegiances.

Augustine's Incisive Critique of Roman Paganism

A significant portion of "The City of God" is dedicated to a rigorous and comprehensive critique of
Roman paganism and its philosophical underpinnings. Augustine systematically dismantled the
beliefs and practices of traditional Roman religion, exposing what he saw as their intellectual
inconsistencies and moral deficiencies. He argued that the pagan gods were not only powerless but
also morally corrupt, and that the worship of them offered no genuine hope or salvation.

The Inefficacy of Roman Gods

Augustine directly challenged the pagan belief that their gods were responsible for Rome's
prosperity and security. He pointed to historical examples and theological arguments to demonstrate
the inability of these deities to offer true protection or guidance. He argued that if the pagan gods
had the power to protect Rome, they should have prevented its fall. Furthermore, he exposed the
often scandalous and morally dubious myths associated with the Roman gods, highlighting their
inherent imperfections and their inability to serve as models of divine virtue. The anthropomorphic
nature of these deities, with their petty squabbles and human-like vices, stood in stark contrast to
the perfection and transcendence of the Christian God.

The Philosophical Bankruptcy of Pagan Philosophy

Beyond the critique of pagan religion, Augustine also engaged with and critiqued various schools of
pagan philosophy. He debated with Stoics, Epicureans, and Platonists, among others, highlighting
their limitations in providing a complete understanding of reality, morality, and the human
condition. While acknowledging some of the insights of Neoplatonism, Augustine argued that pagan
philosophy ultimately failed because it lacked the revelation of divine truth found in Scripture. He
contended that true knowledge and the path to salvation could only be found through faith in Jesus
Christ, not through human reason alone.



The Moral Corruption of Pagan Society

Augustine was also deeply critical of the moral standards prevalent in pagan Roman society. He
argued that the pursuit of worldly glory, the prevalence of slavery, the brutality of gladiatorial
games, and the general decadence of Roman life were direct consequences of a worldview that did
not acknowledge or adhere to divine law. He contrasted the virtues espoused by Christians –
humility, chastity, forgiveness, and self-denial – with the vices he observed in pagan society, arguing
that Christianity offered a superior moral framework for individuals and for society as a whole.

The Guiding Hand: Providence in the Tapestry of
History

Central to Augustine's argument in "The City of God" is the concept of divine providence. He posits
that history is not a random series of events but a purposeful unfolding of God's plan. Despite the
apparent chaos and suffering in the world, Augustine maintained that God is sovereign and actively
involved in guiding human affairs toward their ultimate end.

God's Sovereignty Over Nations and Empires

Augustine asserted that God's sovereignty extends to all nations and empires. He argued that even
the rise and fall of empires, including that of Rome, were part of God's larger design. He drew
heavily on biblical narratives, such as the histories of Israel, Assyria, and Babylon, to illustrate how
God used various nations, even pagan ones, as instruments in His plan. Rome, in Augustine's view,
had a historical role to play, but its ultimate significance was not in its temporal power, which was
fleeting, but in its place within the grand sweep of salvation history.

The Interpretation of Historical Events

Augustine provided a new way of interpreting historical events, moving away from the cyclical and
pagan understanding of history as a series of repetitions or the whims of fortune. Instead, he offered
a linear and teleological view, where history moves from creation to judgment and consummation.
The sack of Rome, therefore, was not a sign of paganism's superiority but an event to be understood
within God's providential plan. It served as a stark reminder of the transience of earthly kingdoms
and the ultimate security found only in the City of God.



The Role of Free Will within Providence

While emphasizing God's providence, Augustine did not negate human free will. He grappled with
the complex relationship between divine foreknowledge and human responsibility. He argued that
God's plan encompasses human choices, but that humans remain accountable for their actions. This
intricate theological position allowed Augustine to affirm God's ultimate control while still holding
individuals responsible for their moral decisions, a key aspect of understanding human agency
within the divine narrative.

The Pursuit of True Peace and Justice

Augustine's exploration of peace and justice is deeply intertwined with his concept of the two cities.
He argued that true peace and justice are not found in earthly kingdoms but are qualities inherent to
the City of God and are pursued by its citizens in their earthly pilgrimage.

Defining True Peace

For Augustine, true peace is not merely the absence of conflict or the cessation of war. It is a
deeper, more profound state of being characterized by order, harmony, and right relationships. In
the City of Man, peace is often achieved through external means, such as the imposition of law and
order, or through compromise and negotiation. However, this peace is ultimately fragile and
temporary. The peace of the City of God, on the other hand, is an internal disposition, a gift of God,
characterized by love and submission to divine will. It is a peace that transcends earthly
circumstances.

Justice as Divine Love in Action

Similarly, Augustine defined justice not merely as adherence to human laws, but as a form of divine
love in action. He argued that true justice stems from right order, where all things are in their
proper place, with God at the apex. In the City of Man, justice is often imperfect, compromised by
human sin and self-interest. The pursuit of justice by citizens of the City of God, however, is
motivated by love for God and neighbor, and aims to reflect the divine order on earth. He stressed
that "true peace is the tranquility of order," and that this order is ultimately divinely ordained.



The Limitations of Earthly Justice and Peace

Augustine acknowledged that earthly states and their institutions could and should strive for justice
and peace. He recognized the necessity of government to maintain order and prevent chaos.
However, he consistently emphasized the inherent limitations of these earthly endeavors. No earthly
kingdom, no matter how well-ordered, could achieve the perfect justice or lasting peace that
characterized the City of God. Therefore, citizens of the City of God are called to participate in
earthly life, to work for justice, and to pursue peace, but always with the understanding that their
ultimate hope and true home lie elsewhere.

The Eschatological Horizon: The Final Destiny of the
Cities

The concluding books of "The City of God" turn toward eschatology, the study of last things,
providing a vision of the ultimate destiny of both cities. Augustine presents a clear picture of the
final judgment and the eternal states of those belonging to each city.

The Final Judgment and the Separation of the Cities

Augustine describes a final judgment where God will definitively separate the citizens of the City of
God from the citizens of the City of Man. This separation will be absolute and irreversible, based on
the foundational loves that characterized their lives on earth. Those who have lived in accordance
with God's will, motivated by divine love, will inherit eternal life and communion with God. Those
who have lived in pursuit of worldly glory and self-love will face eternal punishment.

The Heavenly Jerusalem: The Eternal Dwelling Place

The ultimate destiny of the City of God is the heavenly Jerusalem, a metaphor for the eternal state of
blessedness and communion with God. Augustine paints a picture of this heavenly commonwealth as
a place of perfect peace, unending joy, and complete fulfillment. In this eternal city, there will be no
sin, no suffering, and no death. The citizens will dwell in the presence of God, enjoying His ineffable
glory forever. This vision provides a powerful counterpoint to the transience and suffering of earthly
existence.



The Eternal Punishment of the City of Man

Conversely, the City of Man will experience eternal punishment. Augustine's descriptions of hell are
often stark, reflecting his belief in the literal consequences of sin and the rejection of God's grace.
This eternal separation from God is the ultimate outcome for those whose lives were dominated by
self-love and the pursuit of earthly pleasures and power. The immutability of these destinies
underscores the critical importance of one's allegiance and love in this earthly life.

The Unwavering Influence of The City of God

The impact of "The City of God" on Western civilization cannot be overstated. Augustine's magnum
opus has exerted a profound and enduring influence across a vast spectrum of disciplines and
throughout centuries of intellectual and cultural development.

Shaping Western Philosophy and Theology

For centuries, "The City of God" served as a foundational text for Christian philosophy and theology.
Its dualistic framework, its nuanced understanding of history, and its exploration of the relationship
between faith and reason profoundly influenced medieval scholasticism, the Reformation, and
countless theological debates. The concept of two cities provided a conceptual lens through which
thinkers grappled with the role of the Church and the state, the nature of morality, and the ultimate
purpose of human existence.

Impact on Political Thought and the Church-State
Relationship

Augustine's ideas also significantly shaped Western political thought. His distinction between the
temporal power of the state and the spiritual authority of the Church laid the groundwork for later
discussions on the separation of church and state. While he did not advocate for a complete
separation, his work provided a framework for understanding the distinct roles and responsibilities
of each sphere. This influence can be seen in the development of political theories throughout the
Middle Ages and beyond, impacting how societies organized themselves and understood the
relationship between religious and secular authority.



Enduring Relevance in the Modern Era

Even in the modern era, the themes explored in "The City of God" continue to resonate. In a world
often marked by political instability, social upheaval, and existential questions, Augustine's insights
into the nature of peace, justice, and human destiny remain remarkably relevant. His exploration of
the human condition, the struggle between good and evil, and the search for ultimate meaning offer
timeless wisdom that continues to engage scholars, theologians, and general readers alike. The
book's enduring power lies in its ability to provide a framework for understanding the complexities
of life and to offer a perspective that transcends the immediate.

Conclusion: The Timeless Relevance of Augustine's
Vision

St. Augustine's "The City of God" remains an unparalleled masterpiece that continues to shape our
understanding of history, politics, and the human condition. By meticulously contrasting the City of
Man with the City of God, Augustine provided a profound theological and philosophical framework
that has resonated for over 1500 years. His critique of paganism offered a robust defense of
Christianity in a time of crisis, while his articulation of divine providence offered hope and meaning
in a seemingly chaotic world. The enduring legacy of "The City of God" lies in its ability to transcend
its historical context, offering timeless insights into the nature of true peace, justice, and the
ultimate destiny of humankind. Augustine's vision continues to challenge and inspire, reminding us
of the fundamental choices we face in this life and the eternal significance of our ultimate allegiance.
The exploration of his profound ideas remains essential for anyone seeking to understand the
foundations of Western thought and the enduring questions of human existence.


