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Saint Augustine The City Of God

Introduction: A
Monument of Western
Thought

When  the  Roman  Empire  was
crumbling under the weight of its own
decay  and  barbarian  invasions,  one
man set out to redefine the course of

human history. That man was Aurelius
Augustinus,  better  known  as  Saint
Augustine, and his monumental work
The City of God remains one of the
most influential texts ever written in
the Western world. Composed in the
early  fifth  century,  this  sprawling
masterpiece was not merely a defense
of  Christianity  against  its  pagan
critics; it was a profound meditation



on the nature of human society, the
meaning of history, and the ultimate
destiny of the human soul. For anyone
seeking to understand the foundations
of  medieval  polit ical  thought,
Christian theology, or the philosophy
of  history,  engaging  with  Saint
Augustine The City Of God  is not
optional—it is essential.

This article will guide you through the
historical  circumstances  that  gave
birth  to  this  great  work,  unpack its
core  arguments,  explore  its  most
enduring themes, and examine why it
continues  to  resonate  with  readers
more  than  1,600  years  after  it  was

written. Whether you are a student of
theology,  a  lover  of  philosophy,  or
simply  a  curious  reader,  the  vision
Augustine presented in The City of
God  offers  a  lens through which to
view not  only  the past  but  also the
present.

The Historical Context:
Why Augustine Wrote
The City of God

To appreciate Saint Augustine The
Ci ty  Of  God ,  o n e  m u s t  f i r s t
understand the crisis that provoked it.
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In  410  AD,  the  city  of  Rome—the
eternal  city,  the heart  of  an empire
t h a t  h a d  d o m i n a t e d  t h e
M e d i t e r r a n e a n  w o r l d  f o r
centuries—was  sacked  by  the
Visigoths  under  King  Alaric.  The
shockwaves  were  felt  across  the
known  world.  For  pagans,  this
catastrophe  was  proof  that  the  old
gods  were  punishing  Rome  for
abandoning  traditional  worship  in
favor of Christianity. The charge was
direct: the Christian God had failed to
protect the empire.

Augustine,  who  had  been  Bishop  of
Hippo in North Africa since 396 AD,

could  not  let  this  accusation  stand
unanswered.  He  began  writing  The
City of God in 413 AD and continued
working  on  it  for  over  a  decade,
completing it in 426 AD. What started
as a defensive apology grew into an
e n o r m o u s  t h e o l o g i c a l  a n d
philosophical  treatise  comprising
twenty-two books. It was Augustine's
magnum  opus,  a  work  that  would
shape  Christian  thinking  about
politics,  history,  and  society  for
centuries  to  come.

The  immediate  audience  for  Saint
Augustine  The  City  Of  God  was
educated  pagans  who  blamed



Christianity for Rome's troubles. But
Augustine had a deeper purpose. He
wanted to show that history is not a
random sequence of events driven by
fortune or the whims of pagan deities.
Instead,  history  is  a  meaningful
n a r r a t i v e  s h a p e d  b y  d i v i n e
providence, moving toward a purpose
that transcends any earthly empire.

The Core Concept: Two
Cities, Two Loves

At the heart of Saint Augustine The
City  Of  God  is  a  powerful  and
enduring metaphor: the idea that all

of humanity is divided into two cities.
These  are  not  physical  cities  with
walls  and  streets,  but  spiritual
communities defined by the objects of
their  love.  Augustine  writes:  "Two
loves built two cities: the earthly city
was built by the love of self, even to
the contempt of God; the heavenly city
was built by the love of God, even to
the contempt of self."

The Earthly City

The earthly city, or the civitas terrena,
is  composed  of  those  who  l ive
according  to  the  flesh,  pursuing
power, wealth, pleasure, and glory for
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t h e i r  o w n  s a k e .  T h i s  c i t y  i s
characterized  by  pride,  self-interest,
and  a  desire  to  dominate  others.
Augustine does not equate the earthly
city with any specific political entity,
though he often uses Rome as its most
vivid example. The earthly city is not
inherently evil in the sense of being
demonic; it is simply misdirected. Its
citizens seek their ultimate happiness
in temporal things that cannot satisfy
the  deepest  longings  of  the  human
heart.

The Heavenly City

The heavenly city, or the civitas dei, is

composed of those who live according
to  the  spirit,  orienting  their  lives
toward God and the eternal good. This
city is characterized by humility, love,
and a readiness to serve rather than
dominate.  Its  citizens recognize that
they  are  pilgrims  and  strangers  on
earth, travelers whose true home is in
the world to come. The heavenly city
is not identical with the institutional
Church,  though  the  Church  is  its
earthly  representative  and foretaste.
The true members of the heavenly city
are known fully only to God.

These two cities are intermingled in
the present age. They share the same



physical  space,  the  same  political
institutions,  the  same  historical
experiences.  But  they are  driven by
fundamentally  different  loves  and
oriented  toward  fundamentally
different ends. This intermingling will
persist until the end of history, when
the two cities will be finally separated
in the ultimate judgment.

Key Themes in Saint
Augustine The City Of
God

Saint Augustine The City Of God

covers an astonishing range of topics.
Here are some of the most important
themes that run through the work.

The Problem of Evil and
Suffering

One of  the oldest and most difficult
questions in philosophy and theology
is the problem of evil: if God is both
all-powerful and all-good, why does he
permit  suffering? The sack of  Rome
brought  this  question  into  sharp
focus.  Augustine  addresses  it  by
arguing  that  evil  is  not  a  positive
substance  but  a  pr ivat ion  or
corruption  of  the  good.  Evil  is  the
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absence of the good that ought to be
present,  just  as  darkness  is  the
absence of light. God does not create
evil; he permits it as a consequence of
human  free  will,  and  he  can  bring
good  out  of  evil  in  ways  that  are
hidden from our limited perspective.
The suffering of the righteous in this
w o r l d  i s  n o t  a  s i g n  o f  G o d ' s
indifference  but  an  opportunity  for
purification and spiritual growth.

The Meaning of History

Before  Augustine,  most  Greek  and
Roman  thinkers  viewed  history  as
cyclical—a  repeating  pattern  of  rise

and  decline  governed  by  fate  or
fortune.  Augustine  broke  decisively
with this view. In The City of God,
history is presented as linear, moving
from  creation  through  the  fall  and
redemption to the final consummation
at  the  end  of  time.  History  has  a
beginning, a middle, and an end. It is
not  meaningless  repetition  but  a
divinely  guided  narrative  with  a
purpose.  This  vision  of  history  as  a
meaningful  story  would  become
foundational  for  later  Western
thought.



Political Authority and
Justice

Augustine  offers  a  penetrating
critique of pagan political philosophy,
especially  the  Roman  ideal  of  the
republic as articulated by Cicero. For
Augustine, a state that is not founded
on justice—and true justice requires
giving  God  his  due—is  not  really  a
commonwealth at  all;  it  is  a  robber
band on a large scale. This does not
m e a n  t h a t  A u g u s t i n e  i s  a
revolutionary  or  that  he  rejects  all
secular authority. He recognizes that
government  is  necessary  to  restrain
sin and maintain order. But he insists

that no earthly political order can ever
be  fully  just  or  bring  about  lasting
peace. The peace that the earthly city
can achieve is merely a fragile truce;
the  true  peace  that  satisfies  the
human  heart  belongs  only  to  the
heavenly city.

Peace as the Ultimate Good

One  of  the  most  beauti ful  and
profound themes in Saint Augustine
The  City  Of  God  is  Augustine's
meditation on peace. He argues that
all  beings  desire  peace,  even  those
who wage war. War is always a means
to  some  desired  peace,  however
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unjust. The peace of the earthly city is
the  tranquility  of  order  achieved
through coercion and the suppression
of  conflict.  But  the  peace  of  the
heavenly city is the perfect harmony
of all  things under the rule of  God.
This  peace  is  the  ultimate  goal  of
human existence, and it can only be
fully realized in the life to come.

The Structure of the
Work

Saint Augustine The City Of God is
divided into twenty-two books, which
can be grouped into two main parts.

Books 1-10: The Refutation
of Paganism

The  first  ten  books  are  primarily
defensive  and  critical.  Books  1
through 5 argue that the pagan gods
could  never  have  protected  Rome
from disaster, since they had allowed
far worse things to happen to the city
in  its  pre-Christian  past.  Books  6
through  10  take  on  the  more
sophisticated  philosophical  paganism
of  the  Neoplatonists,  arguing  that
even the best pagan philosophy falls
short of the truth revealed in Christ.
Throughout  this  section,  Augustine
systematically  dismantles  the



re l ig ious  and  ph i l osoph ica l
foundations of the pagan worldview.

Books 11-22: The Two Cities

The remaining twelve books shift from
critique  to  construction.  Books  11
through 14 trace the origin of the two
cities, beginning with the creation of
the world and the fall of the angels.
Books  15  through  18  follow  their
development through biblical  history
and world history,  showing how the
two cities have been interwoven from
the beginning. Books 19 through 22
describe the ultimate ends of the two
cities: the earthly city ends in eternal

punishment,  while  the  heavenly  city
enjoys eternal peace and blessedness
in the vision of God. This final section
inc ludes  August ine 's  famous
reflections on peace, the resurrection
of the body, and the nature of eternal
life.

The Enduring
Influence of Saint
Augustine The City Of
God

It is difficult to overstate the influence
of Saint Augustine The City Of God
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on  subsequent  Western  thought.
During the Middle Ages, it was read
and studied by every major  thinker,
from Boethius to Thomas Aquinas. It
provided the framework for medieval
pol i t ica l  theory ,  shaping  the
understanding  of  the  relationship
between church and state. During the
Reformation,  both  Catholics  and
Protestants  appealed  to  Augustine's
authority, and his ideas about grace,
free will, and the nature of the church
were fiercely debated.

In  the  modern  period,  The City  of
God has continued to attract readers
from  diverse  f ie lds .  Pol i t ical

philosophers  find  in  Augustine  a
sophisticated  critique  of  political
utopianism and a sober recognition of
the  limits  of  human  governance.
Historians  of  philosophy  value  his
synthesis  of  Christian  theology  and
classical  philosophy,  especially  his
appropriation  of  Neoplatonic  ideas.
L i terary  scholars  admire  the
rhetorical power of his writing and the
richness  of  his  symbolism.  Even
contemporary  thinkers  concerned
with issues of justice, peace, and the
meaning of history find in Augustine a
conversation  partner  of  lasting
relevance.



The metaphor  of  the  two cities  has
proven especially fruitful. It has been
adapted and reinterpreted by thinkers
as different as Dante, who used it as
the structural principle for his Divine
Comedy,  and Reinhold Niebuhr, who
applied it to modern political ethics.
The  idea  that  human  beings  are
shaped  by  the  objects  of  their
love—that what we ultimately desire
determines who we become—remains
one of  Augustine's  most  penetrating
insights.

Why Read Saint
Augustine The City Of
God Today?

In  an  age  of  political  polarization,
cultural  fragmentation,  and  global
insecurity, Saint Augustine The City
Of  God  speaks  with  surprising
freshness.  Augustine  does  not  offer
easy answers or simplistic solutions.
He  does  not  promise  that  the
righteous will  be prosperous or that
history  will  turn  out  well  from  a
worldly perspective. On the contrary,
he insists that the world is a place of
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exile for the citizens of the heavenly
city, and that the peace we long for
will not be fully achieved in this life.

But this is not a message of despair. It
is a message of hope—a hope that is
not  based  on  the  success  of  any
political  program or  the  stability  of
any  earthly  institution,  but  on  the
faithfulness of God and the promise of
a  city  that  is  to  come.  Augustine
invites his readers to see themselves
as  pilgrims,  to  live  in  the  world
without  being  of  the  world,  and  to
direct  their  loves  toward  the  one
object that can truly satisfy them.

For anyone who has ever wondered
about  the  meaning  of  history,  the
nature  of  justice,  or  the  ultimate
purpose  of  human  existence,  Saint
Augustine The City Of God remains
an indispensable guide. It is a work of
immense intellectual power, spiritual
depth, and literary beauty. It is also,
at its core, a profoundly humane book,
written  by  a  man  who  knew  the
depths of human sin and the heights
o f  d iv ine  grace  f rom  h is  own
experience.



Conclusion: The
Pilgrim Path

Saint Augustine The City Of God is
more than a historical document or a
theological treatise. It is an invitation
to see our own lives, and the whole of
human  history,  in  a  new  l ight.
Augustine teaches us that we are not
merely citizens of a particular nation
or members of  a particular era.  We
are  participants  in  a  drama  that

stretches  from  creation  to  eternity,
and the choices we make—the loves
we  cult ivate,  the  loyalt ies  we
embrace—determine  which  city  we
are building and which citizenship we
claim.

In  the  end,  Augustine's  great  work
leaves us with a question that is  as
urgent  today  as  it  was  in  the  fifth
century: What do we truly love? The
answer to that question will shape not
only our lives


