
Augustine the Man

Saint August ine (AD 354–430) is considered to be the 
post -apost olic “patron saint” of both the Roman Catho-
lic Church and Protest antism. He has been canonized by 
Rome as “Saint August ine,” and within Roman Catho-
lic circles ranks second only to Saint Th omas Aquinas 
(1225–1274) in st ature. But this is a profound irony. 
Because even though August ine was a member of the 
Catholic church (as opposed to the sect arian Donatist s), 
and held to the catholicity of the church (i.e., its univer-
sality), he was not a Roman Catholic. Roman Catholi-
cism has no right to claim August ine as its own. 

It is true that August ine accepted a form of mono-
episcopal church government. He even seemed to as-
sume that the Roman bishop was primary. But this, 
taught August ine, was more in line with a “fi rst  among 
equals” primacy. And in no sense did he view the Ro-
man bishop as the supreme pontiff  and vicar of Christ  
on earth. August ine’s doct rine of the church was indeed 
much too “high church” to be considered truly Protes-
tant. But he had no notion that the church depended 
on the papacy, nor did he ever acknowledge any form 
of papal infallibility. Th ese were teachings of Vatican I 
(1869–1870); they were not August inian.1
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B. B. Warfi eld correct ly said that August ine’s doc-
trine of the church was inherited from his predecessors, 
whereas his doct rine of salvation by grace alone (sola 
gratia) through faith alone (sola fi de), in Christ  alone 
(solus Christ us) was not. Th is latter doct rine clearly dis-
tinguishes August ine from Roman Catholicism, and 
places him in the camp of the Reformers. Warfi eld 
wrote: “For what was the Reformation, inwardly con-
sidered, but the triumph of August ine’s doct rine of 
grace over August ine’s doct rine of the church.” And 
“the real August ine was the August ine of the doct rine 
of grace.”2

In fact , so dominant was August ine’s doct rine of sal-
vation by grace alone through faith alone, that the me-
dieval church assigned him the honorifi c title of “doct or 
of grace” (doct or gratiae). Indubitably, August ine is to 
be underst ood as a Protest ant saint. In the words of 
Warfi eld: “August inianism is but the thetical expression 
of [Protest ant] religion in its purity.”3

August ine was surely the fi nest  scholar and theolo-
gian of the (post -apost olic) early church. Gregg Singer 
wrote: “As a theology, August inianism represents the 
supreme achievement of the early church.”4 Augus-
tine’s was that theology that we today call Calvinism. 
Although he never wrote a summa, such as Calvin’s 
Inst itutes of the Christ ian Religion, or Aquinas’ Summa 
Th eologica, nevertheless, his infl uence on the whole of 
Protest ant theology is undeniable. August ine’s Enchirid-
ion (“handbook”),5 written in 421, is his fi nest  syst ematic 
treatise on Christ ian doct rine. In it he gave a succinct  
outline of the basic doct rines of the faith.

Th e three major heresies which faced August ine—
Manichaeism, Donatism, and Pelagianism—all served 
to hone his theological and philosophical prowess. Th e 
writings which August ine left  for post erity are mas-
sive. Th ere are over 200 books, along with some 220 
letters.6 Apparently, August ine was so well aware of 
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the importance of his writings, that near the end of his 
life (426–428), he wrote his Retract ions,7 in which he 
surveyed and revised some of his earlier teachings. He 
died editing his writings. 

As to August ine’s bibliography, it is pract ically in-
terminable. It is nearly impossible to keep up with the 
works written about the man and his labors, much less 
to read them.8 August ine may well be the most  infl u-
ential theologian and philosopher in the hist ory of the 
Christ ian church. Adolf Harnack called him the great-
est  man “between Paul the apost le and Luther the Re-
former, the Christ ian church has possessed.”9 Daniel 
Williams averred that “theology in West ern Christ ian-
ity has been a series of footnotes to August ine.”10 And 
John Mourant wrote:

In the hist ory of west ern thought few men have at-
tained the profundity, the originality, and the in-
tellect ual st ature of August ine. He has been aptly 
charact erized as one of the great seminal thinkers of 
all time. In west ern civilization he created a whole cli-
mate of philosophical and theological opinion which 
not only determined the course of west ern thought in 
its formative period but virtually aff ect ed the whole of 
its hist orical development even down to the present. 
In a word, Christ ian thinking and ways of believing 
have always had and always will have the impact  of 
his genius.

To be sure, there are errors in the theology and phi-
losophy of Saint August ine (these will be mentioned be-
low). But we need to keep in mind that all post -apost olic, 
Reformed theology is, in a very real sense, “doing theol-
ogy” while st anding on the shoulders of the great North 
African bishop. And even some theological midgets are 
able to see more clearly than theological giants, when 
st anding on their shoulders. 

Augustine’s Life

Aurelius August ine12 was born on November 13, 354, 
in Tagast e,13 North Africa (modern day Soux Ahras, 
Algeria). His father, Patricius, was, at that time, a non-
believer.14 His mother, Monica, on the other hand, was 
a Christ ian.15 She taught her son the basic tenets of 
Christ ianity from his earliest  years. August ine later said 
that it was these teachings which he could never fully 
eradicate from his thoughts. In the sovereign, providen-
tial outworking of God’s eternal plan, it was the faithful 
upbringing by Monica, along with the const ant prayers 
for her prodigal son, that eventually led to August ine’s 

conversion in 386. On East er of 387 he received the sac-
rament of baptism.16

August ine’s baptism was post poned in his early years 
due to two fact ors: First , the lack of concern on his father’s 
part; and second, the desires of Monica that the sins of 
her son’s youth be “behind him,” prior to the “washing 
away of sin.” Th ere were some in the early church who 
desired to wait for the recipient of baptism to reach his 
adult years, so that all youthful sins would be removed in 
the act  of baptism itself.17 Th is early doct rine of baptismal 
regeneration is st ill adhered to by the Roman Catholic 
Church. August ine held to a modifi ed form of this teach-
ing.18 For example, in his Confessions, August ine main-
tained that it was at the time of his water baptism that he 
received the assurance of the forgiveness of his sins.19 

In his Confessions (which he wrote aft er he became 
bishop of Hippo), the title of which came from Psalm 
32:5, August ine has given us somewhat of a sp iritual 
autobiography of the fi rst  thirty-three years of his life. 
Th e purpose of “the thirteen books of my Confessions,” 
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said August ine, is to “praise the just  and good God for 
my evil and good act s, and lift  up the underst anding 
and aff ect ions of men to Him.”20 Th is is evident from 
the very beginning of the work, where we read: 

Great are You, O Lord, and great is Your power, and of 
Your wisdom there is no end. And man, being a part 
of Your creation, desires to praise You—man, who 
bears about with him his mortality, the witness of his 
sin, even the witness that You “resist  the proud,”—yet 
man, this part of Your creation, desires to praise You. 
You move us to delight in praising You; for You have 
formed us for Yourself, and our hearts are rest less till 
they fi nd rest  in You.

Using the Confessions as our primary guide,22 fi rst  
we will trace the sp iritual pilgrimage of Saint August ine. 
Th en we will survey and get an overview of some of his 
work and teachings. 

Both of August ine’s parents desired their precocious 
son to be educated in the fi nest  schools available. Even 
marriage to a “worthy” wife was to be post poned until 
aft er the completion of his education. Th us, aft er re-
ceiving rigorous training in Tagast e in his early days, 
when August ine reached the age of eleven, he was sent 
to Madaura for fi ve years of advanced st udies. Here he 
acquired extensive knowledge in the poets, the orators, 
and languages, particularly Latin. (Interest ingly, Au-
gust ine never did mast er Greek, nor did he ever learn 
Hebrew.23)

From Madaura he went to Carthage for more st ud-
ies (371–374). Th ere, at the age of seventeen, August ine 
took up with a (never named24) concubine, who always 
remained the love of his life.25 Sadly, in that day it was a 

commonly accepted and legitimate pract ice (not only in 
the st ate, but [even more sadly] in the church as well26), 
for one to live with a mist ress until he found the right 
marriage partner. Here August ine was following the 
(sinful) cust om of his day. One year later, in his eigh-
teenth year, August ine and his concubine had a son, 
named Adeodatus (“given to God”). 

In Carthage, at the age of nineteen, August ine “dis-
covered” the discipline of philosophy through the read-
ing of Cicero’s Hortensius. Th e precocious teenager, who 
always had a zeal for knowledge, was now consumed by 
it. Th e Hortensius, he said, “enfl amed me.”27 

Noteworthy is the fact  that even aft er his conversion 
to the Christ ian faith, August ine continued to believe 
that it was benefi cial to st udy the writings of non-be-
lievers. For example, in his City of God, he sp oke about 
the “commanding genius” of scholars such as Arist o-
tle, Plotinus, and Plato. He commented particularly 
that “those Platonist  philosophers excel all others in 
reputation and authority, just  because they are nearer 
to the truth than the rest , even though they are a long 
way from it.”28

August ine recognized that God has given a measure 
of underst anding to all men, and that Christ ians can 
learn even through non-Christ ian scholars. All such 
st udy, of course, must  be carried out with great care, 
that one not “fall into error.” And, he said, all st udy must  
be analyzed in light of the teaching of Holy Scripture, 
because the Bible alone is the insp ired, infallible, iner-
rant Word of God.29

Looking back on his life from the st andpoint of a 
converted soul, August ine sp oke of these years as times 
of rest lessness. Without even realizing it, he was in 
need of a Savior. He was as the prodigal son in Jesus’ 
parable (Luke 15:11–32), a wanderer from his Chris-
tian training. As a little boy August ine was devising 
evil. And at sixteen years of age he st ole pears from 
a neighbor’s yard, even though he did not like pears. 
He sinned, he confessed, simply for the pleasure of 
sinning. “Who can unravel that twist ed and tangled 
knottiness? It is foul. I hate to refl ect  on it. I hate to 
look on it. But You [God] do I long for…. With You is 
perfect  rest , and life unchanging … [but] I sank away 
from You, O my God, and I wandered too far from 
You, my st ay, in my youth, and became to myself an 
unfruitful land.”30

Notably, W. T. Jones, in his anti-Christ ian bias, sug-
gest ed that August ine’s pear tree incident was nothing 
more than a “neurotic exaggeration of guilt and sin, an 
unhealthy otherworldliness.” Whereas August ine, in 
his newly regenerate st ate saw sin for what it really is, 
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and aff ront to the holiness of God, Jones only saw it as 
a form of “unhealthy otherworldliness.”31 

In Carthage, August ine was attract ed to the teach-
ing of the Manichees (a sect  of Persian ascetic mate-
rialist s). At this point in his life there were two things 
in particular which caused him to reject  the Christ ian 
Scriptures: 1) the problem of evil; and 2) the anthropo-
morphic st atements in the Bible regarding God. Alleg-
edly, the Manichees had an answer for both. 

August ine’s problem with evil was mainly due to his 
own propensity to sin. Th e inner st ruggle was too great 
for him to handle. “I was tossed to and fro,” he wrote, 
“and wast ed, and poured out, and boiled over in my 
fornications.”32 Th is problem “wearied me and drove 
me into the arms of heretics [Manichees].”33 

Th e Manichees’ solution to the problem of evil was 
their belief in a radical dualism. Mani, the early third 
century founder of this gnost ic religion, who considered 
himself to be the prophesied “Paraclete” and the greatest  
of all the prophets, taught that there were two absolute, 
independent, and co-eternal principles or gods. One was 
good (light) and the other was evil (darkness). As both 
of these deities were absolute, independent, and co-eter-
nal, neither is able to overthrow the other. Th ey must  
exist  together throughout all eternity.34 Man, therefore, 
has a legitimate excuse for his sin; he is not resp onsible 
for it. As st ated by August ine: “For it st ill seemed to me 
‘that it was not we that sin, but that I know not what 
other nature sinned in us.’”35

As to the anthropomorphisms, the Manichees ex-
plained away the God of Scripture with an early form 
of higher criticism. Th ey took the anthropomorphic 
st atements concerning God as literal. If the Bible says 
that God has eyes (Psalm 32:8), ears (Psalm 54:2), arms 
(Isaiah 52:10), and so forth, then He must  have a confi n-
ing body. Th e Manichees also denied that Christ  took 
upon Himself a genuine human nature. In the gnost ic 
mindset, this is necessarily evil. August ine wrote that “it 
seemed to me most  unbecoming to believe You [God] 
to have the form of human fl esh.”36 

Th ese things being so, the Manichees concluded, 
the God of the Bible cannot truly be God. Too, the 
Manichees (wrongly) taught that the Old Test ament 
endorsed a number of sinful act ivities (e.g., polygamy, 
the escapades of Samson). Such a book, they claimed, 
cannot be recognized as God’s Word. Furthermore, 
Mani and his followers debunked the notion of “faith,” 
particularly as it is set forth in Christ ianity. “Faith,” 
they held, is contrary to “reason.” During this time in 
his life, August ine was not able to combat these false 
teachings.37

In the disciplines of philosophy, mathematics, and 
ast ronomy, however, the Manichees left  too many un-
answered quest ions for the searching mind of Augus-
tine. Even their leading teacher, Faust us, was unable to 
clarify the issues. August ine became disillusioned with 
Manichaeism, and later he exposed its fallacies. For ex-
ample, he devoted the fi rst  part of his Th e Advantage of 
Believing (c. 391) to the refutation of the Manichaean 
attacks on the Old Test ament. And in his Against  Faus-
tus the Manichaean (c. 398), August ine unmasked the 
errant teachings of Faust us. 

During this whole time, Monica followed her prodigal 
son about, continuing to mourn for him. In one visit to 
Ambrose, bishop of Milan, she was told “leave him [Au-
gust ine] alone for a time, only pray God for him; he will 
of himself, by reading, discover what that error is, and 
how great its impiety.” Further, overst ated the bishop: “Go 
your way, and God bless you, for it is not possible that the 
son of these [Monica’s] tears should perish.”38

From the years 375–383, August ine was employed as a 
teacher of rhetoric in Tagast e (375) and Carthage (376–
383). He then moved to Rome for one year to continue 
his teaching career. Th ere he encountered the philoso-
phy of the New Academy: skepticism. Skeptics maintain 
that one can never come to a knowledge of the truth. 
Even though initially enamored with this philosophy, 
August ine never fully embraced it. Several years later 
(386), in his Against  the Academics, he exposed its ra-
tional inconsist ency. 

For example, in his writings August ine pointed out 
that the unchangeable laws of logic and of sp ecifi c math-
ematical formulae (e.g., that 7 & 3 = 10) are suffi  cient to 
undermine the skeptical notion that knowledge is not 
attainable. Further, he wrote that even to say that one 
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doubts something asserts some form of knowledge. If 
one did not have knowledge about a subject , how could 
he doubt someone else’s beliefs? Th en too, said Augus-
tine, skepticism is self-contradict ory, for it asserts that 
nothing can be known. But if nothing can be known, 
we cannot know that we know nothing.39

August ine’s famous dubito ergo sum (“I doubt, there-
fore, I am”) st atement comes from this controversy with 
the Academics. To doubt, said August ine, necessitates 
a doubter. Even if one doubts that he exist s, he is st ill 
doubting, and therefore, exist ing in order to doubt. So 
some knowledge, it would appear, is surely necessary. 
Gordon Clark maintained that August ine used this ar-
gument in an ad hominem (“to the man”) fashion, “to 
force the admission of at least  one case of intellect ual 
intuition,” with regard to the skeptic. With this admis-
sion, the skeptic can be shown to be in error in his be-
lief that nothing can be known. August ine’s use of the 
dubito argument, therefore, is not to be considered as 
a rational “proof ” for the exist ence of God. Rather, it 
is merely part of a reduct io ad absurdum methodology 
of apologetics, which seeks to show the futility of false 
syst ems of thought.40

Finally, in 384, August ine came to Milan, as a teacher 
of rhetoric. Here he came under the teaching and 
preaching minist ry of Ambrose, bishop of Milan, who 
played a key role in August ine’s conversion. Ambrose 
explained the Scriptures to his young pupil August ine 
(who was fourteen years his junior) in a way he had 
never had them explained to him before. August ine later 
wrote that at fi rst  (as a rhetorician), he was impressed 
by “how skillfully he [Ambrose] sp oke”; but gradually 
he was more impressed by “how truly he sp oke.”41 “And 
to Milan I came,” said August ine, “unto Ambrose the 
bishop … Your [God’s] devout servant…. To him was 
I unknowingly led by You, that by him I might know-
ingly be led to You.”42

Ambrose showed August ine that he had been read-
ing the Old Test ament with far too narrow a literalism. 
Th e Bible does not teach what the Manichaean heretics 
maintain. Th e God of Scripture is not to be thought 
of in corporeal terms. “God is Spirit” (John 4:24), and 
“a sp irit does not have fl esh and bones” (Luke 24:39). 
Moreover, said Ambrose, even though the Bible does 
bear witness to the sinful act s of men, such as polygamy 
and sexual promiscuity, it does not condone those act s; 
rather, it condemns them. 

Ambrose also taught August ine that God does not 
call us to faith without reason; neither does He endorse 
reason without faith. Rather, in biblical theism, God 
calls on us to reason by means of faith (i.e., Scripture). 
To reason properly, one must  have an axiomatic st art-
ing point, upon which all is based. And in the Christ ian 
worldview, the axiom is that the Bible is the insp ired, 
infallible, inerrant Word of God. Hence, the authority 
of Scripture, as the st arting point, precedes reason; it 
supplements reason; but it does not supplant reason. 
August ine later wrote: “Faith seeks, underst anding 
fi nds: wherefore the prophet says: ‘Unless you believe, 
you shall not underst and.’”43 

Th is Bible citation, from the Septuagint (the Greek 
translation of the Hebrew Old Test ament) version of 
Isaiah 7:14, is the verse upon which August ine founded 
his well known dict um: credo ut intelligam, “I believe 
in order that I might underst and.” One must  be able to 
reason to underst and the teaching of Scripture. Chris-
tianity is not a blind faith, it is a rational faith.44 In ex-
plaining the relationship between faith (revelation) and 
reason (logic) August ine wrote:

For if reason be found contradict ing the authority of 
divine Scriptures, it only deceives by a semblance of 
truth, however acute it be, for its deduct ions cannot in 
that case be true. On the other hand, if, against  the most  
manifest  and reliable test imony of reason, anything be 
set up claiming to have the authority of the Holy Scrip-
tures, he who does this does it through a misapprehen-
sion of what he has read, and is setting up against  the 
truth not the real meaning of Scripture, which he has 
failed to discover, but an opinion of his own; he alleges 
not what he has found in the Scriptures, but what he 
has found in himself as their interpreter.

And so for August ine, said Warfi eld, “faith and rea-
son are never conceived as antagonist s, contradict ories, 
but always as co-adjutants, cooperating to a common 
end.”46 But faith in Scripture is that upon which all is 
based. Once converted, August ine, who trust ed fully in 
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 . Confessions 5.14. 
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the Bible as the infallible, inerrant Word of God, natu-
rally believed everything it taught.47 

In Milan, the st ill unconverted August ine also en-
countered Neoplatonism, through the earlier writings 
of Plotinus. Here, as he evaluated the teachings of the 
Neoplatonist s alongside of Scripture, August ine came to 
a much greater underst anding of the transcendence of 
God. God is not limited by sp ace and time. August ine 
was learning more about the sp iritual world. 

It was also in Milan where August ine came to grips 
with his problem concerning evil. If, according to the 
Scriptures, God, who is omnipotent and omnibenevo-
lent, has eternally decreed all that ever comes to pass, 
and if He sovereignly and providentially controls all 
things in His created universe, how can evil exist  in 
the world unless God is the author of it? How do we 
just ify the act ions of God in the midst  of evil? Th is 
is the quest ion of “theodicy.” Th e word “theodicy” is 
derived from two Greek words (theos “God” and dike 
“just ice”), and it has to do with the just ifi cation of the 
goodness and righteousness of God in light of the evil 
in the world.48

First , through his st udy of Neoplatonism (which 
he never fully adopted), August ine found an answer 
to the Manichaean doct rine of dualism.49 Since God 
has created all things good (Genesis 1:31), evil cannot 
have an independent exist ence. Evil is the absence of 
good (privatio boni), just  as darkness is the absence of 
light. Evil, then, is parasitic; it cannot exist  apart from 
good; it corrupts good things; it is a dist ortion of that 
which is good.

Th is being the case, said August ine, God is not the 
effi  cient cause (causa effi  ciens) of evil. Rather, evil re-
sulted as a defi cient cause (causa defi ciens) in the crea-
ture man. Evil, being the absence of good, even in the 
foreordained plan of God, is the result of man’s turning 
away from the good commands of God for a lesser good: 
the will of the creature, man. Herein is the essence of 
evil. It is man, contended August ine, not God, who is 
the author of evil.50

August ine, who is oft en misunderst ood at this 
point, was not denying that evil is a powerful force in 
the world. Neither was he denying that God is the sov-
ereign fi rst  cause of all things. He would have agreed 
with the teaching of the later West minst er Confession 
of Faith (5:4),51 that “the almighty power, unsearchable 
wisdom, and infi nite goodness of God, so far manifest  
themselves in His providence, that it extends itself even 
to the fi rst  Fall [of Adam], and all other sins of angels 
and men.” But God, as the sovereign fi rst  cause, as the 
Confession (5:4) goes on to say, uses second causes, such 

as the sinful desires of men, to bring about His sover-
eign decrees, so “as the sinfulness thereof proceeds only 
from the creature, and not from God, who being most  
holy and righteous, neither is, nor can be, the author 
or approver of sin.” 

Hence, said August ine, only second causes sin. And 
the second cause in the case of Adam was his choosing 
a lesser good (the selfi sh love of the creature), rather 
than the highest  good (the will of God). And to choose 
the lesser good over the will of God was the essence of 
sin. Th e source of evil lay within the created will itself. 
Th us, it was a selfi sh love (“a perversion of the will” of 
man), rather than love for God, that brought about the 
Fall.52 “Th ere is no need then,” wrote August ine, “in 
the matter of our sins and faults, to do our Creator the 
injust ice of laying the blame on the nature of the fl esh 
which is good, in its own kind and on its own level. But 
it is not good to forsake the good Creator and live by 
the st andard of a created good.”53

August ine was now st ruggling over the numerous 
matters before him. Th ere were, so to sp eak, two chil-
dren wrest ling in the womb54 of his mind: Christ ianity 
and paganism. At this time, Monica made arrangements 
for a proper marriage for her son: the daughter of a 
Christ ian family in Milan. August ine’s mist ress of fi f-
teen years, recognized that she was holding back Au-
gust ine from what he was obliged to do, and returned 
to Africa, leaving August ine and their son behind. She 
left  August ine because she loved him. And he deeply 

 . August ine, Of True Religion 24, 36; City of God 11.3–4; Ronald 
H. Nash, Th e Light of the Mind: St. August ine’s Th eory of Knowledge 
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1969) 24ff . 
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issue is Gordon H. Clark’s God and Evil: Th e Problem Solved (1961; 
Unicoi, Tennessee: Th e Trinity Foundation, 2004). See also W. Gary 
Crampton, “A Biblical Th eodicy,” Th e Trinity Review (Trinity Foun-
dation, January 1999). 
 . In act uality, the philosophic syst em of dualism is self-referen-
tially absurd. If there were two co-eternal and co-equal deities, we 
could never say that one was good and one evil. Without a superior 
st andard to determine what is good and evil, the terms good and evil 
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(i.e., something above the two deities), then there is no dualism. 
 . August ine, City of God 11.9; 13.3; 14.3; On the Morals of the Man-
ichaeans 5.7; Norman L. Geisler and William D. Watkins, Worlds Apart 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1989) 25–26. 
 . All references to the West minst er Standards, comprised of 
the West minst er Confession of Faith, and the Larger and Shorter 
Catechisms, are from the West minst er Confession of Faith (Glasgow, 
Scotland: Free Presbyterian Publications, 1994). Th e English has been 
modernized. 
 . Confessions 7.16. 
 . City of God 14.5. 
 . See Genesis 25:19–26. 
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loved her. He wrote: “My mist ress being torn from my 
side as an impediment to my marriage, my heart, which 
cleaved to her, was racked, and wounded, and bleeding. 
And she went back to Africa, making a vow unto You 
[God] never to know another man, leaving with me my 
natural son by her.”55

As the girl Monica had chosen for her son to marry 
was only twelve years old at the time, August ine would 
have to wait two years for the marriage to be consum-
mated. Th is was more than the sensuous young man 
could bear. Unable to be without a female companion, 
he took up residence with another concubine. During 
this time, while he was wrest ling with his enslavement 
to his own passions, August ine came in contact  with the 
teachings of a somewhat obscure Egyptian monk by the 
name of Antony. Th e thing that so impressed August ine 
about this monk was that he, while lacking the genius 
of the North African, was able to control his passions, 
that which the erudite August ine could not do.56

August ine recognized his helpless st ate. He was a 
prisoner to his own lust s. And one day, as he meditated 
in a garden and cried out to God to help him in his de-
sp air, he heard the voice of a young child, chanting tolle 
lege (“take up and read”). August ine interpreted this to 
mean “take up and read the Bible.” When he opened 
the Scriptures, the fi rst  passage he saw was Romans 
13:13–14: “Let us behave properly as in the day, not in 
carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual promiscuity 
and sensuality, not in st rife and jealousy. But put on the 
Lord Jesus Christ , and make no provision for the fl esh 
in regard to its lust s.” 

“No further would I read,” said August ine, “nor did I 
need; for inst antly, as the sentence ended—by a light, as 
it were, of security infused my heart—all gloom of doubt 
vanished away.”57 God had regenerated his servant, and 
August ine had resp onded to the call; he was a converted 
man; he was a new creature in Christ  (2 Corinthians 5:
17). Giving praise to God for his conversion, August ine 
wrote: “O Lord, truly I am Your servant; I am Your ser-
vant, and the son of Your handmaid: You have loosed 
my bonds. I will off er to You the sacrifi ce of thanksgiv-
ing.” “Now,” he continued, “was my soul free from the 

gnawing cares of seeking and getting, and of wallowing 
and exciting the itch of lust …. You [are] my brightness, 
my riches, and my health, the Lord my God.”58 Th e year 
was 386; August ine was thirty-two years old. 

Aft er resigning his post  as a teacher of rhetoric, Au-
gust ine went into a short period of reclusion in Cassi-
ciacum. He st udied the Scriptures, conversed at length 
with Adeodatus, with Monica, and with some of his 
friends. He also began to write. Among other writings 
of this period, he authored Against  the Academics (a 
refutation of skepticism), On the Happy Life (a treatise 
on true happiness as found only in the triune God of 
Scripture), and Soliloquies (a dialogue between Augus-
tine and his Reason). As Warfi eld pointed out, in the 
years that follow we see a great advancement in the 
theological acumen of August ine. Th ere is a gradual 
purging of the pagan infl uences, as well as a purgation 
of semi-Pelagian (“Arminian”) thought. Progressively, 
August ine moved toward a “Calvinist ic” underst anding 
of the Scriptures (as best  expressed in the West minst er 
Standards). But even in these early writings, we are pre-
sented with one who is “already a deeply devout and 
truly Christ ian thinker.”59 Along with his converted 
son, August ine was baptized on East er 387, by bishop 
Ambrose.60 

August ine and Monica were on their way back to Af-
rica when she took ill and died in Ost ia, Rome. She was 
fi ft y-six years old. Just  days earlier, the two of them had 
engaged in a very rewarding time of Christ ian fellow-
ship, a fellowship which they had never before had with 
one another. August ine described it as follows: “Th ere 
we talked together, she and I alone, in deep joy…. And 
while we were thus talking of His [God’s] Wisdom and 
panting for it, with all the eff ort of our heart we did for 
one inst ant attain to touch it; then, sighing and leaving 
the fi rst  fruits of our sp irit bound to it, we returned to 
the sound of our own tongue, in which words must  have 
a beginning and an end.”61 Monica had expressed her 
utter delight at her son’s new found faith. August ine 
preached at his mother’s funeral service in Ost ia. 

August ine sp ent a brief period of time in Rome, 
where he again encountered the Manichees. He wrote 
two books in defense of Christ ianity, as well as a refu-
tation of Manichaeism: On the Morals of the Manichees 
and On the Morals of the Catholic Church.62 

In 388, August ine and his son returned to Tagast e. 
He, like John Calvin aft er him, intended to remain a lay 
scholar recluse. August ine est ablished a semi-monast ic 
community on his family est ate. Th ere the North Afri-
can embarked on a three year period of seclusion, where 
he continued to st udy the Scriptures, write books and 

 . Confessions 6.15. 
 . Confessions 8.6.
 . Confessions 8.12. 
 . Confessions 9.1. 
 . Warfi eld, Calvin and August ine, 369–381, 369. 
 . It is signifi cant that the Roman Catholic Church (as per its belief 
in baptismal regeneration) sees this date as the time of August ine’s 
conversion, rather than the earlier date in 386. 
 . Confessions 9.10; cited in Brown, August ine of Hippo, 129. 
 . “Catholic” here meaning “universal,” not Roman Catholic. 
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letters, and discourse with others regarding the neces-
sity and reasonableness of Christ ianity. Adeodatus died 
during this time at the age of sixteen. 

In 391, August ine traveled to Hippo Regius, a pre-
dominately Donatist  town. Th ere, as he attended the 
Catholic church, he was recognized by the bishop Vale-
rius. Valerius, who due to his age was not able to handle 
all of the necessary church duties, and who knew that 
his sp eaking skills were not comparable to those of Au-
gust ine, and who underst ood that his Catholic church 
needed a st rong voice against  the Donatist s, invited the 
parishioners to search for a priest  to serve within the 
parish. August ine was chosen and ordained as presbyter 
of Hippo. Th ere he preached, carried out other presbyter 
funct ions, founded a monast ery near the church, and 
continued his writing minist ry. 

In 395 August ine was promoted to coadjutor bishop 
of the see in Hippo.63 Within a year Valerius died, and 
August ine became the sole bishop. As the rules of the 
African church st rict ly forbade the removal of bishops 
(except in extreme disciplinary cases), August ine re-
mained the bishop of Hippo for the rest  of his life (al-
beit in 426 he appointed Heraclitus to be his successor). 
During this time, August ine encountered the heretical 
teaching of the Donatist s and the Pelagians, against  
which he wrote at length (e.g., On the Correct ion of the 
Donatist s, On the Merits and Remission of Sins, and On 
Grace and Free Will). Tiny Hippo was made famous as 
the great August ine became the leading Christ ian theo-
logian and philosopher of the West ern Church. 

Among the other major works that he completed 
during the remaining thirty-four years of his life, Au-
gust ine wrote: Confessions (397–400), On Baptism (400), 
On Christ ian Doct rine (397–426), On the Trinity (397–
420), Enchiridion (421), City of God (413–426), and Re-
tract ions (426–428). He also wrote numerous Letters, 
Sermons, and Discourses on Psalms. 

Near the end of August ine’s life, the Arian Goths 
(European barbarians) surrounded the city of Hippo. 
Dest ruct ion was imminent, and August ine’s life was en-
dangered. He was advised to fl ee to another city. Con-
cerned for honoring God even in his death, however, 
August ine refused to do so. He had been the bishop of 
Hippo since 396, and he would not leave his fl ock be-
hind in this time of peril. During the time of his fi nal 
illness, August ine asked that he be allowed to remain 
alone in his room. Except for the need of doct ors and 
daily food, he desired no visitors. August ine wanted to 
be alone with God, in st udy, prayer, and meditation. 
He request ed in particular that the penitential Psalms 
of David be hung on the walls of his room. His desire 

was to pass through the portals of heaven with these 
Psalms on his lips, embracing the promises as his own. 
How well he underst ood the doct rine of salvation by 
grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ  alone. He 
died August  28, 430.64 

As Roger Hazelton pointed out, Saint August ine 
viewed life as a journey of the soul to the fi nal st ate: 
life in the presence of God. Th is was the ultimate visio 
Dei: the beatifi c vision. Th e Christ ian’s life is a pilgrim-
age, said the bishop of Hippo; he is always on the march. 
To know God is to love him wholeheartedly, and so to 
love Him is to seek Him with all of one’s heart, soul, 
mind, and st rength (Mark 12:30). August ine was truly 
a “God intoxicated” man. He was a man consumed with 
a zeal for the glory of God and the furtherance of His 
kingdom. Not only did he set the course of Christ ian 
thinking for all generations to follow, but “he likewise 
marked the channels of Christ ian devotion, from his 
time to our own. His st amp upon the prayer-ways of the 
Christ ian West  … has been no less deep and enduring 
than his monumental theological infl uence.”65

August ine sp oke of the necessity of maintaining a 
st rong devotional life, consist ing of Bible st udy and 
prayer. He recognized the need of an individual’s “know-
ing the truth in the inward parts” prior to his “living 
by that truth.” Prayer is a means by which the truth is 
“fused to the soul.” “In order to our obtaining the true 
blessed life, He who is Himself the True Blessed Life 
[Christ ] has taught us to pray.”66 Like Paul, August ine’s 
theology always led to doxology.67

But also like Paul, the North African bishop taught 
that the love of God, fueled by a st rong devotional life, 
must  work itself out in Christ ian living. Th us, it can be 
said of August ine that not only did he have a st rong 
Christ ian devotional life, but his whole life was char-
act erized by Christ ian devotion. One’s love for God, he 
taught, results in love for the things of His kingdom. 
“Th e whole life of a good Christ ian,” he wrote, “is a 
holy desire.” Or, to say it another way, suggest ed John 
Piper, August ine maintained that “the key to Chris-
tian living is a thirst  and a hunger for God.”68 Th is, 
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taught the North African bishop, was what the Lord 
sp oke to in His summary of the whole law in Mat-
thew 22:37–40.69 

Augustine the Pastor

Joseph Bernardin wrote:

August ine’s pre-eminent infl uence as a theologian 
and doct or of the church has been felt in each age 
since and has overshadowed his greatness as a past or, 
the infl uence of which was experienced chiefl y dur-
ing his lifetime. Th e remarkable fact , however, is that 
in sp ite of the time taken up by his literary work in 
defi ning the theory of the life within the church, he 
himself act ively pract iced what he taught. He is as fi ne 
an example of the true great past or of souls as is to be 
found in the course of Christ ian hist ory. Because he 
loved God with his whole being, with his heart and 
hands as well as with his head [mind], he loved and 
served his fellow men. He knew his sheep and was 
known of them.

Bernardin’s comments are apropos. August ine had 
a true heart for Christ ’s church. He continually worked 
for its peace, prosp erity, and purity. Nigel Lee summa-
rized the North African bishop’s ideal for the church: 
“In fundamentals—unity! In non-essentials—diversity! 
In all things—charity!” 71

As noted earlier, aft er his conversion, August ine 

sought to live the life of a scholarly recluse. But in God’s 
providence, that was not to be. And when he was or-
dained as a priest  of the Catholic church, it is said that 
he wept over the magnitude of the resp onsibility that 
he was assuming. He served for some thirty-fi ve years, 
referring to his offi  ce of bishop as an offi  ce of labor, 
not of honor.72

As bishop, August ine sat on church courts, hearing 
disp utes and administ ering biblical judgments. He had 
an ongoing minist ry to the poor, the orphans, the perse-
cuted, the bereaved, the prisoners, i.e., those who were 
needy. His calling required him to travel throughout 
the region of Hippo, with its fi ve est ablished churches. 
In each of them he would be called upon to preach, 
to administ er the sacraments, to administ er marriage 
ceremonies, to bury the dead, and so forth. August ine’s 
was a busy and trying minist ry.73 Th roughout his min-
ist ry, however, August ine remained an ardent st udent 
of the Scriptures. He was equally fervent in prayer for 
himself, his work, and the advancement of God’s king-
dom. He particularly focused on the importance of the 
Lord’s prayer.74

When August ine sp oke of the “sacraments” (from 
the Latin sacramentum), he did so predominately with 
regard to the two Protest ant sacraments: baptism and 
the Lord’s supper.75 To August ine, the sacraments are 
visible signs of an invisible grace. He considered them 
as essential, as a means of grace, for sp iritual growth 
and nourishment. “Spiritually underst ood,” he wrote, 
“it [a sacrament] will quicken. Although it is needful 
that this be visibly celebrated, yet it must  be sp iritually 
underst ood.”76 And again, he said: “Th e importance of 
these sacraments cannot be overst ated, and only scoff -
ers will treat them lightly. For if piety requires them, it 
must  be impiety to neglect  them.”77 

When it comes to Baptism, August ine taught that 
it was to be administ ered to both Christ ians and their 
children.78 However, he (wrongly) held to a modifi ed 
form of baptismal regeneration. He believed that grace 
is conveyed to the recipient in the sacrament, even in 
the case of children. Baptism, he taught, removes the 
guilt of original sin, and it also removes all sins com-
mitted prior to the receiving of the ordinance.79 Even 
here, however, August ine did not teach that the “work 
performed” is conveyed by the element (water), but by 
the Holy Spirit. And he maintained that the recipient is 
always resp onsible to receive the grace off ered by faith. 
In this sense, baptism is necessary for salvation.80 

Sadly, August ine also held to several other false doc-
trines—doct rines which the Roman Catholic Church 
pract ices: meritorious alms giving, penance, purgatory, 
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prayers for the dead, and the dist inct ion between mor-
tal and venial sins.81 Such teaching cannot rationally be 
excused. Yet, at the same time, it must  be remembered 
that August ine lived in the earliest  days of (post -ap-
ost olic) Christ ianity. He (along with the early church 
fathers) was in the process of working out the proper 
dogma of the Christ ian faith. 

When it comes to the Lord’s Supper, August ine prop-
erly considered it to be essential to the growth of the 
Christ ian. It was to be administ ered at least  weekly, and 
it was for both believers and their baptized children 
(paedo-communion).82 But he did not adhere to the 
later Roman Catholic doct rine of transubst antiation.83 
As Berkhof wrote: “While he [August ine] did sp eak of 
the bread and wine as the body and blood of Christ , he 
dist inguished between the sign and the thing signifi ed, 
and did not believe in a change of subst ance.”84 

August ine was also a mast erful apologete. His City 
of God is a monument to the defense of the Christ ian 
faith. In this book, the Christ ian worldview is brilliantly 
set forth and fortifi ed by one of the greatest  thinkers 
that God ever gave to His church. More will be said on 
this below.

Th e past or’s primary role, taught August ine, is that 
of the proclamation of the Word of God. Philip Schaff  
wrote: “August ine was an indefatigable preacher. He 
considered regular preaching an indisp ensable part 
of the duty of bishop.”85 Th e man who “minist ers to a 
people,” he wrote, does so “in the divine sacraments 
and Word.”86 “We are minist ers of the Word, not ours, 
but God’s.”87 According to the North African bishop, 
by means of the preaching of the Word of God, the 
past or feeds his fl ock on the bread of life.88 Th us, the 
past or serves his Lord by bringing the good news of 
Christ  to his people. Echoing Isaiah 52:7 and Romans 
10:15 (“How beautiful are the feet of those who preach 
the gosp el of peace, who bring glad tidings of good 
things”), August ine claimed that “preachers are the 
Lord’s feet.”89 

Numerous of August ine’s sermons have been pre-
served through the centuries. In addition to his series 
On the Psalms, On the Gosp el of John, and On the Epist le 
of John, there are nearly 400 other extant sermons from 
pract ically every part of the Bible. And although there 
were times when August ine had an overly fanciful ten-
dency to use an allegorical method of interpretation of 
Scripture,90 it is obvious from his Retract ions that the 
later, more sp iritually mature August ine, somewhat al-
tered that approach to biblical exegesis.91

Although August ine’s view of the church is fl awed 
by elements of Roman Catholicism, he did hold to the 

four church attributes, as confessed by the framers of 
the Niceno-Const antinopolitan Creed (AD 381): “[We 
believe] in one, holy, catholic, and apost olic church.”92 
He defi ned the church as “the holy assembly of all the 
faithful who are saved,” and as the “faithful who are 
elect  and just ifi ed.”93 

And even though he did maintain, with Cyprian 
before him, that “outside the church there is no salva-
tion,”94 at the same time, as van Bavel clarifi ed, Au-
gust ine did affi  rm “that there is salvation for Job, for 
the sibyl, for the good thief, for unbaptized martyrs, 
for Cornelius, for catechumens dying before having 
received baptism, for Catholics who are excommuni-
cated.”95 Perhaps it is more correct  to say that Augus-
tine taught, as did the later West minst er Confession 
of Faith (25:2), that “there is no ordinary [under nor-
mal circumst ances] possibility of salvation” outside 
of the visible church, when we consider the whole 
of the doct rine of salvation: sanct ifi cation as well as 

 . Enchiridion 46, 64, 67–69, 72, 75, 110.
 . Sermons 174.7. [Ed. For more information see, Matthew Winzer, 
“Th e True Hist ory of Paedo-Communion,” Th e Confessional Presby-
terian 3 (2007) 27–36].
 . Th e Roman Catholic doct rine of transubst antiation maintains 
that at the Lord’s Supper, when properly administ ered by a priest , 
the bread is act ually changed into the body of Christ , and the wine 
is act ually changed into the blood of Christ . Th ere is a “change of 
subst ance”—thus, “transubst antiation.” Th e West minst er Confession 
of Faith (29:6) correct ly teaches: “Th at doct rine which maintains a 
change of the subst ance of bread and wine into the subst ance of 
Christ ’s body and blood (commonly called transubst antiation) by 
consecration of a priest , or by any other way, is repugnant, not only 
to Scripture alone, but even to common sense and reason; overthrows 
the nature of the sacrament, and has been, and is the cause of mani-
fold superst itions; yea, of gross idolatries.”
 . Louis Berkhof, Syst ematic Th eology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1939, 1941) 645. 
 . Philip Schaff , “Preface,” Th e Nicene and Post -Nicene Fathers, 
VII:iii. 
 . Letters 21.3.
 . Sermons 114.1. 
 . See George Lawless, “Preaching,” August ine Th rough the Ages: 
An Encyclopedia, 675–677. 
 . Sermons 99.13. 
 . R. C. Sproul, Knowing Scripture (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 1977) 54–55; John Calvin and the Reformers critiqued this type 
of biblical interpretation, and opted for the sensus literalis (“literal 
sense”) method. See John Calvin, Commentaries, Vols. I–II (Grand 
Rapids: Baker House, 1981), Commentary on 2 Corinthians 3:6. 
 . Retract ions 1.9. 1.17.1; 2.50. 
 . Berkhof, Th e Hist ory of Christ ian Doct rines, 229. 
 . Cited in Robert L. Reymond, A New Syst ematic Th eology of the 
Christ ian Faith (Nashville: Th omas Nelson Publishers, 1998) 838. 
 . August ine, On Baptism 4.17.24. 
 . Tarsicius J. van Bavel, “Church,” August ine Th rough the Ages: 
An Encyclopedia, 170. 
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just ifi cation.96 Th is seems to be the st udied opinion 
of B.B. Warfi eld, who wrote:

August ine’s doct rine of the church is a fascinating 
subject  on which it is diffi  cult to touch without be-
ing carried beyond the requirements of our present 
purpose. Perhaps enough has already been said to in-
dicate suffi  ciently for the end in view the place which 
the church holds in August ine’s doct rine of authority. 
In the sin-bred weakness of humanity, the church me-
diates between the divine revelation deposited in the 
Holy Scriptures and the darkened mind of man; and 
thus becomes a pedagogue to lead men to the truth. It 
is in the church that the truth is known; and this not 
merely in the sense that it is in the hands of the church 
that the Scriptures are found, those Scriptures in which 
the whole truth of God is indefect ibly deposited; but 
also in the sense that it is in the church alone that the 
myst eries of the faith, revealed in the Scriptures, are 
comprehended: that it is only in the participation of 
the graces found in her that men may hope to attain to 
the vision which is the possession solely of saints. Th e 
true knowledge of God belongs to the fellowship of His 
people, and out of it cannot be attained. 

Augustine’s Three Major Opponents 

During his years of minist ry, August ine faced three ma-
jor opponents: the Manichees, the Donatist s, and the 
Pelagians. “In his [August ine’s] own life experience,” 
commented Clyde Manschreck, “he encountered all 
the problems of the early church.”98 

In his polemics against  these heretical movements, we 
see August ine the theologian, philosopher, and apologete 
at his fi nest . As Warfi eld has pointed out, one can easily 
recognize the maturation of August ine’s thought in his 
writings. Progressively, his work is purged of the pagan 
infl uence.99 According to Naville: “Beyond doubt, when 

we st udy in their chronological succession the works of 
[August ine], we perceive the role of Scripture gradually 
to increase. Th e author, we feel, has immersed himself 
in the st udy of Scripture. He has acquired a knowledge 
of it, of ever-increasing depth. His very st yle becomes 
modifi ed under its infl uence.”100 Further, as Reuter ex-
plained: “It was not the idea of the church as the inst i-
tute of grace that was dominant in his [August ine’s] later 
years, but that of predest inating grace”; “the doct rine of 
predest inating grace was the fundamental principle of 
his religious consciousness.”101

Anti-Manichaean Writings

As already noted, Manichaeism was the belief syst em 
adopted by the young August ine. We have also seen that 
aft er nine years of being held in bondage to this gnost ic 
heresy, he reject ed it. Aft er his conversion, August ine 
targeted the Manichees as his fi rst  opponents. He did 
so by exposing their errant view of ultimate dualism, 
by undermining their fallacious method of higher criti-
cism, by demonst rating biblically that God is not the 
author of evil, and by subst antiating the reasonableness 
of faith, all of which have been discussed above. 

In his st riving against  the gnost ic dualism of the 
Manichees, August ine also developed his biblical view 
of “the one and the many.” Th rough the centuries, “the 
one and the many” issue has surely been one of the most  
perplexing problems in philosophy. How can there be 
so many diverse things in the world, while there also 
appears to be a basic unity? Amidst  much complexity, 
how is there st ill simplicity? Which is the basic fact  
of life, unity or plurality, the one or the many? If the 
answer to this latter quest ion is “the one,” then unity 
must  have priority over plurality. If, on the other hand, 
the answer is “the many,” then the individual and par-
ticulars have priority. If “the one” is ultimate, then the 
particulars are degraded. If “the many” is ultimate, then 
the reverse is true.102

August ine found the solution to this alleged problem 
in the Christ ian doct rine of the Trinity. God is “one” in 
essence, yet three (“many”) dist inct  persons. He is the 
eternal “One and Many.” Th e many particular things of 
this world have their archetypes in the mind of God. 
August ine called these archetypes the “eternal reasons.” 
God’s eternal reasons are the architect ural plans from 
which He created the world. Th e world, which is the 
temporal “one and many,” is patterned aft er the divine 
propositions in the mind of God. Th erefore, there is 
unity among diversity.103

August ine went on to teach that Jesus Christ , the 

 . Th is was the view expressed by the present writer’s syst ematic 
theology professor C. Gregg Singer in his Syst ematic Th eology Lect ures 
(Salisbury, North Carolina: Atlanta School of Biblical Studies, 1983). 
 . Warfi eld, Calvin and August ine, 472. 
 . Clyde L. Manschreck, A Hist ory of Christ ianity (Englewood 
Cliff , New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1962), 81. 
 . Warfi eld, Calvin and August ine, 369–383. 
 . Cited in Warfi eld, Calvin and August ine, 375–376. 
 . Cited in Warfi eld, Calvin and August ine, 382–383. 
 . See Rousas J. Rushdoony, Th e One and the Many (Fairfax: Th o-
burn, 1978) 2n. 
 . On the Trinity 6.6–9; Confessions 7.15–21; Rushdoony, Th e 
One and the Many, 16. See also Richard E. Bacon, “Two Essays,” a
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eternal Logos of God, is the one who gives us a coher-
ence between the infi nite and the fi nite, the Creator and 
the creation. In other words, it is Christ  who reveals the 
solution to the one and the many problem. Apart from a 
proper underst anding of Logos theology (i.e., Christ  as 
the eternal Word who came to reveal the truth of God 
to man), there is no real solution.104

Th e anti-Manichaean writings of August ine include: 
On the Morals of the Catholic Church, On the Morals 
of the Manichaeans, On Two Souls, Against  the Man-
ichaeans, Act s or Disp utation Against  Fortunatus the 
Manichaean, Against  the Epist le of Manichaeus Called 
Fundamental, Reply to Faust us the Manichaean, and 
Concerning the Nature of Good, Against  the Manichae-
ans. In the virtual “profusion of his anti-Manichaean 
writings,” st ated Coyle, August ine, in a scholarly fash-
ion, thoroughly and completely debunked the syst em 
of Manichaean thought. And “he remains the most  au-
thoritative of all those in antiquity who wrote against  
Manichaeism.”105

Anti-Donatist Writings 

Donatism was a counter-church movement (named for 
Donatus, bishop of Carthage from 313–347) that began 
in North Africa in the early fourth century. Th e Roman 
emperor Diocletian had been persecuting the church.106 
As a part of the persecution, Christ ian bishops were not 
only required to denounce their faith (or suff er death), 
but as proof that they had done so they were obliged to 
surrender their copies of the Scriptures. Th ose bishops 
who did so were referred to as the traditores.107

Sadly, there were a number of bishops who yielded 
to the demands of Diocletian. When the persecution 
subsided, however, many of these same bishops returned 
to their former positions as if nothing had changed. Th e 
Donatist s st rongly protest ed. No traditores, they main-
tained, should be allowed to serve in Christ ’s church. 
Further, the sacraments that had been performed by 
these traditores were declared invalid. Re-baptism would 
be necessary. Likewise, if any traditores were to return 
to the church, they would also have to be re-baptized 
and re-ordained. Th e Donatist s, in their zeal for church 
purity, had confused the invisible and the visible church. 
According to them, all of the “tares” must  be rooted 
up in the present age.108 “Th e Donatist s had claimed, 
against  the Catholics,” wrote Brown, “that, as the church 
was a unique source of holiness, so no sinner could have 
a part in it.”109 Th ese Donatist s were so rigorous, said 
Roberts, that they “insist ed that every church member 
must  be a certifi ed, fully sanct ifi ed, saint.”110

Th e Catholic church (not Roman Catholic), on the 
other hand, allowed all genuinely repentant bishops 
back into the church without re-baptism or re-ordina-
tion. Th e Catholic church also claimed that the sacra-
ments previously administ ered by these bishops were 
valid. Th e “effi  cacy of the sacrament,” taught this church, 
in accordance with the later West minst er Confession of 
Faith (27:3), does not “depend upon the piety or inten-
tion of him that does administ er it; but upon the work of 
the Spirit, and the Word of inst itution, which contains, 
together with a precept authorizing the use thereof, a 
promise of benefi t to worthy receivers.” Th erefore, re-
baptism of those baptized by these former traditores was 
unnecessary. In eff ect , two denominations had formed. 
Neither group would accept the sacraments of the other. 
Th e church was sp lit. Violence and bloodshed were not 
uncommon.111

August ine became involved in this schism in the late 
fourth century (c. 395). He was a Catholic bishop in 
the predominantly Donatist  community of Hippo. He 
took up the cause of the Catholics against  the “schis-
matic” Donatist s, fully supporting and even expanding 
upon the aforementioned positions. Th e holiness of the 
church, argued August ine, is not in the members of the 
church, but in Christ  their Head. August ine claimed 
that the Donatist s must  repent of their errant beliefs 
and join the Catholic church. He went so far as to aver 
that salvation rest s in the Catholic church alone. Th e 
teachings and the sacraments administ ered by these 
errant bishops were to be considered invalid apart 
from the Catholic church. Embarrassingly, August ine 
even just ifi ed the use of Roman civil power to “compel 
them to come in” (a misuse of Christ ’s words as found 
in Luke 14:23).112
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But the bishop of Hippo’s main argument came from 
Jesus’ parable of the wheat and tares (Matthew 13:24–30, 
36–43).113 August ine avowed that the church should be 
kept as pure as possible, even to the point of church 
discipline where necessary. But, he said, the church of 
this age would always be a corpus permixtum, i.e., a 
“mixed body” of believers and unbelievers. Excessive 
discipline, taught August ine, might root out the wheat 
as well as the tares.114 He wrote: “Concerning the mixed 
church…. Th e church declares itself to be at the present 
both [a mixture of believers and non-believers]; and 
this because the good fi sh and the bad are for the time 
mixed up in one net.”115

August ine here dist inguished between the invisible 
and the visible church, a teaching later formulated by 
the West minst er Confession of Faith (25:1–2) as follows: 
the invisible church “consist s of the whole number of 
the elect , that have been, are, or shall be gathered into 
one, under Christ , the Head [of the church]”; the vis-
ible church, on the other hand, “consist s of all those 
throughout the world that profess the true religion; and 
of their children.” Due to August ine’s rigorous labors, 
the Catholic church won the day.

August ine’s anti-Donatist  writings include: On Bap-
tism, Against  the Donatist s, Answer to Letters of Petilian, 
Bishop of Cirta, and Th e Correct ion of the Donatist s. 

Anti-Pelagian Writings

Whereas in his anti-Donatist  writings we fi nd ele-
ments of August ine’s Roman Catholic leanings, it is in 
his anti-Pelagian works that we fi nd his st rong Protes-
tantism. “August ine’s most  infl uential legacy to Protes-
tantism,” wrote David Wright, “was his anti-Pelagian 
corpus (411–430).”116 R. C. Sproul is of the same opin-
ion. He commented that “the Reformation witnessed 
the ultimate triumph of August ine’s doct rine of grace 
over the legacy of the Pelagian view of man.”117 Herein 
we are confronted with August ine’s pre-Reformation 
doct rine of grace: salvation by grace alone (sola gratia) 

through faith alone (sola fi de), in Christ  alone (solus 
Christ us).118

In the latter part of the fourth century (c. 380), a Brit-
ish monk by the name of Pelagius became concerned 
about the moral laxity of the Christ ian church. Salvation 
by grace through faith alone, he mused, could only lead 
to a lack of concern for holiness. Too, he reckoned, if 
God has commanded man to obey His law, then man 
must  have the ability to comply. Man must  possess, said 
Pelagius, a free will—a will in which man has not only 
the freedom, but also the ability to obey God. Man can 
will, he taught, not to sin. And “nothing,” st ated John 
Piper, “shocked Pelagius more than the st ark declaration 
of omnipotent grace in August ine’s prayer, ‘Command 
what You will, and give what You command.’”119 

Pelagius set out to fi nd the revered bishop of Hippo, 
purposing to confront him with this matter. But in his 
travels throughout the Mediterranean world, he never 
found August ine. In a negative fashion, however, Pela-
gius did leave his mark on the Christ ian church. “Pela-
gianism” is that belief syst em which denies the doct rine 
of original sin. Reformed theology, as exemplifi ed by 
August ine, teaches that when God created man (Adam), 
He appointed him as the federal or covenantal head of 
the entire human race, and entered into a “covenant 
of works” with him. In the words of the West minst er 
Confession of Faith (7:2): “Th e fi rst  covenant made with 
man was a covenant of works, wherein life was prom-
ised to Adam, and in him [as the federal head of all 
humanity] to his post erity, upon perfect  and personal 
obedience.” 

As we read in Romans 5, however, Adam disobeyed 
God. And as he was the federal head of all mankind, his 
sin was imputed to the entirety of humanity. As st ated 
in the West minst er Shorter Catechism (Q. 16): “Th e cov-
enant being made with Adam, not only for himself, but 
for his post erity; all mankind, descending from him 
by ordinary generation, sinned in him, and fell with 
him, in his fi rst  transgression.” All men, therefore, as 
a result of the Fall, are judicially guilty. Adam’s sin has 
been imputed to all. 

Further, the Bible teaches that man now fi nds him-
self in an ethical st ate of “total depravity.” As explained 
by the West minst er Confession of Faith (6:2, 4): man is 
now “dead in sin, and wholly defi led in all the faculties 
and parts of soul and body … whereby we are utterly 
indisp osed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and 
wholly inclined to all evil.” Further, says the Confession 
(9:3): “Man, by his fall into a st ate of sin, has wholly 
lost  all ability of will to any sp iritual good accompa-
nying salvation: so as, a natural man, being altogether 
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averse from that good, and dead in sin, is not able, by 
his own st rength, to convert himself, or to prepare him-
self thereunto.” 

Pelagius disagreed. Th e British monk taught that 
Adam was created by God in a st ate of neutrality; he 
was neither holy nor sinful. He was endowed with a free 
and undetermined will, that had the capacity to do good 
and/or evil. Further, said Pelagius, Adam’s disobedience 
did not aff ect  anyone but himself. Every man born into 
this world is in the same situation that Adam was in the 
Garden of Eden. Everyone is free from both guilt and 
pollution of sin. Man, therefore, can choose not to sin; 
sin is a choice that man makes. Man remains innocent 
and perfect ible; he does not sin because he is a sinner, 
he is a sinner because he sins. Adam, said Pelagius, was 
merely a “bad example” for the rest  of humanity. Sim-
ply st ated, Pelagianism teaches a doct rine of salvation 
by works.120

August ine defended the Christ ian faith against  the 
Pelagian heresy. He upheld the doct rines of Adam’s fed-
eral headship and original sin. All mankind is judicially 
guilty due to Adam’s Fall. All persons are conceived in 
a st ate of “total depravity,” incapable of doing anything 
that pleases God.121 Whereas Adam in the Garden pos-
sessed both a free moral agency and the ability to choose 
good (righteousness), post -fall man has lost  the latter. 
Man in his present condition st ill has the freedom of 
choice, but he has lost  the ability to choose good. Man 
is not morally neutral.122

Th ese things being so, if man is going to be saved, 
it must  be by the monergist ic work of the triune God. 
And salvation is rooted in the eternal decree of God. Th e 
fi rst  Person of the Trinity, God the Father, predest ines 
some to eternal life and others to eternal condemnation. 
Here again, August ine was in agreement with the later 
West minst er Confession of Faith (3:3): “By the decree of 
God, for the manifest ation of His glory, some men and 
angels are predest ined unto everlast ing life, and others 
foreordained to everlast ing death.”123 Moreover, said 
August ine, in both elect ion and reprobation, God is 
glorifi ed and just : 

Th at owing to one man all pass into condemnation who 
are born in Adam unless they are born again in Christ , 
even as He [God the Father] has appointed them to 
be regenerated, before they die in the body, whom He 
predest ined to everlast ing life, as the merciful best ower 
of grace; while to those whom He has predest inated to 
eternal death, He is also the most  righteous awarder of 
punishment.

Further, God’s elect ion is as certain as God is true: 

Th ose, then, are elect ed … who are called according to 
[God’s] purpose, who are also predest inated and fore-
known. If anyone of these perishes, God is mist aken; 
but none of them perishes, because God is not mis-
taken. If anyone of these perishes, God is overcome by 
human sin; but none of them perishes, because God is 
overcome by nothing.

Th is assures us, August ine went on to say, that the 
number of the elect  “is so certain that one can neither 
be added to them or taken from them.”126

August ine taught that the second Person of the 
Trinity, God the Son, took upon Himself a human na-
ture,127 lived a sinless life in perfect  obedience to the 
commandments of God,128 and died an atoning death 
in behalf of all that the Father had elect ed unto eter-
nal life.129 Herein Jesus Christ  merited the salvation of 
God’s people.130

And, according to August ine, the third Person of the 
Trinity, God the Spirit, is that member of the Godhead 
who applies that salvation predest ined by the Father and 
merited by the Son. Th e Holy Spirit regenerates elect  
sinners,131 and produces faith in them so that they are 
enabled to believe in Christ .132 Th e Spirit is also that 
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member of the Godhead who seals the believer, assur-
ing him of his permanent st atus as a child of God: “For 
when we come to Him [Christ ], we come to the Father 
also because through an equal an equal is known; and 
the Holy Spirit binds, and as it were seals us, so that 
we are able to rest  permanently in the supreme and 
unchangeable Good.”133 

As Berkhof wrote, to August ine, the Holy Spirit, “is 
necessary, not merely for the purpose of supplying a 
defi ciency, but for the complete renewal of the inner 
disp osition of man, so that he is brought into sp iritual 
conformity to the law.”134 Saving faith, then, according 
to the bishop of Hippo, is a gift  of God (Ephesians 2:
8–9). It is not something within the power of man. Th e 
will to believe is God-given. Th us, taught the North Af-
rican, it is by grace alone, through faith alone, that man 
is able to come to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ . 
As st ated by W.G.T. Shedd, in August inianism, “grace 
is imparted to sinful man, not because he believes, but 
in order that he may believe; for faith itself is the gift  
of God.”135

Furthermore, as properly maintained by John Piper: 
“What follows from August ine’s view of grace as the 
giving of a sovereign joy that triumphs over lawless 
pleasures is that the entire Christ ian life is seen as a 
relentless quest  for the fullest  joy in God…. In other 
words, the key to Christ ian living is a thirst  and a hun-
ger for God.”136 

August ine himself said it this way: “Th e soul of men 
shall hope under the shadow of Your wings; they shall 
be made drunk with the fullness of Your house; and 
of the torrents of Your pleasures You will give them to 
drink; for in You is the Fountain of Life, and in Your 
Light shall we see the light.”137 And again:

Not with uncertain, but with assured consciousness do 
I love You, O Lord. You have st ricken my heart with 
Your Word, and I loved You…. But what is it that I love 
in loving You? Not corporeal beauty, nor the sp lendor 
of time, nor the radiance of the light, so pleasant to 
our eyes, not the sweet melodies of songs of all kinds, 
nor the fragrant smell of fl owers, and ointments, and 
sp ices, not manna and honey, not limbs pleasant to the 

embrace of the fl esh. I love not these things when I 
love my God; and yet I love a certain kind of light, and 
sound, and fragrance, and food, and embracement in 
loving my God, who is the light, sound, fragrance, food, 
and embracement of my inner man—where that light 
shines unto my soul which no place can contain, where 
that sounds which time snatches not away, where there 
is a fragrance which no breeze disp erses, where there is 
a food which no eating can diminish, and where that 
clings which no satiety can sunder. Th is is what I love 
when I love my God.

Pelagianism was condemned by the church at the 
Synod of Carthage (416) and the Council of Ephesus 
(431). But the heresy later returned, causing many to fall 
away from the Christ ian faith. Indeed, Pelagianism is 
st ill around today in the guise of modernist  theology.

It is worthy of note that another heresy arose, as 
early as the fi ft h century, in the teaching of Cassian 
of Marseilles, which is known as semi-Pelagianism. 
Later it was called Arminianism, aft er one of its chief 
propagators: James Arminius (1560–1609).139 Th is 
syst em of thought, which is every bit as dangerous as 
Pelagianism, is “in between” August inianism and Pe-
lagianism. But the st ress is st ill on the Pelagian side, 
where man has the ability to come to God; hence it is 
called semi-Pelagianism, rather than semi-August ini-
anism. Semi-Pelagianism is the teaching of the Roman 
Catholic Church, as well as much of alleged evangeli-
cal theology today. 

As Berkhof averred, semi-Pelagianism gives place 
“to both divine grace and human will as co-ordinate 
fact ors in the [sp iritual] renewal of man.” It affi  rms 
human corruption due to the Fall, but regards “the 
nature of man as weakened or diseased rather than 
as fatally injured by the Fall. Fallen human nature 
retains an element of freedom, in virtue of which it 
can co-operate with divine grace.” Th is means that 
regeneration becomes “the joint product  of both fac-
tors, but it really is man and not God that begins the 
work.”140 In semi-Pelagianism, faith precedes regen-
eration, whereas in August inianism (i.e., Calvinism), 
regeneration precedes faith. 

August ine’s biblical view of the Fall, and the moner-
gist ic, gracious work of God in the salvation of the elect , 
countermands semi-Pelagianism as well as Pelagianism. 
Semi-Pelagianism was condemned by the church at the 
Council of Orange (529). 

August ine’s anti-Pelagian writings contain some im-
portant theological Latin phrases which, having been 
coined by the North African bishop, and Calvinist ic 

 . On Christ ian Doct rine 1.34. 
 . Berkhof, Th e Hist ory of Christ ian Doct rines, 135. 
 . Cited in Berkhof, Th e Hist ory of Christ ian Doct rines, 135. 
 . Piper, Th e Legacy of Sovereign Joy, 62–63.
 . Cited in Piper, Th e Legacy of Sovereign Joy, 63. 
 . Confessions 10.6. 
 . G. A. Chan, “Five Points,” Th e Trinity Review, edited by John 
W. Robbins (Trinity Foundation, February, 2001). 
 . Berkhof, Th e Hist ory of Christ ian Doct rines, 138. 
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in import, are st ill found in the writings of Reformed 
theologians today. Th ese phrases have to do with the 
four sp iritual “st ates” of man:141

Man as originally created was: 
1) Posse peccare: with possibility of sin.
2) Posse non peccare: with possibility not to sin.
3) Liberum arbitrium: with freedom of the will.
4) Libertas: with ability to choose good (righteousness). 
5) Posse non mori: with the possibility not to die.

Since the Fall man is:
1) Posse peccare. 
2) Liberum arbitrium.
3) Non posse non peccare: not possible not to sin. 
4) Non posse non mori: not possible not to die. 

Redeemed man prior to the fi nal st ate is: 
1) Posse peccare.
2) Posse non peccare.
3) Non posse non mori.
4) Liberum arbitrium.
5) Libertas.

Redeemed man in glory is:
1) Non posse peccare.
2) Liberum arbitrium.
3) Libertas.
4) Non posse mori: not possible to die.

August ine’s anti-Pelagian writings include: On the 
Merits and Remission of Sins, and on the Baptism of In-
fants, On the Spirit and the Letter, On Nature and Grace, 
On Man’s Perfect ion in Righteousness, On the Proceedings 
of Pelagius, On the Grace of Christ , and on Original Sin, 
On Marriage and Concupiscence, On the Soul and Its 
Origin, Against  Two Letters of the Pelagians, On Grace 
and Free Will, On Rebuke and Grace, On the Predest ina-
tion of the Saints, and On the Gift  of Perseverance. 

Augustine’s City of God

When scholars discuss the major works of August ine 
(some of which have been noted above), there are two 
that st and out: Confessions and City of God. As we have 
seen, in his Confessions, August ine gave us somewhat 
of a sp iritual biography of the fi rst  thirty-three years of 
his life. In his City of God, on the other hand, we have 
both a defense of the Christ ian world and life view, and 
a Christ ian philosophy of hist ory. In 410, aft er some 900 
years of virtual impenetrable security, Rome was sacked 

by the Arian Goths. Th is event shook the ancient world. 
Rome was not invulnerable. Upon hearing this, Saint 
Jerome, the translator of the Latin Vulgate, wrote: “If 
Rome can perish, what can be safe.”142 

Many living in that day blamed Christ ianity for 
Rome’s fall. August ine came to the defense of the Chris-
tian cause. He took up his pen and began his twenty-two 
book tome: City of God (the title of which came from 
Psalm 46:4). It is said that Charlemagne, who enjoyed 
having serious books read to him at dinner time, en-
joyed City of God above all others. Some hist orians have 
noted that he might have seen in this book an insp ira-
tion for the Christ ian empire which he hoped to build 
in the eighth and ninth centuries.143

Th e fi rst  ten books of City of God were written as 
an apologetic treatise. Th ey analyze Rome and Roman 
paganism (as well as some other false philosophical sys-
tems), which threatened to overwhelm the Christ ian 
faith in the fi ft h century. In these chapters, commented 
Roberts, August ine explained that Rome fell, as do all 
pagan empires, due to God’s sovereign judgment on 
moral corruption: “Th e idea of an ‘eternal Rome’ was 
an idolatrous myth. Empires are showcases of human 
pride, fi lled with the seeds of self-dest ruct ion. Rome 
was no exception. Its crumbling was not Christ ianity’s 
fault.”144

Th e remaining twelve books set forth a philosophy of 
hist ory, clearly demonst rating that since the Fall of man 
in Genesis 3, there have been two cities or kingdoms in 
this world: the city of God and the city of man. Th ese 
two kingdoms exist  side by side in the world, and are 
continually involved in sp iritual warfare with one an-
other. Th ese “two cities,” wrote August ine, “have been 
formed by two loves: the earthly city by the love of self 
… the heavenly by the love of God … the former glories 
in itself, the latter in the Lord…. Th e one city consist s of 
those who wish to live aft er the fl esh, the other of those 
who wish to live aft er the Spirit.”145

Moreover, since the time of Cain (a member of the 
city of man), who killed his brother Abel (a member of 
the city of God), the world has persecuted the church. 
Th is will be the case until the second advent of Christ . 
At this time, God’s children (those who belong to the 
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 . City of God 14.28. 
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city of God) will be fully vindicated. And those who 
belong to the city of man will receive their everlast ing 
punishment.

City of God points out that hist ory is linear, not cir-
cular. Th e biblical teaching that Christ  died “once” for 
the sins of His people assures us that God has a plan 
which is presently in the process of being carried out 
in sp ace-time hist ory. Only the Christ ian view of his-
tory gives us hope. Secular, circular philosophies, with 
their inbred concept of meaningless repetition, taught 
August ine, lead only to desp air. August ine’s “optimist ic 
Amillennialism”146 is apparent throughout the book. 
Th e kingdom of God, which is presently in the millen-
nial age, is progressively and inexorably moving toward 
its fi nal eternal rest  in the kingdom of glory.

Regarding August ine’s philosophy of hist ory, 
Warfi eld wrote:

Th e church is therefore set over against  the world as 
the new kingdom of God in which sinful man fi nds 
rest oration and in its gradual growth we observe the 
human race attaining its originally dest ined end. Th e 
time is to come when the kingdom of God shall over 
sp read the earth, and when that time comes, the ab-
normalities having been cured, the normal knowledge 
of God will assert itself throughout the redeemed race 
of man.

August ine’s love for the triune God of Scripture is 
evident in all of his writings. In his On Christ ian Doc-
trine, for example, he commented that “every man is 
to be loved as a man for God’s sake; but God is to be 
loved for His own sake. And if God is to be loved more 
than any man, each man ought to love God more than 
himself.”148 But perhaps no place is the North Afri-
can’s zeal for the glory of God and the expansion of 
His kingdom more evident than in the fi nal paragraph 
of City of God:

And now, as I think, I have discharged my debt, with 
the completion, by God’s help, of this huge work. It 
may be too much for some, too little for others. Of both 
these groups I ask forgiveness. But of those for whom 
it is just  enough I make this request : that they do not 
thank me, but join with me in rendering thanks to God. 
Amen. Amen.

Augustine on Knowledge

In the hist ory of philosophy, there have been three major 
non-Christ ian theories of knowledge: (pure) rational-
ism, empiricism, and irrationalism.150 All three were 
prevalent in August ine’s day. 

First , in pure rationalism, reason, apart from rev-
elation or sensory experience, provides the prime, or 
only, source of truth. Th e senses are considered untrust -
worthy, and our apriori knowledge (the knowledge we 
have before any observation or experience) must  be ap-
plied to our experience in order for our experience to be 
made intelligible. In a Christ ian epist emology (theory of 
knowledge), as taught by August ine, knowledge comes 
through reason (logic), as one st udies the revealed prop-
ositions of Scripture, underst ands them, and draws im-
plications from them. In pure rationalism, on the other 
hand, knowledge comes from reason alone. Unaided 
human reason becomes the st andard by which all beliefs 
are judged. Even revelation must  be judged by reason. 
Hence, pure rationalism has the mist aken notion that 
man, apart from revelation, is able to come to a knowl-
edge of at least  some things, including God.

Th ere are several errors in the rationalist  syst em. 
First , as rationalist s admit, men can and do err in their 
reasoning. Formal errors in logic provide just  one ex-
ample. Second, there is the problem of a st arting point. 
Where does one st art in pure rationalism? Plato, René 
Descartes, Gottfried Leibniz, and Baruch Spinoza were 
all classic rationalist s; yet, they all had diff erent st art-
ing points, diff erent axioms. Clearly, rationalist s do not 
agree on a st arting point, an axiom on which their sys-
tem is to be based.

Th ird, pure rationalism cannot determine if the world 
is controlled by an omnipotent, good God, or by an 
omnipotent demon. And fourth, in pure rationalism, 
it is diffi  cult to avoid solipsism, which is the belief that 
the self is all that exist s or is capable of being known. 
Without a divine, universal mind in which all persons 
and object s participate (such as in Christ ian theism), 
it is not possible for the individual to escape his own 
mind.

 . Th e term “Amillennialism” is used somewhat anachronist ically 
here, because “Amillennialism” did not begin to be used as a sepa-
rate eschatological term until the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
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Second, empiricism maintains that all knowledge 
originates in the senses. According to the empiricist , 
ordinary experience from our physical senses produces 
knowledge. In empiricism, the scientifi c method of in-
vest igation is st ressed. Science, of course, is based on 
observation, and repetitive and supposedly indepen-
dent observation is emphasized. Th e idea being that 
with repetitive observation, knowledge and certainty 
are increased.

In a consist ent empirical epist emology, the mind is 
considered to be a tabula rasa (“blank tablet”) at birth. 
It has no innate st ruct ure, form, or ideas. Th erefore, all 
knowledge must  come through the senses.

While rationalist s proceed by deduct ion, empiri-
cist s use both deduct ive and induct ive reasoning. One 
collect s his experiences and observations, and draws 
inferences and conclusions from them. Th is empiri-
cal knowledge is apost eriori; that is, it comes aft er or 
through experience. One must  be able to smell, tast e, 
feel, hear, or see something in order to “know” it. Once 
something is experienced (or “sensed”), then the mind, 
which is a blank tablet prior to experience, somehow 
remembers, imagines, combines, transp oses, cat-
egorizes, and formulates the sensory experience into 
knowledge.

Th e philosophical problems with empiricism are 
so numerous that only some of them will be exposed 
here. First , all induct ive arguments are formal logical 
fallacies. In induct ive st udy, each argument begins with 
particular premises and ends with a universal conclu-
sion. Th e diffi  culty is that it is not possible to collect  
enough experiences on any subject  to reach a univer-
sal conclusion. Simply because the syst em depends on 
the collect ion of experiences for its conclusion, it can 
never be certain that some new experience or observa-
tion will not change its previous conclusions. Th us, it 
can never be absolutely conclusive. For example, one 
may observe 1000 crows and fi nd them all to be black. 
But when crow number 1001 turns out to be an albino, 
the previous conclusion about crows being black must  
be revised. 

Second, the senses can and frequently (perhaps al-
ways) do deceive us. No one can ever have the same 
experience twice. Th e ancient philosopher Heraclitus 
pointed this out in his well known dict um: “No one ever 
st ands in the same river twice.” Finite things continually 
change, even as the water in a river continues to fl ow. 
In such a syst em, verifi cation, that is, the inferring of 
a conclusion by good and necessary consequence, is 
not possible. In fact , the basic axiom of empiricism—
that theories, ideas, and propositions must  be either 

verifi ed or falsifi ed by sense observation—cannot it-
self be verifi ed or falsifi ed by sense observation. Th us, 
empiricism rest s on a self-contradict ory, and therefore 
false, st arting point. 

Th ird, as we have seen, empiricist s maintain that all 
men are born with a blank mind. But this is not pos-
sible. A consciousness which is conscious of nothing is 
a contradict ion in terms. Here too empiricism is self-
contradict ory.151

Fourth, the truths of mathematics cannot be derived 
from the senses; the laws of logic cannot be abst ract ed 
or obtained from sensory information; nor can the 
senses give us ideas such as “equal,” “parallel,” or “jus-
tifi cation.” Th ese are never found in sense experience. 
No two things we experience are ever perfect ly equal, 
parallel, or just . Rather, these are abst ract ions that have 
nothing at all to do with our senses.

Th ese categorical diffi  culties with empiricism are 
insuperable. Empiricism cannot tell us how the senses 
alone give us conceptions. If the “knower” is not already 
equipped with conceptual elements or ideas (i.e., innate 
knowledge), how can he ever conceptualize the object  
sensed? Whereas rationalism, with its concept of uni-
versal ideas, gives us an explanation for categories and 
similarities, empiricism has no explanation for them. 
Without these, rational discourse is not possible.152

Fift h, as with pure rationalism, solipsism is inescap-
able in an empiricist  epist emology. One’s sensations are 
just  that: one’s sensations. No one else can experience 
them. But if this is the case, one cannot be certain that 
there is an external world. Any evidence that might be 
off ered is just  subject ive experience.

Finally, in ethics, even if we were to assume that em-
piricism (at best ) could tell us what is, it can never tells 
us what ought to be. “Ought-ness” can never be derived 
from “is-ness.” Empirical observation can never give us 
moral principles. Only divinely revealed propositions 
can give us moral principles. Even in the Garden of 
Eden, before the Fall, man was dependent on proposi-
tional revelation from God for knowledge. By obser-
vation alone, he could not have determined his duty 
before God. Aft er the Fall, the problem is worsened by 
sin and corruption. 

Th ird, irrationalism is a form of skepticism. It is 
anti-rational and anti-intellect ual. Act ual truth, say 
the skeptics, can never be attained. Rational attempts 
to explain the world leave us in desp air. Reality cannot 
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be communicated propositionally; it must  be grasp ed 
subject ively. Logic must  be curbed, say the skeptics, 
and truth must  be found or “encountered” in paradox 
and contradict ion. 

Th e problem with irrationalism is that when one di-
vorces logic from epist emology, he is left  with nothing. 
If the law of contradict ion153 is invalid, then all proposi-
tional st atements are invalid. Even words such as “God” 
and “Satan” mean the same thing. Rational discourse is 
impossible. Neither God nor the world can be known. 
Further, as seen above, skepticism is self-contradict ory, 
and therefore, erroneous, for it asserts with certainty 
that nothing can be known for certain. 

Augustinian Epistemology

If we are to avoid the fallacies of pure rationalism, the 
pitfalls of empiricism, and the skepticism of irrational-
ism, said August ine, we need another source of truth. 
We need propositional revelation from God, who is 
truth itself.154 As Gordon Clark wrote, in Christ ian the-
ism, as taught by August ine, “there is a source of knowl-
edge not admitted by the Greek philosophers, namely, 
revelation. God not only creates the world, but He also 
sp eaks and communicates information to men.”155

According to August ine, God has revealed Himself 
to man in both general and sp ecial revelation, which 
are in harmony. Th e former is general in audience (all 
mankind) and limited in content. Special revelation, on 
the other hand, which is now found only in the Bible, is 
more rest rict ed in audience (those who read the Bible), 
and much more detailed in content. Due to its limited 
nature, general revelation must  always be interpreted 
in light of sp ecial revelation.156 Th is was true before 
the Fall of man (Genesis 3), but even more so aft er-
ward, because the universe (including man) is now in a 
st ate of abnormality (Genesis 3:14–19; Romans 8:19–25). 
Th us, knowledge of God and His creation can be de-
rived only from Scripture. Further, saving knowledge of 

Jesus Christ  is found only in sp ecial revelation.157 Th e 
Bible alone, then, is the st andard by which all is to be 
judged. It has supreme authority over all things.158 Here 
August ine was in agreement with the later West minst er 
Confession of Faith (1:1):

Although the light of nature and the works of creation 
and providence do so far manifest  the goodness, wis-
dom, and power of God, as to leave men inexcusable; 
yet are they not suffi  cient to give that knowledge of 
God and of His will, which is necessary unto salvation. 
Th erefore it pleased the Lord, at sundry times, and in 
divers manners, to reveal Himself, and to declare that 
His will unto His church; and aft erwards, for the bet-
ter preserving and propagating of the truth, and for 
the more sure est ablishing and comfort of the church 
against  the corruption of the fl esh, and the malice of 
Satan and of the world, to commit the same wholly 
unto writing: which makes the Holy Scripture to be 
most  necessary; those former ways of God’s revealing 
His will unto His people being now ceased.

August ine averred that God has implanted in each 
man an innate knowledge of Himself (Calvin’s sensus de-
itatis159), which is propositional and ineradicable. Th is 
is due to the fact  that men are created in the image of 
God. According to August ine, it is this knowledge that 
lies at the root of all of man’s knowledge of God, and 
leaves him without excuse. 

At the same time, said August ine, because there is 
the apriori awareness of God in all men, the creator 
God is perceived by man in His creation. When man 
interact s with God’s creation, which demonst rates His 
“goodness, wisdom, and power,” man, as God’s image 
bearer, is forced, in some sense, to “think God.” Cre-
ation itself does not mediate knowledge to man (as in 
the epist emology of Th omas Aquinas), for the visible 
universe sets forth no propositions. Rather, it st imulates 
the mind of man to intellect ual intuition (or recollec-
tion), who as a rational being is already in possession 
of apriori, propositional information about God and 
His creation. Th is apriori knowledge is immediately im-
pressed upon man’s consciousness. Th e mind is then 
able to properly perceive the glory of God as revealed 
in creation.160 

Warfi eld explained August ine’s theory as follows: 

In a word, the soul is caparisoned [richly equipped] 
for the perception and underst anding of the sensible 
world [creation] only by prior perception and under-
st anding of the intelligible world [the mind with its 
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innate ideas]. Th at is to say, the soul brings over from 
the intelligible world the forms of thought under which 
alone the sensible world can be received by it into a 
mental embrace.

According to August ine, the knowledge that man 
has of God and His creation is not derived by empirical 
or a rationalist ic means. Neither is it in any sense me-
diated knowledge. Rather, August ine maintained that 
all knowledge is immediate, revelational, and propo-
sitional. It is the “inward teacher,” Jesus Christ , the 
divine Logos, not the senses in one’s interact ion with 
creation, who teaches man. Th is is true even with the 
printed pages of the Bible. All sp eech or communica-
tion is a matter of words, and words (even those found 
in Holy Scripture) are signs, in that they signify some-
thing. When signs are used, the recipient, in order to 
underst and, must  already interiorly know that which 
is signifi ed. Apart from this interior knowledge, signs 
would be without meaning.162

In the words of Gordon Clark: 

August ine solves the problem by insist ing that knowl-
edge comes fi rst  and the use of signs comes aft erward. 
Th e pupil must  already know the meaning before the 
teacher’s words can help him. He has this knowledge 
because of the truth within. When the teacher gives 
a lesson in geometry, the pupil looks within his own 
mind, consults the truth there, and judges the teacher’s 
assertions. Th e pupil already has the truth and sees the 
Ideas because Christ  the Logos is the Light that enlight-
ens every man.

Saint August ine taught that God created men in His 
image with rational minds. And the minds of men use 
the same laws of thought as does God. Th e principles 
of reason (logic) and knowledge are innately given by 
God to mankind through the Logos. Th us, when men 
know the truth, they know what is in the mind of God. 
Th ey do not merely have a representation of the truth. 
Hence, August ine denied the corresp ondence theory 
of truth, which teaches that man only has a represen-
tation of the truth, and not the truth itself. August ine 
held to the coherence theory of truth, which maintains 
that what man has is the real truth: the same truth that 
exist s in the mind of God.164

Since all knowledge is propositional, and since the 
senses in interact ing with creation produce no proposi-
tions, said the North African bishop, knowledge cannot 
originate, be conveyed by, or be derived from sensation. 
Rather, as seen, the senses st imulate the mind of man 

to intellect ual intuition, to recollect  the God-given in-
nate propositional ideas that man already possesses. In 
illust rating the August inian view, Gordon Clark used 
the example of a piece of paper on which is written a 
message in invisible ink. Th e paper (and by illust ra-
tion, the mind) might appear blank, but in act uality it 
is not. When the heat of experience is applied to the 
mind (as when heat is applied to the paper), the mes-
sage becomes visible.165

Saint August ine’s theory of knowledge had its roots in 
the Logos doct rine, which maintains that Jesus Christ  is 
the cosmological Logos (John 1:1–3), the epist emological 
Logos (John 1:9, 14), and the soteriological Logos (John 1:
4, 12–13; 14:6). He is the Creator of the world, the source 
of all human knowledge, and the giver of salvation. As 
to the epist emological Logos, which is the focus of the 
present st udy, Christ  is “the true light which enlightens 
every man coming into the world” (John 1:9). Apart 
from the direct  act ivity of the divine Logos (the “in-
ward teacher”) on the mind of man, knowledge would 
not be possible.166 

Another way of explaining this is that August ine, 
as a Christ ian idealist , maintained that the sum total 
of all truth (i.e., true propositions) exist s in the mind 
of God. Th ere is nothing that exist s outside of God’s 
mind. August ine referred to these true propositions as 
the “eternal reasons.” If man, then, is going to know 
the truth, he must  come to know the eternal proposi-
tions (“eternal reasons”) in the mind of God. Some of 
these eternal propositions are implanted in man from 
conception by God. And when man interact s with cre-
ation, or reads the words of Scripture, the divine Logos, 
illuminates the mind so that the propositions come to 
consciousness, as the invisible ink appears.167 

Augustinian Apologetics

Saint August ine reject ed the natural theology of eviden-
tialist  apologetics. Natural theology advocates, such as 
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Th omas Aquinas, maintain that not only is there a true 
general revelation which God gives to mankind, but also 
that it is possible for man to express true knowledge of 
God from this general revelation alone (i.e., without 
the aid of sp ecial revelation). August ine was not an 
evidentialist . Rather than beginning with creation and 
arguing to Scripture and the triune God of Scripture, 
he began with Scripture. 

John Mourant wrote:

To say as August ine does that the universe proclaims 
the exist ence of God as its Creator is not a formal ar-
gument but rather an explication of what has already 
been achieved by faith. It must  not be overlooked that 
the crede ut intelligas [“believe in order that you might 
underst and”] pervaded the whole ontology and epis-
temology of August ine. Hence, rather than a belief in 
God following inferentially from the evidence of nature, 
the evidence of God in nature becomes apparent and a 
source of wonder and convict ion to the individual who 
fi rst  possesses faith.

Every syst em of epist emology must  have a st arting 
point, which is axiomatic; it cannot be proved; it is inde-
monst rable. For August ine, the axiomatic st arting point 
is the Word of God, which is self-authenticating and 
self-evident; it contains its evidence within itself. Th e 
North African’s well known dict um credo ut intelligam 
(“I believe in order that I might underst and”) bears this 
out. In the vernacular of today, this is referred to as “bib-
lical presuppositionalism.”169 August ine’s apologetical 
method, then, said Robert Reymond, presupposes “the 
primacy of sp ecial revelation as providing the ground 
for the total theological enterprise.”170

Saint August ine did not deny the usefulness of evi-
dence. Rather, he believed that there are numerous 

evidences that manifest  the Bible to be the infallible, 
inerrant Word of God. He wrote, for example: “Con-
sider moreover the st yle in which the sacred Scripture 
is composed…. Th e plain truths which it contains it 
declares in the artless language of familiar friendship to 
the hearts of both of the unlearned and of the learned.” 
Perhaps the greatest  evidence that the Bible is the Word 
of God, said August ine, is recognizable in the fulfi ll-
ment of prophecy: “For what are clearer proofs than 
those things which we now see to have been foretold 
and fulfi lled.”171 But the evidences do not “prove” the 
Scriptures to be true. August ine would have roundly 
endorsed the st atement of the West minst er Confession 
of Faith (1:4–5) that:

Th e authority of Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be 
believed and obeyed, depends not upon the test imony 
of any man, or church; but wholly upon God (who is 
truth itself), the author thereof; and therefore it is to be 
received, because it is the Word of God.

We may be moved and induced by the test imony of 
the church to an high and reverend est eem of the Holy 
Scripture. And the heavenliness of the matter, the ef-
fi cacy of the doct rine, the majest y of the st yle, the con-
sent of all the parts, the scope of the whole (which is 
to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of 
the only way of man’s salvation, the many other incom-
parable excellencies, and the entire perfect ion thereof, 
are arguments whereby it does abundantly evidence 
itself to be the Word of God: yet notwithst anding, our 
full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth, 
and the divine authority thereof, is from the inward 
work of the Holy Spirit bearing witness by and with 
the Word in our hearts.

Th ere are, said August ine, as does the Confession, 
numerous evidences that the Bible is indeed the infal-
lible, inerrant Word of God. But apart from the internal 
test imony of the Holy Spirit, these evidences are incon-
clusive. How then are the evidences useful? Th ey are 
useful in an ad hominem fashion, to reveal the internal 
inconsist encies, and thus the error of, non-Christ ian 
syst ems. Standing on the transcendental pou st o (“place 
to st and”)172 of biblical revelation, the Christ ian is able 
to use the evidences apagogically, “to answer the fool 
as his folly deserves, lest  he be wise in his own eyes” 
(Proverbs 26:5).173 

Aft er showing the internal incoherence of the non-
Christ ian worldviews, August ine would present the 
truth of the Word of God to the non-believer. He would 
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demonst rate the logical consist ency of the Scriptures, 
and how the Christ ian syst em gives us a coherent un-
derst anding of the world in which we live. Th is approach 
is not to be seen as a proof for Christ ianity, but a refu-
tation of the non-Christ ian worldview. 

Th is apagogic methodology, taught August ine, con-
sist ing in a series of reduct iones ad absurdum, is the best  
method available to a biblical apologete. Th e reason is 
that even though there is metaphysical common ground 
between believers and non-believers, in that both are 
created in the image of God, there is no common epis-
temological ground. Th e ad hominem apagogic argu-
ments are to be used against  the non-believer, who is a 
covenant breaker and already in possession of the in-
nate idea of the God against  whom he is rebelling. Th e 
arguments are to be used in a fashion that will attempt 
to make him epist emologically self-conscious (and thus 
God conscious) of his covenant breaking rebellion. Th is 
is August inian apologetics.174

As Ronald Nash pointed out, the North African 
bishop sometimes used “the argument from the nature 
of truth” to reveal the internal consist ency of Christ ian-
ity. Truth, he insist ed, must  exist . Th at is to say, skepti-
cism is false. Even to deny the exist ence of truth (that 
is, to say that it is “true” that there is no truth) is to as-
sert that truth does and necessarily exist s. Furthermore, 
truth is immutable. Th at which changes, by defi nition, 
cannot be true. To deny the eternality of truth (that is, 
to say that it is “true” that truth is not eternal or that it 
will someday perish) is to affi  rm, by denying, its eter-
nality. And since truth can exist  only in the form of 
propositions, it must  be mental. But seeing that the 
mind of man is not eternal and immutable, there must  
be a mind superior to the mind of man that is eternal 
and immutable. Th is, argued August ine, is the God of 
Scripture.175

Saint August ine believed that there is a philosophi-
cal dist inct ion which is made between “knowledge” and 
“opinion.” Th ere is a diff erence between that which we 
“know” and that which we “opine.” Knowledge is not 
only possessing ideas or thoughts; it is possessing true 
ideas or thoughts. Knowledge is knowledge of the truth. 
It is just ifi ed belief. Only the Word of God gives us such 
knowledge. 

Opinions, on the other hand, may be true or false. 
Natural science, archaeology, hist ory (with the excep-
tion of biblical hist ory), are all opinions. In these dis-
ciplines one does not deal with fact s. Here there is no 
just ifi ed true belief. To opine something is not to know 
it, even though the opinion may be true. Only the Word 
of God—that which “is expressly set down in Scripture, 

or by good and necessary consequence may be deduced 
from Scripture,”176 yields “knowledge.”177 

Augustine on Scripture 

Aft er his conversion, August ine devoted his life to the 
st udy and exposition of Scripture. He was an early ad-
vocate of the (later) Reformation principle of sola Scrip-
tura, in that he believed, as taught by the West minst er 
Confession of Faith (1:6), that “the whole counsel of God, 
concerning all things necessary for His own glory, man’s 
salvation, faith, and life, is either expressly set down in 
Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence may 
be deduced from Scripture.” Th e many writings of the 
North African bishop attest  to this fact . He described 
the Bible as “Holy Scripture,” “Sacred Scripture,” divine 
revelation,” the “oracles of God,” “divine Scripture,” the 
“words of God,” “God’s Word,” the “divine oracles,” and 
“infallible Scripture.”178

We have already seen that, according to August ine, 
God has revealed Himself to mankind by means of gen-
eral and sp ecial revelation, which are in harmony. Th e 
former, however, must  always be interpreted by means 
of the latter. It is in sp ecial revelation alone that God 
sp eaks to His people in verbal, propositional revelation. 
Moreover, although general revelation is suffi  cient to 
reveal God as Creator, leaving all men without excuse, 
sp ecial revelation is necessary for a sound and sav-
ing knowledge of God.179 Only Holy Scripture points 
fallen man to Christ . Th e law of God convict s man of 
sin, so that man may hear the voice of Christ  in the 
gosp el.180 

Th e Canon of Scripture

Orthodox Christianity maintains, with the Westminster 
Confession of Faith (1:1), that:

Th erefore, it pleased the Lord, at sundry times, and in 
divers manners to reveal Himself, and to declare that 
His will unto His church; and aft erwards, for the bet-
ter preserving and propagating of the truth, and for 
the more sure est ablishment and comfort of the church 
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against  the corruption of the fl esh, and the malice of 
Satan and of the world, to commit the same wholly 
unto writing: which makes the Holy Scriptures to be 
most  necessary; those former ways of God’s revealing 
His will unto His people being now ceased.

Saint August ine was in full agreement with this 
doct rine of progressive revelation. Th ere was a con-
tinuously enlarging body of sp ecial revelation from 
the time of Adam in the Garden of Eden to the time of 
the apost les. In Eden, God revealed Himself to Adam 
in propositional revelation, and He continued to do so 
little by little over the centuries of time, until the close 
of the canon of Scripture. And throughout the entirety 
of the progress of revelation, the revelation is infallible 
and inerrant at every st age.181

August ine, along with the later Reformers, taught 
that the church did not create nor determine the canon 
of Scripture. Rather, the church recognized those writ-
ings which were qualitatively the Word of God from 
the time of their writing, and quantitatively included 
them in the canon. Th e church endorsed and received 
that which was already Scripture.182 In fact , in several 
of his works, August ine list ed some of the principles 
by which the church evaluated the canonicity of the 
books under st udy: Were they written by a prophet or 
an apost le? Were they in accord with the balance of 
Scripture? And were they accepted by the church from 
the earliest  days of Christ ianity?183 

Furthermore, said August ine, the fact  that the canon 
is now closed means that the partial means of revela-
tion (e.g., tongues, prophecy) which the Lord utilized 
as “those former ways … [of] His revealing His will 
unto His people … [were] now ceased.”184 He wrote: 
“In the earliest  time [believers] once sp oke with tongues 
… but it passed away … the witness of the presence of 
the Holy Ghost  is not now given through these miracles 

… these things [miraculous Word gift s] do not take 
place now.”185 

August ine taught that the closed canon consist ed of 
the 66 books of the Old and New Test aments alone. 
Th e Roman Catholic Church disagrees with this assess-
ment, maintaining that August ine agreed with Rome 
that seven books of the Apocrypha were also canonical. 
Joseph Lienhard, for example, st ated that August ine’s 
Old Test ament “canon is identical with the canon of 
the forty-six books promulgated by the Council of 
Trent.”186 

It is in fact  true that the early August ine did give some 
credence to the Apocrypha as a part of the canon, due to 
his high regard for the Septuagint (which includes the 
Apocrypha), but this was only true in a secondary sense. 
Th at is, he always approached the Apocrypha with less 
reverence than he did the Old Test ament books them-
selves. And even though, in his On Christ ian Doct rine, 
August ine list ed 73 books (46 Old Test ament and 27 
New Test ament books) as belonging together in the 
canon,187 it is also true that his contemporary, Jerome, 
included the apocryphal writings in the Vulgate, while 
reject ing them as a part of the canon.188 Further, else-
where August ine clearly denied that the books of the 
Apocrypha were of the same st atus as the other 39 Old 
Test ament books. “However,” he wrote, “the writings 
not included in the Jewish canon [the 39 Old Test ament 
books] do not carry as much weight as the canonical 
books when put forward as evidence against  opposi-
tion.”189 And later, in his Retract ions, he apparently 
moved further away from his earlier high opinion of 
the Apocrypha, reject ing some of his prior thoughts.190 
W. G. T. Shedd correct ly wrote: “August ine adopts the 
Protest ant, and opposes the Papal theory of tradition 
[and the Apocrypha] and authority.”191 Likely it is the 
case that the North African bishop believed the Apoc-
rypha (at best ) to be deuterocanonical. 

Inspiration

Th e Bible claims to be given by “insp iration” of God. All 
Scripture is God-breathed truth (2 Timothy 3:16). Th e 
Holy Spirit enabled the prophets and apost les to record 
God’s revelation in a trust worthy manner. Th ese men 
were “moved along” by the Spirit as they wrote, so that 
the fi nal product  was nothing other than God’s inerrant 
revelation (2 Peter 1:20–21). 

With this orthodox view of Scripture, August ine was 
in perfect  accord. He wrote, for example, that the Bible 
is the “venerable writing of Your [God’s] Spirit.” Th e 
Scriptures are “the oracles of the Holy Ghost .”192 Too, 
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he described the Bible as “divine truth,” “divine Scrip-
ture,” and “Holy Scripture” which was written “under 
the insp iration of God,” by the “Holy Spirit.”193

Moreover, the Bible is not merely (as in neo-ortho-
doxy) a witness to the only true revelation of God, Jesus 
Christ , said August ine. Th e Scriptures themselves are 
the “words of God.”194 Th e Bible is “God’s Scripture”; 
it is “God’s Word.”195

Saint August ine maintained that the Bible teaches 
propositional truth. Propositions are logical, under-
st andable combinations of words, which object ively 
teach something. Th ey are the meaning of indicative 
sentences. Propositions are either true or false. What 
makes a proposition true is that God thinks it to be true. 
Th e truth of Scripture, then, does not lie subject ively in 
the mind of the interpreter. Neither are the words se-
cretly symbolic, merely intimating some higher truth. 
Rather, the truth of Scripture lies in the logical organi-
zation of the words themselves, which are in the form 
of propositional st atements.196

Th us, according to August ine, the Bible does not con-
tain logical paradoxes. And it is just  because God reveals 
Himself to us in logical propositions that Scripture is 
underst andable. In each proposition, there is a univo-
cal point where that which God sp eaks is underst ood 
by man. Albeit there are quantitative diff erences in the 
level of God’s underst anding and man’s underst and-
ing, there must  always be a qualitative point of contact . 
August ine wrote that “by His [God’s] mouth we may 
underst and His Word.”197

Infallibility and Inerrancy

According to August ine, the fact  that the Bible is God-
breathed assures us that it is both infallible and iner-
rant. Th e former word is a st ronger word than the latter. 
Whereas inerrancy sp eaks to the verity that the Bible 
does not err, infallibility means that it cannot err. Th e 
Bible does not err, because it cannot err; God is its au-
thor.198 In a letter to Jerome, August ine wrote:

For I confess to your charity that I have learned to yield 
this resp ect  and honor only to the canonical books of 
Scripture: of these alone do I most  fi rmly believe that 
the authors were completely free from error. And if 
in these writings I am perplexed by anything which 
appears to me opposed to truth, I do not hesitate to 
suppose that either the manuscript is faulty, or the 
translator has not caught the meaning of what was 
said, or I myself have failed to underst and it. As to all 
other writings, in reading them, however great the 

superiority of the authors to myself in sanct ity and 
learning, I do not accept their teaching as true on the 
mere ground of the opinion being held by them; but 
only because they have succeeded in convincing my 
judgment of its truth either by means of these canoni-
cal writings themselves, or by arguments addressed to 
my reason.

In numerous of his Letters, August ine made it clear 
that it is not possible for the Bible to contain error. 
He st ated that “no writer of the divine books could 
in any part of his work honorably and piously utter 
a falsehood.” It is not conceivable that “anything false 
[be] found in the sacred books … if you once admit 
… [just ] one false st atement … there will not be left  
a single sentence of those books which, if appearing 
to any one diffi  cult in pract ice or hard to believe, may 
not by the same fatal rule be explained away.” Th is is 
true with regard to hist orical and scientifi c, as well as 
“religious” matters.200

Further, taught the North African bishop, due to the 
logical consist ency of the Word of God, it is not possible 
that one author be found contradict ing another.201 He 
wrote: “Th ose who allege contradict ions in the Bible 
examine only those test imonies of Scripture which sup-
port their peculiar view, regardless of the full and per-
fect  meaning of such passages as exhibit the opposite 
side of the truth.”202

August ine agreed with the later Reformers and Pu-
ritan divines that the claims with regard to biblical 
inerrancy apply only to the original manuscripts (the 
autographa); it does not hold true of the copies (the ap-
ographa). Any errors found in the apographa are due 
to either copyist  or translator error. Said the bishop, 
only with regard to “the canonical books of Scripture 
… [and] these alone,” do I assert “that the authors were 
completely free from error.”203 Yet, August ine would 
certainly have agreed with the West minst er Confession 
of Faith (1:8) that the Scriptures have, by God’s “singular 
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care and providence, [been] kept pure in all ages, [and] 
are therefore authentical.”204

Authority and All Suffi  ciency

Th e Reformational doct rine of sola Scriptura, as so well 
set forth by the West minst er Confession of Faith (1:6), 
contends that the Bible is fully authoritative over every 
area of life, and is all suffi  cient to equip man to perform 
“every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16–17):

Th e whole counsel of God concerning all things neces-
sary for His own glory, man’s salvation, faith and life, is 
either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and 
necessary consequence may be deduced from Scripture: 
unto which nothing at any time is to be added, whether 
by new revelations of the Spirit, or traditions of men.

Th is was undeniably the position esp oused by Saint 
August ine. Holy Scripture, he said, is “placed on the 
highest  (even the heavenly) pinnacle of authority.” And 
it should be read “without quest ioning the trust worthi-
ness of its st atements.” It is “to the canonical Scriptures 
alone,” said he, “that I am bound to yield such implicit 
subject ion as to follow their teaching, without admitting 
the slightest  susp icion that in them any mist ake or any 
st atement intended to mislead could fi nd a place.”205 
Further, he wrote:

But who can fail to be aware that the sacred canon of 
Scripture, both of the Old and New Test aments, is con-
fi ned within its own limits, and that it st ands so abso-
lutely in a superior position to all later letters of the 
bishops, that about it we can hold no manner of doubt 
or disp utation whether what is confessedly contained 
in it is right and true; but all the letters of the bishops 
which have been written, or are being written, since 
the closing of the canon, are liable to be refuted if there 
be anything contained in them which st rays from the 
truth [of Scripture].

As st ated by Warfi eld, “with August ine the idea of 
authority coalesces with that of revelation, the idea of 
revelation with that of apost olicity, and the idea of apos-
tolicity with that of Scripture…. In a word, August ine 
defends the absolute authority of every word of Scrip-
ture and insist s that to treat any word of it as unauthori-
tative is to endanger the whole.”207

Th e supreme authority and all suffi  ciency of Scripture 
is rooted and grounded in the fact  that the author of 
Scripture is Jesus Christ . In his City of God we read:

Th is Mediator [Jesus Christ ] sp oke in former times 
through the prophets and later through His own mouth, 
and aft er that through the apost les, telling man all that 
He decided was enough [suffi  cient] for man. He also 
inst ituted the Scriptures, those which we call canoni-
cal. Th ese are the writings of outst anding authority in 
which we put our trust  concerning those things which 
we need to know for our good.

Th e Bible, wrote August ine, as the revelation of the 
most  high God, “exercises sovereign authority over the 
literature of all mankind.” “Divine authority” is given to 
the “fi xed and fi nal canon of sacred literature,” because 
in the Scripture it is God sp eaking to us.209

Th e Law of God

As with Calvin and the Puritans aft er him, August ine 
did not see a sharp dichotomy between the Old and 
the New Test aments. Th e whole of Scripture, he taught, 
is the infallible, inerrant Word of God. No part of the 
Bible contradict s any other part. Th ey are in error, said 
August ine, who think “that the two test aments in the 
Old and New books are contrary to each other.”210 To 
the bishop of Hippo, the Old Test ament is “but a con-
cealed form of the New,” and the New Test ament is “but 
the revelation of the Old.”211

Th en too, Saint August ine did not greatly separate the 
law and the gosp el, though he carefully dist inguished 
between them. Law without gosp el is nothing more than 
a dead letter, but there is no gosp el without the law to 
reveal one’s need for the grace of God in Christ . Th e law 
convict s man of his sin and need for a savior, so that he 
may hear the voice of God in the gosp el.212 

August ine averred that the New Covenant in no 
way did away with the laws of the Old Covenant. In 
his writings he implied that the civil magist rate was 
bound to uphold the just  Old Test ament laws of God in 
the New Test ament era.213 Th is being so, it would seem 
that August ine was in agreement with the West minst er 
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Confession (19:4–5), that the moral law, consist ing of 
the Ten Commandments and the general equity of the 
civil law which God gave to Israel, is continually bind-
ing on all men and nations. Th e law for the Christ ian, 
is a pattern of life by which to live.214

Augustine on God

When we come to the st udy of God, as Charles Spur-
geon wrote, we are involved in the highest  science:

Th ere is something exceedingly improving to the mind 
in a contemplation of the Divinity. It is a subject  so 
vast , that all our thoughts are lost  in its immensity; so 
deep, that our pride is drowned in its infi nity. Other 
subject s we can comprehend and grapple with; in them 
we feel a kind of self-content, and go on our way with 
the thought, “Behold I am wise.” But when we come to 
this mast er-science, fi nding that our plumb line can-
not sound its depth, and that our eagle eye cannot see 
its height, we turn away with the … solemn exclama-
tion, “I am but of yest erday and know nothing”…. But 
while the subject  humbles the mind, it also expands it…. 
Nothing will so enlarge the intellect , nothing so magnify 
the whole soul of man, as a devout, earnest , continuing 
invest igation of the great subject  of the Deity.

August ine would be in full agreement with this st ate-
ment. In dealing with the st udy of God, he st ated, “in 
no other subject  is error more dangerous, or inquiry 
more laborious, or the discovery of truth more profi t-
able.”216 Th e doct rine of God (“theology proper”) is 
central to Christ ian theism, simply because it is central 
to the Scriptures which reveal Him. As the West minst er 
Shorter Catechism (Q. 1) teaches, “man’s chief end is to 
glorify God, and to enjoy Him forever.” 

First , Saint August ine would have us know that God 
is incomprehensible; that is, man the creature, can never 
plumb the depths of the knowledge of God.217 Yet, as 
August ine pointed out, God is knowable through His 
Word. Moreover, due to the fact  that before one can 
truly know himself, or the world in general, there 
must  fi rst  be a knowledge of God, God is the object  
best  known to man. Th at is to say, God is known both 
better, and before, oneself or anything else.218

Th eologians normally st udy the doct rine of God 
under two headings: His being (who He is) and His 
works (what He does). Th roughout his numerous writ-
ings, we fi nd that August ine deals with this doct rine in 
a similar fashion. 

Th e Being of God

According to August ine, God is that Being who pos-
sesses all perfect ions. He is the “supreme” God, who 
“supremely is.”219 August ine concurred with how the 
West minst er Shorter Catechism (Q. 4) defi nes God as “a 
Spirit, infi nite, eternal, and unchangeable, in His being, 
wisdom, power, holiness, just ice, goodness, and truth.” 
In one place alone, his (non-exhaust ive) list  of divine 
attributes included: “eternal, immortal, incorruptible, 
unchangeable, living, wise, powerful, beautiful, righ-
teous, good, blessed, Spirit.”220 For August ine, like the 
West minst er divines, the attributes of God const itute 
the defi nition of God; God is His attributes.221 And 
although August ine nowhere went into a lengthy dis-
cussion of the attributes of God, he sp oke about God’s 
perfect ions throughout his writings.222

Infi nity: God is pure, personal, non-corporeal 
Spirit.223 He is “the Author of this whole universe, who 
is not only above all material things, as immaterial, but 
also, as incorruptible … [is] above all souls.”224

God’s attribute of infi nity assures us that He is not 
limited by, or in any way conditioned by sp ace or time. 
When we refer to God’s infi nity with regard to sp ace, we 
sp eak of His omnipresence: “Behold, He is everywhere,” 
taught August ine. He is even present in hell “to punish” 
the non-believer.225 Th is great God, said the bishop, is 
“present everywhere in His totality, free from all sp a-
tial confi nement … fi lling heaven and earth with His 
ubiquitous [omnipresent] power which is independent 
of anything in the natural order.”226

When we refer to God’s infi nity with regard to time, 
we sp eak of His eternality. According to August ine, the 
world was not created from all eternity.227 God cre-
ated the world with time (cum tempore), not in time (in 
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tempore). Before God created the universe, “there was 
not time.” Time came into exist ence with the creation 
of the world.228 When once asked the quest ion “What 
was God doing before He made heaven and earth?,” Au-
gust ine answered by asserting that there was no before, 
before God created heaven and earth. When we use the 
word “before” we are making a reference to time. But 
“before the times created by God, times were not.”229 

Th en too, as seen, God’s infi nity assures us that He is 
non-sp atial. Space also was created by God. Th us, when 
asked why God created the universe “here” rather than 
“there,” August ine resp onded that before creation there 
was no “here” or “there.” Th ere was no sp ace. Th ere was 
only God.230

God’s attribute of eternality also teaches us that He 
does not have a succession of ideas. God does not think 
sequentially. He does not learn new fact s. He knows all 
things from all eternity. Yet, although God does not have 
a succession of ideas, He does have an idea of succes-
sion. He is conscious of successive duration.231

Aseity: God is independent and self-exist ent. He is un-
derived and absolute. He is completely self-suffi  cient. He 
exist s “from Himself” (a se). Th e triune God of the Bible, 
said August ine, “is the one true God … there is no being 
whatsoever but God Himself or what comes from Him.” 
He alone is “supremely and equally and unchangeably 
good.”232 All other things are created and dependent, 
but God is the great I AM THAT I AM.233

Immutable: God cannot change. All of His attributes 
are eternally the same. Said August ine, there “is one 
sole Good [God],” and He alone is “unchangeable.” 
Th e Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are all “changeless.”234 
Th ey are “supremely and equally and unchangeably 
good.”235 

Th e God of Scripture, taught the bishop, is the great 
I AM, the one supreme being, “and He is therefore 
immutable.”236 Too, the fact  that He is unchangeable 
truth itself, assures us that His eternal decrees can never 
change.237 Th is does not mean that God is st atic. Rather, 
Scripture represents God as being dynamic. He enters 
into relationships with His creatures.238

Simplicity: God is indivisible, claimed August ine. He 
is one in essence. He is a perfect ly integrated whole.239 
Th ere is one true and living God, who exist s in three 
eternal Persons. According to August ine, in the bibli-
cal doct rine of the Trinity, there is no confusion of the 
Persons, nor is there a division of the one essence. And 
each of the Persons is fully divine.240

Holiness: August ine taught that God is dist inct  from 
all of His creation. He is transcendentally “set apart” 
from all other things. God alone is “high above all.”241 
God’s attribute of holiness also sp eaks to His moral 
perfect ion. He is ethically holy; He cannot err; He is 
without sin. Being perfect ly just  and righteous, God is 
the “perfect  good.”242 Further, God’s attribute of holi-
ness, said August ine, means that He must  judge sin, 
and that He will do so with perfect  just ice.243 God “is 
the fountain of just ice.”244

Omniscience: God knows all true propositions. He 
perfect ly knows Himself and all things act ual and pos-
sible.245 And His knowledge of all things is all-com-
prehensive: past , present, and future. Wrote August ine: 
“God comprehends all these [things] in a st able and 
eternal present.”246

Omnipotent: God is all powerful. He is sovereign over 
all of His creation, and is able to do all things which are 
consist ent with His attributes. At the same time, God 
can never deny Himself.247 August ine taught that “true 
omnipotence belongs to Him [God] who truly exist s, 
and who alone is the source of all exist ence, both sp iri-
tual and corporeal.”248

Truth: Th e God of Scripture is a God of truth. He 
is the only true God who reveals Himself as truth it-
self.249 Th us, He can be depended upon. He is utterly 
reliable.250

Love: God is love. His love manifest s itself in His 
unmerited favor (grace), which is graciously best owed 
upon the elect .251 God reveals His love through His 
mercy, patience, and goodness.252
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Th e Trinity

August ine’s On the Trinity, written over a lengthy pe-
riod (c. 399–419), can be divided into two dist inct  parts. 
Th e fi rst  part defi nes the Trinity (and faith in the Trin-
ity) from a biblical st andpoint, examining numerous 
Scripture passages. Th e second part is more sp ecula-
tive, in which a series of analogies are used to help ex-
plain the “enigma of the Trinity.”253 Th is doct rine is, 
said August ine, while absolutely basic to Christ ianity, 
“a hard and obscure subject .”254 In On the Trinity we 
have what Cyril Richardson considered to be “one of 
his [August ine’s] foremost  works, and indeed as one of 
the ablest  presentations of the doct rine [of the Trinity] 
in Christ ian literature.”255 And in the words of Charles 
Ryrie, it is in August ine’s On the Trinity that the “st ate-
ment of the Trinity in the West ern church reached a 
fi nal formulation.”256

As seen, for August ine, the axiomatic st arting point 
of Christ ian theism is the Word of God. Th e Bible is to 
be considered as fully authoritative. Th us, our st udy of 
the Trinity must  be based upon Scripture. In the Bible 
August ine found, in full agreement with the Councils 
of Nicea (325) and Const antinople (381), that there was 
one true God who exist s in three eternal Persons: Fa-
ther, Son, and Holy Spirit. All three Persons are fully 
and equally divine. With August ine, there is no concept 
of modalism or subordinationism in the Trinity.257 Th e 
unity of God’s essence and the Trinity of Persons are 
equally st ressed. Th ey are in perfect  harmony.258

In the doct rine of the ontological (i.e., His essential 
nature) Trinity, taught August ine, we see that God is 
one in essence, and yet He is three in Persons. Further, 
there is no confusion of the Persons nor divisions in 
the essence of God.259 He wrote:

Th erefore let us with st eadfast  piety believe in one God, 
the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit; let us at 
the same time believe that the Son is not (the Person) 
who is the Father, and the Father is not (the Person) 
who is the Son, and neither the Father nor the Son is 
(the Person) who is the Spirit of both the Father and 
the Son. Let it not be supposed that in this Trinity there 
is any separation in resp ect  of time or place, but that 
these three are equal and co-eternal, and absolutely of 
one nature: and that the creatures have been made, not 
some by the Father, and some by the Son, and some by 
the Holy Spirit, but that each and all have been made 
or are now being created subsist  in the Trinity as their 
Creator; and that no one is saved by the Father without 
the Son and the Holy Spirit, or by the Son without the 

Father and the Holy Spirit, or by the Holy Spirit without 
the Father and the Son—but by the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit, the only one, true, and truly immortal 
(that is absolutely unchangeable) God.

Whereas August ine taught that there is complete 
equality within the ontological Trinity, he did prop-
erly recognize an order of economy, or administ ration, 
within the Godhead. Here there is a form of subordi-
nationism. Th ere are biblical passages that sp eak of the 
Father sending the Son into the world to accomplish 
His redemptive work (John 17:3). And there are other 
passages that st ate that the Father and the Son sent the 
Holy Spirit (John 15:26). Likewise, Jesus Christ  Him-
self said “the Father is greater than I” (John 14:28). But 
these verses do not teach that there is a subordination 
within the ontological Trinity. Rather, they teach that 
there is an economic or administ rative order that exist s 
within the Trinity. Each member of the Godhead has 
particular funct ions to perform in the accomplishment 
of the eternal, divine decrees. In this sense, said Augus-
tine, and in this sense only is God the Father greater 
than the Son, and the Father and the Son are greater 
than the Holy Spirit; not in their essential nature, but 
in their administ rative funct ion.261 Along this line, Au-
gust ine wrote: “Wherefore, although in all things the 
divine Persons act  perfect ly in common, and without 
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possibility of separation, nevertheless their operations 
behooved to be exhibited in such a way as to be dist in-
guished from each other.”262

It should also be noted here that August ine, as with 
Calvin aft er him, did not use the term “eternal begotte-
ness,” when referring to the Son, in the way some theo-
logians have used it throughout church hist ory. Some 
have held that this terminology has reference to the 
Son’s receiving His divine nature from the Father.263 
Th is was not August ine’s view. According to the North 
African bishop, the Son’s deity is in no way derived. He, 
like the Father and the Spirit, is autotheos: God Him-
self. Th e term “eternal begotteness,” then, in August ine’s 
thought, has to do with the eternal relationship that the 
Father has with the Son. Th e eternal Father has always 
been the Father of an eternal Son. He wrote: “Th ere-
fore, ever Father without beginning, ever Son without 
beginning. And how, you will say, was He begotten, if 
He has no beginning? Of eternal, co-eternal. At no time 
was the Father; and the Son not, and yet Son of Father 
was begotten.”264 

Christology

As we have already st udied, according to August ine, the 
second Person of the triune Godhead is fully divine. He 
is, in the words of the Shorter Catechism (Q. 6), “the 
same in subst ance, equal in power and glory” with the 
Father and the Holy Spirit. He has eternally exist ed with 
the other two members of the Trinity.265 Even aft er the 
incarnation, Jesus Christ , as the only begotten Son of 

the Father, wrote August ine, “remains unchangeably 
co-eternal with You [the Father].”266 Th is being so, the 
Son of God did not lay aside any divine attributes when 
He took upon Himself a human nature. Th e Kenosis 
doct rine of modernist  theologians cannot be traced to 
Saint August ine.267

Moreover, st ated August ine: 

Th ey who have said that our Lord Jesus Christ  is not 
God, or not very God, or not with the Father, the One 
and only God, or not truly immortal because change-
able, are proved wrong by the most  plain and unani-
mous voice of divine test imonies.

Yet, this same eternal second Person of the triune 
Godhead, in the fullness of time, maintained August ine, 
in agreement with the words of the Shorter Catechism 
(Q. 22), “became man, by taking to Himself a true body 
and a reasonable soul, being conceived by the power of 
the Holy Ghost , in the womb of the virgin Mary, and 
born of her, yet without sin.”269 Th us, according to Au-
gust ine, the human nature of Christ  is as fully human 
as the divine nature is fully divine. He wrote:

Wherefore, Christ  Jesus, the Son of God, is both God 
and man. He is God before all ages; man in our time. 
He is God because He is the Word of God…. But He is 
man because in His own Person there were joined to 
the Word a rational soul and a body…. As the Word He 
is equal to the Father; as man He is less.

It was necessary, claimed August ine, for Christ  to 
take upon Himself this human nature for the salvation 
of His elect  people. Only in this way could He become 
the Mediator between God and man.271 He wrote:

For the cure of this condition [sinfulness] we need a 
Mediator, since there can be no direct  meeting between 
the immortal purity on high and the mortal and un-
clean things below…. We need a Mediator linked with 
us in our lowliness by reason of the mortal human na-
ture of His body, and yet able to render us truly divine 
assist ance for our purifi cation and liberation, through 
the immortal just ice of His Spirit in virtue of which He 
has remained in His dwelling on high—not by sp atial 
remoteness from us, but by His unique resemblance 
to God…. Th is Mediator is, as the Holy Scripture pro-
claims, “the Mediator between God and mankind, the 
man Christ  Jesus.” In resp ect  of His divinity He is al-
ways equal to the Father, and by His humanity He be-
came like us.

 . Letters 11.4. 
 . Robert Reymond, for example, contended that the language 
used in the Nicene Creed, which st ates that the Son was “begotten 
out of [ek] the being [ousias] of the Father,” is at least  implicitly sub-
ordinationist ic. It sp eaks to, or at least  could sp eak to, the fact  that 
the Son’s deity was derived from the Father. Such, however, is not the 
case. Th e Son is equally divine with the Father. See Reymond, A New 
Syst ematic Th eology of the Christ ian Faith, 324–330. 
 . August ine, On the Creed 8; see also On the Trinity 2.5.7–10; 
Geisler, What August ine Says, 82. 
 . On the Trinity 1.4; 2.5. 
 . Confessions 7.9.
 . Th e heretical Kenosis doct rine, which had its beginning in the 
nineteenth century, teaches that at the time of the incarnation, Jesus 
Christ  laid aside some or all of His divine attributes. If this were true, 
of course, which it is not, Christ , at the time of His incarnation, would 
have ceased being God. See W. Gary Crampton, Christ  the Mediator 
(Rowlett: Blue Banner Minist ries, 2000). 
 . On the Trinity 1.6. 
 . City of God 17.16; Enchiridion 34. 
 . Enchiridion 35. 
 . On the Gosp el of John 41.5; 47.3. 
 . City of God 9.17. 
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Th eologians refer to the union of the divine and hu-
man natures of Jesus Christ  in the one Person as the hy-
post atic union. Regarding this union, August ine would 
have agreed with the teaching of the later West minst er 
Confession (8:2):

Th e Son of God, the second Person in the Trinity, being 
very and eternal God, of one subst ance and equal with 
the Father, did, when the fullness of time was come, take 
upon Him man’s nature, with all the essential proper-
ties and common infi rmities thereof, yet without sin: 
being conceived by the power of the Holy Ghost , in the 
womb of the virgin Mary, of her subst ance. So that the 
two whole, perfect , and dist inct  natures, the Godhead 
and the manhood, were inseparably joined together in 
one Person, without conversion, composition, or confu-
sion. Which Person is very God, and very man, yet one 
Christ , the only Mediator between God and man.

The Works of God

As we will see, the North African bishop would (basi-
cally) have affi  rmed the teaching of the West minst er 
Shorter Catechism’s (Q. 7–9, 11) summary of the works 
of God:

Th e decrees of God are, His eternal purpose, accord-
ing to the counsel of His will, whereby, for His own 
glory, He has foreordained whatsoever comes to pass…. 
God executes His decrees in the works of creation and 
providence…. Th e work of creation is, God’s making 
all things of nothing, by the Word of His power, in the 
sp ace of six days, and all very good…. God’s works of 
providence are, His most  holy, wise, and powerful pre-
serving and governing all His creatures, and all their 
act ions.

Th e Decrees of God:

Th e Bible teaches, said the bishop of Hippo, that God 
has from all eternity foreordained all things that will 
ever come to pass. Nothing can change this sovereign 
decree.274 Included within God’s sovereign decree is the 
predest ination of all men to their fi nal st ate.275 Some 
men, he wrote, God has “predest ined to everlast ing 
life,” whereas others “He has predest ined to everlast -
ing death.”276 Further, the number of both the elect  
and non-elect  is so fi xed that it cannot change.277 Th is 
is the biblical view of double predest ination.

Moreover, as with the later West minst er Confession of 
Faith (3:5), August ine maintained that God’s predest ina-
tion is not dependent on His “foresight of [man’s] faith, 
or [man’s] good works, or [man’s] perseverance.” Rather, 
it is completely based on the sovereign “good pleasure 
of His [God’s] will.”278 It is not God’s intention to save 
all men. Only the elect  will be saved.279

Louis Berkhof wrote that in his early writings, Saint 
August ine was inclined toward the Arminian view that 
God’s predest inating of the elect  to glory was based on 
His foreknowledge of man’s faith. But, “deeper refl ect ion 
on the sovereign charact er of the good pleasure of God 
led him to see that predest ination was in no way depen-
dent on God’s foreknowledge of human act ions, but was 
rather the basis of divine foreknowledge.”280

Furthermore, it is noted that the bishop of Hippo did 
not believe that there is any logical paradox found in the 
two biblical doct rines of God’s sovereign decrees and 
man’s resp onsibility. It is indeed the case that God has 
foreordained all things that will ever come to pass, and 
that nothing will change God’s decrees. But it also true 
that God has foreordained the means by which all will 
be accomplished. God has predest inated that certain 
act s occur by the deliberate choices of sp ecifi c individu-
als. And there is no logical paradox involved.281

Creation:

William Christ ian st ated: 

Few other passages of Scripture intrigued August ine 
as much as the fi rst  sentence of the book of Genesis. In 
the Confessions, in his treatises of Genesis, in the City 
of God, and elsewhere he dwells on it and recurs to it, 

 . Enchiridion 34–40; Brian E. Daley, “Christ ology,” August ine 
Th rough the Ages: An Encyclopedia, 164–169. 
 . City of God 11.21; 22.2. Technically sp eaking, because God is eter-
nal and immutable, there can only be one decree, which determines 
all things. But since this decree includes many particulars (i.e., there 
is a logical order involved), theologians generally refer to the divine 
“decrees” (plural). 
 . On the Gospel of John 48.4; On Baptism, Against the Dona-
tists 4.3.5. 
 . On the Soul and its Origin 4.16. 
 . On Rebuke and Grace 39. 
 . On the Predest ination of the Saints 37. 
 . Enchiridion 97,103. Note is made here that August ine, like John 
Calvin and the West minst er Assembly aft er him, did not hold to the 
errant belief that all children dying in infancy are saved. Th e saving 
grace of God is applicable only to elect  infants (Enchiridion 95).
 . Berkhof, Syst ematic Th eology, 109. 
 . August ine, Two Souls, Against  the Manichaeans 10.12–14; 
Enchiridion 27. 
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as though he felt he could not exhaust  its suggest ions 
and implications. 

In other words, the bishop of Hippo gave a great deal 
of attention to the doct rine of creation.

August ine taught that God created all things which 
have ever been created, “both in the heavens and on 
earth, visible and invisible,” ex nihilo, i.e., out of no 
pre-exist ent material. Prior to creation, all that exist ed 
was the eternal, triune God.283 He wrote: “God made 
all things … not of those things that already exist ed…. 
He sp oke and they were made … for there was not any-
thing of which He should make them.” All things came 
“from Him” (as Creator), but they are not “of Him” (as 
in Pantheism).284

Man, said August ine, was also created by God, ex ni-
hilo (thus ruling out any form of a macro-evolutionary 
theory of creation), as the highest  order of His creation. 
And all of God’s creative work, while mutable (because 
only God is immutable), was “good.” Moreover, taught 
August ine, God did not create anything out of a neces-
sity, but rather, for His own good purposes and glory.285 
Even sp ace and time were created “in the beginning.”

As to the creation “days” in Genesis 1, August ine in-
terpreted them in what one theologian called a “rather 
fanciful manner.” Th is comment has to do with the 
bishop’s proclivity to allegorize certain texts.286 On 
the one hand, it seems that August ine did not hold 
to the solar day view of the creation days. Rather, he 
averred that God created all things in a moment of time, 
which is described over a period of “a myst ic number of 
days.”287 On the other hand, it is possible to interpret 
August ine to be saying that “in the beginning” (Genesis 
1:1) in a moment of time, God created all of that sub-
st ance from which He would fashion the world. Th en 
over a period of “myst ic days,” God describes for us this 
formation of the creation (Genesis 1:2–31). Certainly, 

however, August ine did adhere to the biblical view of 
a young earth.288

Providence:

As noted above, the doct rine of providence maintains 
that the triune God of Scripture is absolutely sover-
eign over His creation. In the words of Berkhof, God 
“preserves all His creatures, is act ive in all that tran-
sp ires in the world, and direct s all things to their ap-
pointed end.”289 With this st atement, August ine would 
concur. 

Th e African bishop would also have agreed with the 
teaching of the West minst er Confession of Faith (5:2) that 
“although, in relation to the foreknowledge and decree 
of God,” who is the immutable and infallible fi rst  cause 
of all things that ever come to pass, “yet, by the same 
providence, He orders them to fall out, according to the 
nature of second causes.” God, said August ine, is “the 
fi rst  and highest  cause of all corporeal appearances and 
motions.”290 Yet, God uses secondary or “proximate” 
causes, such as persons, angels, wind, rain, snow, and so 
forth, to bring His sovereign decrees to fulfi llment.291 
God also works miracles, but here He uses “unusual” 
rather than “usual” means.292

In one place in his st udy of the doct rine of God, 
August ine showed how both miracles and the “regular 
act ivities of nature” are nothing other than the works 
of God’s sovereign hand. In both cases, God is in full 
control:

Who draws up the sap through the root of the vine 
to the bunch of grapes, and makes the wine, except 
God; who while man plants and waters, Himself gives 
the increase? But when, at the command of the Lord, 
the water was turned into wine with an extraordinary 
quickness, the divine power was made manifest , by the 
confession even of the foolish. Who ordinarily clothes 
the trees with leaves and fl owers except God? Yet, when 
the rod of Aaron the priest  blossomed, the Godhead in 
some way conversed with doubting humanity.

August ine wrote that God is continually fashioning 
the world which He created:

As the Artifi cer [He is] governing what He has made…. 
But God, infused into the world, fashions it; being ev-
erywhere present He fashions and withdraws not Him-
self, nor does He, as it were, handle from without, the 
matter which He fashions. By the presence of His maj-
est y He makes what He makes; His presence governs 

 . Christ ian, “ Th e Creation of the World,” A Companion to the 
Study of St. August ine, 315.
 . Confessions 12.7. 
 . Nature of Good, Against  the Manichaeans 26–27. 
 . City of God 14.11; 12.1; 11.22. 
 . J. Oliver Buswell, Jr., A Syst ematic Th eology of the Christ ian Re-
ligion (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1962) I:142. 
 . City of God 11.33. 
 . David W. Hall, Holding Fast  to Creation (Oak Ridge, Tennessee: 
Th e Covenant Foundation, 2001) 50. 
 . Louis Berkhof, Manual of Christ ian Doct rine (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1987) 111. 
 . On the Trinity 3.4.9. 
 . On the Trinity 3.9.16–17. 
 . On the Trinity 3.3.6; 3.5.11.
 . On the Trinity 3.5.11. 
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what He made. Th erefore was He in the world as the 
Maker of the world.

Louis Berkhof noted that August ine was the church 
father “who led the way in the development” of this high 
view of the doct rine of the providence of God. “Over 
against  the doct rines of fate and chance, he st ressed the 
fact  that all things are preserved and governed by the 
sovereign, wise, and benefi cent will of God.” Further, 
wrote Berkhof, August ine “made no reservations in con-
nect ion with the providence of God, but maintained the 
control of God over the good and the evil that is in the 
world alike.” Yet, at the same time, “by defending the 
reality of second causes, he safeguarded the holiness of 
God and upheld the resp onsibility of man.”295

Finally, August ine, as with the West minst er divines 
aft er him, dist inguished between ordinary, or general, 
and sp ecial providence. God grants certain blessings to 
all men (Matthew 5:44; Act s 14:17), and cares for all of 
His creation (Psalm 104). But God’s sp ecial providence 
is for the elect , in which He works all things together for 
their good (Romans 8:28). As st ated in the West minst er 
Confession of Faith (5:7): “As the providence of God does, 
in general, reach to all creatures; so aft er a most  sp ecial 
manner, it takes care of His church, and disp oses all 
things to the good thereof.”296 

Augustine on Man

Th e West minst er Confession of Faith (4:2) reads:

Aft er God had made all other creatures, He created man, 
male and female, with reasonable and immortal souls, 
endued with knowledge, righteousness, and true holiness, 
aft er His own image; having the law of God written in 
their hearts, and power to fulfi ll it: and yet under a pos-
sibility of transgressing, being left  to the liberty of their 
own will, which was subject  unto change. Beside this law 
written in their hearts, they received a command, not to 
eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil; which 
while they kept, they were happy in their communion 
with God, and had dominion over the creatures.

Th ere are (at least ) four things taught, either explicitly 
or implicitly, in this sect ion of the Confession, all of which 
are basic to the anthropology of Saint August ine: 

One: Man, as the crowning act  of God’s creation, was 
created, as a direct  act  of God, in His image (imago Dei), 
as a bipartite unity. Man is a “living soul,” comprised 
of a physical (body) element and a non-physical (soul 
or sp irit) element.

Two: Th e image of God in man resides in the sp iri-
tual element.

Th ree: As a part of being God’s image bearer (in 
some form or fashion), man was given the dominion 
mandate.

Four: Th e image is two-fold; that is, there is a broader 
and narrower asp ect  to the image. Th e broader asp ect  
of the image is intrinsic and cannot be lost . Th e nar-
rower asp ect , on the other hand, is losable, and was 
lost  at the Fall.

Man as God’s Image Bearer

According to August ine, man was created by God (ex 
nihilo), in His image,297 as the summum bonum of all 
creation. Indeed, wrote the bishop, God is “the Author 
of all created things,” all of which are good. And man-
kind “derives from the one true God of all goodness the 
nature with which we were created in His image.”298

Man, taught August ine, as with all creation, was not 
created out of the very essence of God (as in Pantheism), 
nor out of some already exist ing material. But “God of 
whom are all things, through whom are all things, in 
whom are all things, had no need of any material which 
He had not made to assist  Him in His omnipotence [in 
the creation].”299 Th ere is no room for an evolutionary 
view of the origin of man in August ine’s theology.300

 . On the Gosp el of John 2.10. 
 . Berkhof, Syst ematic Th eology, 165. 
 . City of God 5.11–16; 22.1,30; Berkhof, Syst ematic Th eology, 
432–434. 
 . It is noteworthy that, unlike most  Reformed and Protest ant 
thinkers, August ine dist inguished between the words “image” (tselem) 
and “likeness” (demuth) in Genesis 1:26–27. He taught that man’s 
“likeness” has to do with his intellect ual capacities, and the “image” 
has to do with man’s moral faculties. See Berkhof, Syst ematic Th eol-
ogy, 205. But even here, the Roman Catholic Church cannot claim 
the North African bishop as its own. Rome maintains that there is a 
dist inct ion between “image” and “likeness” as well. But the Roman 
Church concludes that the “image” is that which belongs to man as 
created morally neutral, whereas the “likeness” is the “supper added 
gift ” (donum superadditum) of original righteousness which God gave 
to Adam in the Garden of Eden. At the time of the Fall, says Rome, 
man lost  his original righteousness, but retained his moral neutrality. 
Th us, redeemed man, with the super added gift  rest ored, it is alleged, 
can perform works of supererogation, i.e., works over and above what 
God requires. See Clark, Th e Biblical Doct rine of Man, 12–13. Augus-
tine and the Roman Catholic Church, then, disagree over the alleged 
diff erence between “image” and “likeness.”
 . City of God 8.9–10. 
 . August ine, Concerning the Nature of Good, Against  the Man-
ichaeans 26–27; see also City of God 14.11. 
 . See Augustine, On the Soul and Its Origin 1.4; Confessions 
1.1,7; 6.3. 
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Even while st ill in the womb, man is to be considered 
the image of God.301 And man will st ill be this same im-
age of his Maker in the fi nal st ate, aft er the resurrect ion 
of the dead. Th is can be said of no other creature.302 

Man’s Constitutional Nature

According to August ine, man is a composite being; 
he is dichotomous. Man is not merely a body, nor is 
he body, soul, and sp irit.303 Rather, man consist s of a 
physical element (body) and a non-physical element 
(soul or sp irit304). He is “made up of soul and body … 
for the body would not be man without the soul, nor 
again would the soul be man if there were not a body 
animated by it.”305 Of these two, the non-physical ele-
ment is superior; it is immortal and “in command” of 
the physical.306 It is the soul of man which is the “chief 
good” of the body, not vice-versa.307 It is the non-physi-
cal element of man which goes to be with God in the 
intermediate st ate, not the body.308 Th e body is the 
inst rument of the soul, by which the latter may “do 
good things.”309

August ine, as with the majority of Christ ian theolo-
gians aft er him, st ressed the “primacy of the intellect ” 
of man. He wrote: 

It is God who has given man his mind…. And thus 
the mind becomes capable of knowledge and learn-
ing, ready for the perception of truth, and able to love 
the good. Th is capacity enables the mind to absorb 

wisdom, to acquire the virtues of prudence, fortitude, 
temperance, and just ice, to equip man for the st ruggle 
against  error and all the evil propensities inherent in 
man’s nature, so that he may overcome them because 
his heart is set only on that Supreme and Unchanging 
Good [God].

Th e fact  that God Himself is pure Spirit assures us 
that man must  be God’s image bearer in a sp iritual sense, 
said August ine. Th e imago Dei rest s in the soul, the 
mind, or inner man, not in the physical asp ect . Man is 
a rational being. And this God-given ability to reason 
is principally that which dist inguishes him from the 
beast s, and const itutes him as God’s image bearer.311 
Th is being the case, man, as a rational creature, is able to 
have a sp ecial kind of “sp iritual” relationship with God; 
he can commune with God in a way that animals can-
not.312 Even fallen man retains this asp ect  of the imago 
Dei. He is st ill a rational, religious being.313

Th e superior nature of the non-physical asp ect  of 
man in no way demeans the physical asp ect . God cre-
ated all things “good,” including man’s body.314 And 
even though the body is mortal, nevertheless, the res-
urrect ed body, once again united with the soul, will live 
forever.315 It is the whole man, both body and soul, that 
is to serve and glorify God.316

Moreover, August ine taught that as God’s image 
bearer, man has been granted the invest iture of exer-
cising dominion over the creation, for God’s glory. Man 
is God’s vicegerent on earth. He is not to take domin-
ion over his fellow man, but over the beast s: God “did 
not wish the rational being, made in His own image, 
to have dominion over any but the irrational creatures, 
not man over man, but man over beast s.”317 

Th e Origin of the Soul

As with most  theologians, Saint August ine sp oke to the 
issue of the origin of the non-physical asp ect  of man. 
Th roughout the hist ory of the church, there have been 
three basic views:318

Pre-exist ence: Th is theory asserts that all of the souls 
of all men exist ed in a previous st ate prior to the cre-
ation of the world. Th ese souls are infused into every 
child at conception or birth. Th is view originated in 
Plato and Greek philosophy, and the false notion of 
the transmigration of souls (i.e., reincarnation). It was 
held by Origen in the early church, and in some form 
it is adopted by Hinduism and Mormonism. It has no 
biblical warrant. 

Creationism: Th is theory, as held by John Calvin,319 

 . August ine would hereby outlaw abortion as a violation of the 
teaching of God in Scripture. 
 . Enchiridion 84–93. 
 . Th e erroneous view that man is tripartite: body, soul, and sp irit, 
is called trichotomy. 
 . August ine maintained, with the great majority of Christ en-
dom, that the Bible frequently uses the words “soul” and “sp irit” 
synonymously. 
 . On the Morals of the Catholic Church 4. 
 . City of God 22.24; 6.3; Letters 143.5,7. 
 . On the Morals of the Catholic Church 5. 
 . Enchiridion 29. 
 . City of God 10.6,30. Th is was also the view of John Calvin (Inst i-
tutes I:15:3) and Gordon Clark (Th e Biblical Doct rine of Man, 5–11). 
 . City of God 22.24. 
 . On the Trinity 14.8.11. 
 . On the Soul and Its Origin 4.20; On Christ ian Doct rine 1.22. 
 . On the Spirit and the Letter 48. 
 . City of God 12.1. 
 . City of God 13.2; On Christ ian Doct rine 1.24. 
 . City of God 19.21. 
 . City of God 19.15. 
 . Berkhof, Syst ematic Th eology, 196–201. 
 . Calvin, Inst itutes I:15:5.
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and the majority of Calvinist s, maintains that God im-
mediately creates a new soul for each individual, and 
implants it in the child at conception. Th e physical el-
ement of man is propagated by the parents, while the 
sp iritual element is given direct ly by God.

Traducianism (Latin: tradux, “branch” or “shoot”): 
Th is theory, as taught by Reformed thinkers such as 
Gordon Clark,320 avers that both the physical and the 
non-physical asp ect  of mankind are propagated by the 
human parents. God does not create (ex nihilo) the souls 
of every human baby. Th e parents do so through the 
natural process of procreation.

Saint August ine clearly ruled out the pre-exist ence 
theory. And even though at times it seems that he st rug-
gled over the other two positions,321 it seems that he 
held to the theory of traducianism. Th is is the view he 
favors, for inst ance, in his On the Soul and Its Origin.322 
Further, in a letter written in 415, August ine criticized 
Jerome for his creationist  view.323

Th e Two-Fold Image

Reformed theology generally acknowledges that there 
is a two-fold image of God in man: the metaphysical 
(or natural) and the ethical.324 Th e former is broader 
in scope than the latter. Metaphysically sp eaking, man 
is a personal, rational, immortal, sp iritual being. Th is 
asp ect  of the image was defaced by the Fall (Genesis 
3), but not eradicated. Man did not st op being man 
subsequent to the Fall. He remains a rational, psychi-
cal-physical being. Th us, post -fall man, in this sense, 
is st ill the image bearer of God (Genesis 9:6; 1 Corin-
thians 11:7; James 3:9).

Th e ethical image, on the other hand, is more re-
st rict ed. As st ated by the West minst er Confession of 
Faith (4:2), man was created with true holiness, righ-
teousness, and knowledge. Original righteousness was 
“originally” a part of the imago Dei. Th is more narrow, 
ethical image was eradicated at the Fall, leaving man in 
an ethical st ate of “total depravity.” As the Confession 
(6:2) teaches, man is now “utterly indisp osed, disabled, 
and made opposite to all good, and wholly inclined 
to all evil.” Whereas, both believers and non-believers 
continue to bear the imago Dei metaphysically, only 
believers have the ethical image rest ored, and this is 
accomplished through the redemptive work of Jesus 
Christ  applied to the elect .325

Albeit Saint August ine did not use the same lan-
guage (i.e., metaphysical and ethical image), as later 
theologians have, when referring to the image of God 
in man, his teaching is the same. On the one hand, he 

wrote that apart from God’s grace, man has completely 
lost  the ability to seek God and His will.326 While on 
the other hand, he st ated that the image of God in man 
is not eradicated altogether.327 

Man in the Covenant of Works

As st ated in the West minst er Confession of Faith (7:1), 
the Bible teaches that:

Th e dist ance between God and the creature is so great, 
that although reasonable creatures [men and angels] 
do owe obedience unto Him as their Creator, yet they 
could never have any fruition of Him as their blessed-
ness and reward, but by some voluntary condescension 
on God’s part, which He has been pleased to express 
by way of covenant.

Further, as the West minst er divines go on to teach, 
the original covenant that God made with man was a 
“covenant of works” (Genesis 2:16–17). In this covenant, 
says the Confession (7:2), “life was promised to Adam; 
and in him [as the federal head of the entire human 
race] to his post erity, upon condition of perfect  and 
personal obedience.” 

As we are told in Romans 5, however, Adam disobeyed 
God. And as he was the federal or covenantal head of all 
mankind, his sin was imputed to the entirety of humanity. 
As st ated in the Shorter Catechism (Q. 16): “Th e covenant 
being made with Adam, not only for himself, but for his 
post erity; all mankind, descending from him by ordinary 
generation, sinned in him, and fell with him, in his fi rst  
transgression.” And, as we have already seen, all men, as 
a result of the Fall, are judicially guilty. Th ey are in a st ate 
of “total depravity,” unable to do anything that pleases 
God (Romans 3:9–18; 8:7–8). All mankind is conceived 
dead in sin, and in desp erate need of a Savior. 

As Berkhof pointed out, even though Saint Au-
gust ine did not use the same language utilized by the 

 . Clark, Th e Biblical Doct rine of Man, 45–53. 
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the Study of St. August ine, 233; see also Clark, Th e Biblical Doct rine of 
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 . John Murray, Collect ed Writings of John Murray (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth Trust , 1977), II:40. 
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West minst er Standards, “all of the elements which later 
went into the const ruct ion of the doct rine of the cov-
enant of works were already present” in his thoughts.328 
For example, he sp oke of the fact  that “we all die in 
Adam.”329 Too, he said that “even in that one sin which 
by one man [Adam] entered into the world.”330 Augus-
tine’s teaching, then, is very much in line with that of 
the later West minst er Standards. As a result of Adam’s 
fi rst  sin, all mankind is judicially guilty at conception. 
Adam’s sin has been imputed to the entirety of the hu-
man race.331

Th e Imputation of Sin

From a biblical st andpoint, the fact  that there is a rela-
tionship between Adam’s sin and that of his post erity 
cannot be denied. Somehow Adam’s sin was imputed 
to the entirety of humanity. Th e quest ion addressed by 
theologians through the ages is “how was sin imputed?” 
Th ere are three major theories:332

Th e realist  theory: Th is view maintains that the whole 
of the human race was seminally present in Adam in the 
Garden of Eden. He is the federal and natural (or realis-
tic) head of the human race. All men are ontologically 
joined to him. Th us, when Adam sinned, the judicial 
guilt of his sin was immediately imputed to all of his 
progeny. Yet, as Adam is the natural head of human-
ity, the pollution of sin is naturally conveyed through 
procreation.333

Th e mediate imputation theory: Th is view avers, with 
realism, that the whole human race was in the loins of 
Adam in the Garden of Eden. But unlike realism, the 
mediate imputation theory teaches that the sin of Adam 
was not immediately imputed to all men. Rather, sin is 
mediated to all through the process of natural genera-
tion. Men are not guilty in Adam’s sin. Th ey are guilty 
only because they are born corrupt.

Th e immediate imputation theory: Th is is the prevail-
ing theory among Reformed theologians, even though 

there are various nuances found within the immedi-
ate imputation camp.334 Th is view asserts that Adam 
is both the federal (or covenantal) and natural head of 
the human race. Adam covenantally represented the 
whole of humanity in Eden. Th us, when he transgressed 
God’s commandment, all sinned. His sin was immedi-
ately imputed to all men; and they are judicially guilty. 
However, as Adam is also the natural head of human-
ity, the polluted nature of man is inherited by means 
of natural generation.

August ine taught the realist  view. He wrote: 

[B]ut human nature in him [Adam] was vitiated and 
altered … and he produced off sp ring in the same con-
dition…. For we were all in that one man [Adam], see-
ing that we all were that one man who fell into sin…. 
We did not yet possess forms individually created and 
assigned to us for us to live in them as individuals; but 
there already exist ed the seminal nature from which 
we were to be begotten. And of course, when this was 
vitiated through sin, and bound with death’s fetters in 
its just  condemnation, man could not be born of man 
in any other condition.

According to August ine, the doct rine of original sin 
teaches that Adam’s sin resulted in death: both physical 
and sp iritual, not only for Adam, but for the whole hu-
man race. Judicial sin is universal due to the imputation 
of Adam’s sin. But having inherited a polluted nature, 
all men (including infants) act ually and willfully sin. 
Original sin is one; act ual sins are many. Th e Fall left  
man in an ethical st ate of total depravity. Man is both 
guilty and polluted. He loves to sin, and does so con-
tinually.336 He desp erately needs a Savior. 

Man in the Covenant of Grace

Albeit Augustine did not use the term “covenant of 
grace,” his writings clearly indicate that he would 
have endorsed the later teaching of the Westminster 
Confession of Faith (7:3), on this subject:

Man by his Fall having made himself incapable of life 
by that covenant [of works], the Lord was pleased to 
make a second, commonly called the covenant of grace; 
wherein He freely off ers unto sinners life and salvation 
by Jesus Christ , requiring of them faith in Him that they 
may be saved, and promising to give unto all those that 
are ordained unto life His Holy Spirit, to make them 
willing and able to believe.
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And according to August ine, this covenant was fi rst  
revealed in Genesis 3:15, where we have the fi rst  gosp el 
promise.338 Grace, in August ine’s theology, “is the gift  
of God to fallen man, which manifest s itself in the for-
giveness of sin, and in the renewal and sanct ifi cation 
of human nature.”339

Soteriology

Soteriology is the st udy of the doct rine of salvation 
(from the Greek soter, “savior”). And according to Saint 
August ine, the salvation of the elect  is accomplished by 
the atoning work of the great High Priest , Jesus Christ , 
who merited redemption for all of God’s elect . In His 
vicarious sacrifi ce, Christ  propitiated the wrath of God 
the Father. Th e only-begotten Son was sacrifi ced “to 
wash away sin”; and in so doing, He brought about rec-
onciliation between God and elect  man.340

Jesus Christ , taught August ine, is the federal or cov-
enantal head of His people. Th ey are in union with Him. 
He is their Redeemer—their Mediator.341 Th e entirety 
of the elect ’s salvation, from its inception to the fi nal 
st ate of glory, is dependent on their relationship with 
Christ .342

Although the work of salvation involves all three 
members of the Godhead, it is the Holy Spirit who ap-
plies this grace to the elect . According to August ine, the 
Holy Spirit is the elect  sinner’s “source of love and faith 
in God.” He is the one who “leads to salvation by faith,” 
and even “produces faith” in the mind of the elect . Th e 
Spirit is He who “regenerates the believer,” “seals the 
believer,” “lift s [believers] up from the gates of death,” 
and “shows [believers] God’s love to man.”343

Th e North African bishop maintained that God is 
absolutely sovereign in the matter of salvation. All is 
attributed to divine grace. Elect  man is in a covenantal 
relationship with God, and a partaker of everlast ing life 
because of God’s effi  cacious work in his behalf. Man, 
said August ine, is incapable of doing anything to merit 
his salvation:

We [must ] underst and that even those good works of 
ours, which are recompensed with eternal life, belong 
to the grace of God, because of what is said by the Lord 
Jesus: “Without Me you can do nothing”…. It follows, 
then, dearly beloved, beyond all doubt, that as your 
good life is nothing else than God’s grace, so also the 
eternal life is the grace of God; moreover it is given 
gratuitously to which it is given. But that to which it is 
given is solely and simply grace.

Th e grace of God is recognizable, taught August ine, 
throughout the entirety of man’s Christ ian life. Th is 
occurs in several st ages: prevenient grace, operative 
grace, and co-operative grace. In prevenient grace, it 
is the Holy Spirit of God working, by means of the law, 
to convict  the elect  sinner of his sin. In operative grace, 
it is the same Spirit, using the gosp el message to draw 
the elect  sinner effi  caciously to Christ . And in co-op-
erative grace, it is the Spirit working with the redeemed 
sinner in the life-long process of sanct ifi cation. Divine 
grace is necessary and operative in each st age. And it is 
simply because divine grace is present, that elect  man, 
once having come to saving faith in Jesus Christ , will 
never lose his eternal reward. He will never die in an 
unregenerate st ate.345

Reformed theology maintains that there is a logical 
order involved in the process of salvation. Th is order, 
which is referred to as the ordo salutis, is taught in pas-
sages such as John 1:12–13; Romans 8:28–30; Ephesians 
1:3–14 and 2:8–10. Th at is, salvation is not a one st ep 
event. One is not converted and immediately glorifi ed. 
Th ere is a process involved. Th ere is a logical order in 
which God carries out the process of salvation, even 
though some of the parts of the process may be syn-
chronous.346

As Louis Berkhof pointed out, even though the 
North African bishop nowhere fully developed this 
doct rine, it is nevertheless recognizable in his many 
writings. It was left  to later theologians, such as John 
Calvin, to syst ematize the ordo salutis.347 According to 
Reformed theology in general, then, and August ine in 
particular, the order of the application of redemption 
occurs as follows:348

External or universal call: Th is call is the off er of 
salvation in Jesus Christ , to all who hear the procla-
mation of the gosp el. It is universal in that it is freely 
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extended to all who come under the preaching of the 
Word of God.

Eff ect ual call: Th e universal call becomes eff ect ual 
when the Holy Spirit applies it to the heart of the elect  
sinner.349

Regeneration: Although eff ect ual calling and regen-
eration st and in the closest  possible relationship, there is 
a diff erence between the two. Regeneration is the work 
of God the Spirit, wherein He prepares the heart of the 
elect  sinner to resp ond to the call of God.350

Conversion: Th is is that gracious act  of God, wherein 
He causes regenerate persons to resp ond to the eff ect ual 
call. Conversion consist s of two parts: repentance and 
faith. Th ese two go hand in hand; they cannot rationally 
be separated. Repentance is a turning from sin; saving 
faith is a turning to Christ .351 Th is is true of both Old 
and New Test ament saints.352

Just ifi cation: Th is is that forensic act  of God by which 
He declares converted sinners to be righteous, on the 
basis of the perfect  righteousness of Christ  alone. It in-
volves the removal of the guilt of sin.353

Sanct ifi cation: Th is is the work of God in the life of 
the just ifi ed individual, causing him to more and more 

die unto sin and live unto righteousness. It involves the 
removal of the pollution of sin.354

Perseverance: Th is doct rine teaches that those who 
have been truly just ifi ed, will, by God preserving grace, 
persevere to the end and be glorifi ed. Th ey will never be 
lost .355 Strangely, however, August ine did not believe 
that a just ifi ed person could ever come to an assurance 
of his salvation.

Glorifi cation: Th is is the fi nal st ate of salvation, 
wherein the elect  pass into the very presence of God 
at their death to enjoy everlast ing bliss. Th is glory will 
be even further magnifi ed at the resurrect ion on the 
last  day.356

Finally, as st udied above, Saint August ine concisely 
summed up the doct rine of man, the eff ect s of sin, 
and salvation, by teaching that the elect  sinner passes 
through a series of four st ages:357

Man as created: Adam was created holy, but 
changeable. He was upright, capable of sinning or not 
sinning.

Man the sinner: When Adam fell, he and all of his 
post erity lost  the ability to serve God. Man did not lose 
his free moral agency, but he lost  the God-given ability 
to choose righteousness. Man the sinner can only sin.

Man the saint: Redeemed man has the ability to 
choose righteousness and serve God rest ored to him 
by the meritorious work of Christ . He is st ill capable 
of sinning, but in his redeemed st ate he is also capable 
of pleasing God. Man the saint, saved by grace through 
faith alone, will likewise manifest  good works in his 
life. Th at is, by the grace of God and the power of the 
indwelling Holy Spirit, he will seek to obey the com-
mandments of God. Th ese works, which are the fruit of 
saving faith, are works of necessity, not of merit.

Man glorifi ed: Redeemed man, in the st ate of glory, 
is incapable of sinning. All that he does will be done 
for the glory of God.

Soli Deo Gloria ■
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