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Historical Context for City of God by Augustine 
https://www.college.columbia.edu/core/content/city-god/context  
 
Augustine’s City of God is arguably the first magnum opus of Christian philosophy. The work 
covers, among other topics, theodicy, civil and natural theology, the history of creation, 
philosophy of history, eschatology, and martyrdom. Completed by the year 426 (CE), City of God 
took Augustine at least a decade to write.  
 
City of God is, in at least some broad sense, a response to the trauma of the Visigoth attack on 
Rome in 410. Up to that point, the Roman Empire had dominated Mediterranean civilization for 
nearly a thousand years. When the Visigoths, led by Alaric, sacked and plundered Rome, its 
citizens were deeply shocked and devastated. The city’s walls had not been breached in eight 
hundred years. Not only a calamity for the city’s citizens, the attack was symbolic of a crumbling 
empire.   
 
Vision of St. Augustine by Ascanio Luciano, c. 1669-1691.  (Wikimedia Commons) Many 
Romans interpreted the sack as punishment for abandoning the traditional gods and goddesses 
in favor of the new state religion, Christianity. Augustine wrote City of God in part to rebut this 
notion. He endeavored to show that the Christian God, far from being blameworthy, is actually 
a source of solace and strength.  
 
To do this, Augustine puts forth two main arguments in City of God. The first speaks directly to 
those who had criticized the Christian God for failing to protect Rome and its citizens. Augustine 
points out that Christianity actually did offer protection, since many refugees from the attack 
used Christian basilicas as safe havens from the invaders. For Augustine, this is at least some 
evidence of God’s mercy and compassion. 
  
The second argument is that Romans had not lost anything of genuine value in the attack. Rome, 
Augustine argues, is quintessentially a city of man. It is ephemeral, earthly, and – like all other 
cities – destined to eventually pass away. The City of God, on the other hand, is stable, eternal, 
and the source of ultimate consolation. It is the city under God’s command, and hence the city 
that will ultimately come to triumph. 
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