
 

Augustine of Hippo (354-430 AD) 
Humbly receiving God’s sovereign grace 

 

During his lifetime, Augustine was involved in three great controversies – 
with the Manicheans who denied the goodness of creation; with the Donatists 
who separated from the Church because of its unholiness; and with the 
Pelagians over whether salvation was by grace. B. B. Warfield considered that 
the Pelagian controversy was a struggle for the very foundations of 
Christianity.  

Pelagius was a British monk, whom Jerome described as a huge dolt, raised 
on Scottish porridge, moving at the pace of a turtle. His spiritual 
understanding was less impressive than his physical dimensions. At Rome in 
405 a bishop quoted a prayer from Augustine’s Confessions: ‘Give what You 
command and command what You will.’ To Pelagius, this undermined human 
responsibility and took away any incentive to be holy. He taught that Adam 
set a pattern for disobedience and no more. Against this, Augustine spoke of 
‘a cruel necessity of sinning'. To Augustine, not even a one-day-old infant is 
free from sin. He wrote of original sin: ‘Nothing is better known when the 
preacher declares it, nothing is more secret when we try to understand it.’ 

What was at stake in the Pelagian controversy was the whole notion of the 
gospel of grace. Grace means, as Augustine said, that ‘the human will does not 
achieve grace through freedom, but rather freedom through grace’.   

At nineteen, Augustine was transformed by his reading of Cicero’s Hortensius 
which is now lost. He recalled: ‘All my empty dreams suddenly lost their 
charm and my heart began to throb with a bewildering passion for the 
wisdom of eternal truth’. This did not make him a Christian, but God was 
dealing with his soul. A year after his conversion in a garden in Milan in 386, 
Augustine was grieved by the death of his famous mother, Monica, and about 
two years after that by the death of his 16 year old son, Adeodatus. By 391, 
Augustine had been chosen by the congregation of Hippo in North Africa to 
be its pastor. By 396 he was the bishop of Hippo, and in 397 he published his 

spiritual autobiography known as his Confessions. This is a work that is 
saturated with the Psalms. In fact, it contains something like 222 citations 
from the Psalms. 

In all his spiritual experiences Augustine took refuge in the Psalms: ‘How I 
cried out to you, my God, when I read the Psalms of David, those hymns of 
faith, those songs of a pious heart in which the spirit of pride can find no 
place!’ In his Expositions on the Book of Psalms, Augustine commented on 
them in an organised and orderly fashion; in the Confessions, he drew on the 
memory of them that had come from reciting and singing them daily. This 
love of the Psalms was life-long.  

Augustine recorded his reasons for writing his Confessions: ‘For love of Your 
love I shall retrace my wicked ways.’ Here, as in no other work of ancient 
literature, we find the soul alone before God: ‘You are the most hidden from 
us, the most beautiful and yet the most strong, ever enduring and yet we 
cannot comprehend You. You are unchangeable and yet You change all 
things.’ 

At the conclusion of the Confessions, Augustine prayed: ‘O Lord God, grant us 
peace, for all that we have is Your gift. Grant us the peace of repose, the peace 
of the Sabbath, the peace which has no evening. For this worldly order in all 
its beauty will pass away.’ Many years later, in 430, the Vandals, a group of 
Germanic tribes from northern Europe were threatening North Africa. 
Augustine refused to leave his flock, declaring: ‘I am a long-winded old man, 
and ill-health has made me anxious ... I will not desert you.’ Before he died on 
28 August, he had David’s penitential Psalms hung on his walls (Psalms 6, 32, 
38, 51, 102, 130, 143).  

David’s reception of grace, despite his great sin, is found in Psalm 51, on 
which Augustine commented: ‘He who implores great mercy, confesses great 
misery.’ Wonderfully, David's experience was also Augustine’s: ‘Of my own so 
deadly wound I should despair, unless I could find so great a Physician.’ So 
the great sinner who had become one of the Church’s greatest theologians 
died, weeping for his sins and rejoicing in the grace of Christ. 

(adapted from Peter Barnes’ Lamp to My Feet, with permission) 


