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Memory verse:  Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a 
harvest if we do not give up. (Galatians 6:9) 
 
In the variety of readings in Scripture for this week, I am reminded of the practicality of 
Scripture. It speaks to not only practical concerns in the time of Paul and the early church, but it 
speaks also to practical concerns for us today. It speaks to Jewish/Christian relations, a critical 
issue in the early church (Romans 9, 10, 11). The practical question of submission to secular 
authority is taken up in Romans 13 at a time when Christians were still being persecuted (and 
we should remember that Paul’s hearers and readers were not part of some type of 
representative government where their representatives had a say in policy making). Paul also 
speaks to divisions in the church over what was and was not acceptable behavior in everyday 
life (one key issue in his time was eating meat that had been offered to pagan gods), and how 
to live in the church with those whose conscience told them to do something different than 
one’s own conscience—the issue of the weak and the strong—with emphasis on being 
nonjudgmental and not trying to please ourselves but thinking of the other person as we follow 
the example of Christ (Romans 14-15:7; I Corinthians 8). What is a similar issue for us in the 
church today, where we see differences in matters of conscience? 
 
Now I want to focus on Romans 13:11-14. 
 
Augustine and the Garden Conversion 

Besides this you know the time, that the hour has come for you to wake from sleep. For 
salvation is nearer to us now than when we first believed. The night is far gone; the day 
is at hand. So then let us cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light. 
Let us walk properly as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual 
immorality and sensuality, not in quarreling and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires. (Romans 13:11-14)  

 
The readings for this week contain a passage, Romans 13:11-14, which is key to one of the most 
celebrated conversion stories in the history of Christianity, the conversion of Augustine (354-
430), the great Christian theologian and philosopher. In his Confessions, Book VIII, Section 29 he 
tells the story of his conversion in a garden: 
 

Suddenly I heard a voice from a house nearby—perhaps a voice of some boy or girl, I do 
not know—singing over and over again, “Pick it up and read, pick it up and read.” My 
expression immediately altered and I began to think hard whether children ordinarily 
repeated a ditty like this in any sort of game, but I could not recall ever having heard it 
anywhere else. I stemmed the flood of tears and rose to my feet, believing that this 



could be nothing other than a divine command to open the Book and read the first 
passage I chanced upon…. Stung into action, I returned to the place where Alypius was 
sitting, for on leaving it I had put down there the book of the apostle’s letters [Paul’s 
letters]. I snatched it up, opened it and read in silence the passage on which my eyes 
first lighted: Not in dissipation and drunkenness, nor in debauchery and lewdness, nor in 
arguing and jealousy; but put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the 
flesh or the gratification of your desires. I had no wish to read further, nor was there 
need. No sooner had I reached the end of the verse than the light of certainty flooded 
my heart and all dark shades of doubt fled away. (Augustine, Confessions, VIII, 29, Maria 
Boulding, trans., NY: New City Press, 1997.) 

 
Now it is clear that Augustine did believe in God long before this experience—his Christian 
mother Monica was a strong Christian and had taught him well. But he had questions about 
God and had spent nine years in the Manichees, a syncretistic religion mixing Christianity, 
Zoroastrianism, and Buddhism which emphasized a great struggle between light and dark, spirit 
and matter. He had broken with the Manichees but was having difficulty committing himself 
completely to God, even though he had reached the height of his career, teaching rhetoric in 
Milan, the site of the Roman Imperial court. What can we learn from Augustine’s conversion? 
What can we learn from this passage in Romans? 
 
First, in Augustine’s account we see that God can speak to us through trivial things. A child’s 
chant (“pick it up and read”) is taken by Augustine to be a divine command, God’s word to him. 
Next, he did what many have done when needing a special message from God—he randomly 
opens a book containing Paul’s letters, and reads the first passage he looks at (Romans 13:13-
14). Neither of these first two moves by Augustine show great intellectual activity; rather, they 
show a man who is desperate to break through an impasse he finds himself in. He wants to 
follow God, but cannot make up his mind to do so, delaying and delaying his response to God. 
But God meets him in Scripture precisely in the midst of his inability to commit. And now look 
at the passage in Romans.  
 
Time is passing and the time to commit, to wake up from sleeping, is now (Romans 13:11). “The 
night is far gone; the day is at hand” (Romans 13:12) speaks of the light starting to appear in the 
dark sky at the end of night. Contrasts between dark and light would have had strong overtones 
for Augustine since the Manichees taught that darkness and light are two equal and opposite 
powers at war in the universe. Then, if the day is dawning, we should “cast off the works of 
darkness” (13:12): notice the works of darkness (spelled out in the following verse) are not part 
of who God made us to be, they can be “cast off.” What are we to “put on” in place of the 
works of darkness? We are commanded to put on the armor of light (13:12). What a wonderful 
image! John Chrysostom (347-407), archbishop of Constantinople, living roughly the same time 
as Augustine says of this passage, “It is a heavy and distasteful duty when we have to bear a 
visible suit of armor, but in this case it is desirable and worth it. For the arms we are called to 
bear are those of the light!” (Chrysostom, Homilies on Romans 24). We are to “walk properly as 
in the daytime” (live in the light, live wearing the armor of light) (Romans 13:13; see also, I John 
1:7). We are to cast off vices (a list is given), and then the reader expects a command to put on 



certain virtues. Instead, and this is what perhaps thundered in Augustine’s mind, we are to “put 
on the Lord Jesus Christ” (13:14). After a command to cast off vices (sins), to turn away from x, 
y, and z, from activities and attitudes which are not of the light (the first part of repentance is 
always a turning away from), we not only turn toward Christ but are commanded to put on the 
Lord Jesus Christ. Christ is our “armor of light,” our new clothing (see Colossians 3:1-17 about 
putting on the new self). When we put on the Lord Jesus Christ, we are putting on the virtues of 
wisdom, righteousness, humility, and so on, since Christ himself is the fulfillment of all virtues. 
A good prayer for each morning is asking God to help me “cast off,” take off, any vices or sins, 
and for help in “putting on” the “armor of light,” the Lord Jesus Christ, my new clothes for this 
day. 


