
AUGUSTINE:  Liberated from the World’s Lesser Joys 
 

I. IT WAS THE WORST OF TIMES AND IT WAS THE WORST OF TIMES 
 

To say that Augustine lived in tumultuous times would be an understatement or to believe that we, living in the 
midst of terrorism, nuclear bombs, distressing diseases, financial turmoil, and military threats, have cornered the 
market on tough times, would likewise be a grave error.  Augustine too, lived in tough times.  In the middle of his 
ministry, an astonishing event happened, something that no one even thought was possible—Rome fell.  August 26, 
410 marks the day when the Gothic Army invaded and sacked the city of Rome, leading St. Jerome to write, “If 
Rome can perish, what can be safe?”  By this time, Augustine had left Italy and had become the bishop of Hippo,  
 
According to history, Augustine had heard of two other Catholic bishops tortured to death in the Vandal invasion, 
but when his friends quoted to him the words of Jesus, ‘Flee to another city,’ he said, “Let no one dream of holding 
our ship so cheaply, that the sailors, let alone the Captain, should desert her in time of peril.” 
 
Christian History:  “After Jesus and Paul, Augustine of Hippo is the most influential figure in the history of Christianity.”   
 

II. GROWING UP:  AN AMERICAN DREAM MENTALITY AND THE BEGINNING OF BONDAGE 
 
Augustine was born on November 13, 354 in a town called Tagaste, near Hippo in modern day Algeria.  His mother, 
Monica, was a Christian but his father, Patricius, a non-Christian.  His father was a middle-class farmer who sought 
the best education possible for his son.   
 
Recalling his stealing of a neighbor’s pears, he writes, “Those pears were truly pleasant to the sight, but it was not 
for them that my miserable soul lusted, for I had an abundance of better pears.  I stole those simply that I might 
steal, for, having stolen them, I threw them away.  He continues on saying that at the root of all sin is a desire, a 
promise of pleasure, but he concludes that it is not the real thing, “All things thus imitate You—but pervertedly —
when they separate themselves far from You and raise themselves up against You.” (Book II) 
 
 “For as I became a youth, I longed to be satisfied with worldly things, and I dared to grow wild in a succession of 
various and shadowy loves…I wandered farther from You and You did permit me to do so.  I was tossed to and 
from, and wasted, and poured out, and I boiled over in my fornications—and yet You did hold Your peace, O my 
tardy Joy!...But I did not escape Your scourges.  You were always by me, mercifully angry and flavoring all my unlawful 
pleasures with bitter discontent, in order that I might seek pleasures free from discontent.  But where could I find 
such pleasure save in You, O Lord…Meanwhile, my family took no care to save me from ruin by marriage, for their 
sole care was that I should learn how to make a powerful speech and become a persuasive orator.”  (Book II) 
 
“Who did not extol and praise my father, because he went quite beyond his means to supply his son with the 
necessary expenses for a far journey in the interest of his education?  For many far richer citizens did not do so 
much for their children.  Still, this same father troubled himself not at all as to how I was progressing toward You 
nor how chaste I was, just so long as I was skillful in speaking.”  (Book II)   
 
Augustine went to Carthage when he was 17 and notes, “I was at the top of the school of rhetoric.  I was pleased 
with my superior status and swollen with conceit…it was my ambition to be a good speaker, for the unhallowed and 
inane purpose of gratifying human vanity.”  (Book III)  Upon coming to Carthage, he took a concubine and lived 
with her for 15 years, producing one son, Adeodatus.   
 

III. A MOTHER’S WARRIOR-LIKE PRAYER 
 
“The mother of my flesh was much perplexed, for with a heart pure in Thy faith, she was always in deep travail for 
my eternal salvation.”  “My mother, Your faithful one, wept to You on my behalf more than mothers are 
accustomed to weep for the bodily deaths of their children.”  (Book III) 
 



After some time, Monica went to see the Bishop about her son but he did not immediately relieve her and so she 
“repeated more earnestly her entreaties, and shed copious tears, still beseeching him to see and talk me.  Finally the 
bishop, a little vexed, exclaimed, ‘Go your way; as you live, it cannot be that the son of these tears should perish.’” 
 

IV. AN AMAZING CONVERSION 
 
At age 19, he read Cicero’s Hortensius which changed his life and sent him on a quest for truth.  At 29, he received a 
great teaching offer in Rome, but it did not last.  He quickly became fed up with the behavior of the students and 
moved to Milan in 384.  This move changed the rest of his life because it was here that he met Ambrose, the great 
preaching and bishop.  “In Milan I found your devoted servant the bishop Ambrose…At that time his gifted tongue 
never tired of dispensing the richness of your corn, the joy of your oil, and the sober intoxication of your wine.  
Unknown to me, it was you who led me to him, so that I might knowingly be led by him to you…I was all ears to 
seize upon his eloquence, I also began to sense the truth of what he said, though only gradually.”  (Book V)  
 
“I thrilled with love and dread alike.  I realized that I was far away from you…and, far off, I heard your voice saying 
I am the God who IS.  I heard your voice, as we hear voices that speak to our hearts, and at once I had no cause to 
doubt.”  (Book VII)  He was on the verge but not yet converted because he was held back by sexual lust:  “I was still 
held firm in the bonds of woman’s love.”   
 
His mother, Monica, arrived in Milan and embarrassed by his concubine of lower class, she began to arrange for him 
a marriage.  So, he sent his concubine (who he never names in 5 million words) back to Africa without him, never to 
live with her again.  He wrote, “The woman with whom I had been living was torn from my side as an obstacle to 
my marriage and this was a blow which crushed my heart to bleeding, because I loved her dearly.  She went back to 
Africa, vowing never to give herself to any other man…But I was too unhappy and too weak to imitate this example 
set me by a woman…I took another mistress, without the sanction of wedlock.” (Book VI) 
 
Then came the day of conversion.  John Piper:  “It was late August, 386.  Augustine was almost 32 years old.  With 
his best friend Alypius he was talking about the remarkable sacrifice and holiness of Antony, an Egyptian monk.  
Augustine was stung by his own bestial bondage to lust, when others were free and holy in Christ.”  Augustine 
wrote, “There was a small garden attached to the house where we lodged…I now found myself driven by the tumult 
in my breast to take refuge in this garden, where no one could interrupt that fierce struggle in which I was my own 
contestant…I was beside myself with madness that would bring me sanity.  I was dying a death that would bring me 
life…I was frantic, overcome by violent anger with myself for not accepting your will and entering into your 
covenant…I tore my hair and hammered by forehead with my fists; I locked my fingers and hugged my knees.” 

 
I was held back by mere trifles…they plucked at my garment of flesh and whispered, ‘Are you going to 
dismiss us?  From this moment we shall never be with you again, for ever and ever.’…And while I stood 
trembling at the barrier, on the other side I could see the chaste beauty of Continence in all her serene, 
unsullied joy, as she modestly beckoned me to cross over and to hesitate no more. 
 
I flung myself down beneath a fig tree and gave way to the tears which now streamed from my eyes…In my 
misery I kept crying, ‘How long shall I go on saying ‘tomorrow, tomorrow’?’ why not now?  Why not make 
an end of my ugly sins at this moment?”…All at once I heard the singsong voice of a child in a nearby 
house.  Whether it was the voice of a boy or a girl I cannot say, but again and again it repeated the refrain 
“Take it and read, take it and read.”  At this I looked up, thinking hard whether there was any kind of game 
in which children used to chant words like these, but I could not remember ever hearing them before.  I 
stemmed my flood of tears and stood up, telling myself that this could only be a divine command to open 
my book of Scripture and read the first passage on which my eyes should fall. (Book VIII) 
 
So I hurried back…seized [the book of Paul’s epistles] and opened it, and in silence I read the first passage 
on which my eyes fell:  “Not in reveling and drunkenness, not in lust and wantonness, not in quarrels and 
rivalries.  Rather, arm yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ; spend no more thought on nature and nature’s 
appetites (Rom. 13.13-14).”  I had no wish to read more and no need to do so.  For in an instant, as I came 



to the end of the sentence, it was as though the light of confidence flooded into my heart and all the 
darkness of doubt was dispelled.  (Book VIII) 

 
-Became source of the Reformation, doctrines of Grace, Luther and Augustinian monk, Calvin quotes Luther more 
-Baptized by Ambrose Easter of 387, letting Monica die a happy woman in 388 
-Returns to Africa, his son dies and breaks his heart, after which he moves to Hippo, a larger town with a bishop 
-Becomes bishop anyway, pastored, wrote, sought justice, settled massive controversies 
 
“How sweet all at once it was for me to be rid of those fruitless joys which I had once feared to lose…You drove 
them from me, you who are the true, the sovereign joy.  You drove them from me and took their place, you who are 
sweeter than all pleasure, though not to flesh and blood, you who outshine all light, yet are hidden deeper than any 
secret in our hearts, you who surpass all honor, though not in the eyes of men who see all honor in themselves…O 
Lord my God, my light, my Wealth, and my Salvation” (Book IX)  
 

V. ADDICTION IS REAL AND SO IS JESUS 
 
“My confessions, in 13 books, praise the righteous and good God as they speak either of my evil or good, and they 
are meant to excite men’s minds and affections toward Him.”  “The whole life of a good Christian is a holy desire.”   
 
“O Lord, let not my soul faint under Your discipline, nor let me faint in confessing unto You Your mercies, 
whereby You have saved me from all my most wicked ways, till You should become sweet to me beyond all the 
allurements that I used to follow.  Let me come to love Thee wholly, and grasp Thy hand with my whole heart that 
You might deliver me from every temptation, even unto the last.” (Book I) 
 
The soul of men shall hope under the shadow of Thy wings; they shall be made drunk with the fullness of Thy 
house; and of the torrents of Thy pleasures Thou will give them to drink; for in Thee is the Fountain of Life…Give 
me a man in love, he knows what I mean.  Give me one who yearns; give me one who is hungry; give me one far 
away in this desert who is thirsty and sighs for the spring of the Eternal country.  Give me that sort of man; he 
knows what I mean.  But if I speak to a cold man, he just does not know what I am talking about.” 
 
The Bible speaks a great deal (as we have just seen) about ‘desire.’  Our sin occurs because our desires are inflamed 
and convinced that greater pleasure can come from the sin than from God.  John Piper writes, “The way this 
temptation gets its power is by persuading me to believe that I will be happier if I follow it.  The power of all 
temptation is the prospect that it will make me happier.  No one sins out of a sense of duty.  We embrace sin 
because it promises that…things will be more pleasant.”  So, then are our desires sinful and bad?  Not at all.   
 
The problem is not with the desire but the object of the desire.  Jesus’ demand for self-denial is another way of 
calling us to radically pursue our deepest and most lasting joy, not a renunciation of joy but a renunciation of 
inferior joy, temporary satisfaction, for superior joy and satisfaction that last forever.  “They are not competing 
commands.  They are like the command to be cancer-free and the command to have surgery.”    
 
In the 1982 Leadership magazine, an article appeared from a pastor who confessed to years of bondage to porn.  
Nothing, no threat, no guilt had ever helped him to be liberated from lust/porn until he discovered a book that 
argued for one powerful reason to seek purity, “Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see God (Matt. 5.8).” 
  

The thought hit me like a bell rung in a dark, silent hall.  So far, none of the scary, negative arguments against 
lust had succeeded in keeping me from it…But here was a description of what I was missing by harboring lust:  
I was limiting my own intimacy with God. The love he offers is so transcendent and possessing that it requires 
our faculties to be purified and cleansed before we can possibly contain it.  Could he, in fact, substitute 
another thirst and another hunger for the one I had never filled?  Would Living Water somehow quench lust? 

 
“The challenge, then, is not merely to do what God says because He is God, but to desire what God says because 
He is glorious.  The challenge is not merely to pursue righteousness, but to prefer righteousness.” (Piper)  He is happy 
who possesses God (Augustine)” 


