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Introduction

When the ancient city of Rome faced a crisis of faith and identity, one of its most celebrated thinkers—St. Augustine 

of Hippo—offered a profound defense of Christianity that would shape Western thought for centuries. His magnum 

opus, The City of God, is more than a theological treatise; it is a cultural manifesto that confronts the philosophical 

and religious currents of its time. In particular, Augustine’s arguments against the pagan worldview—especially 

those embodied by the so �called Spados—are a central theme that reveals the depth of his critique and the

persuasive power of his vision. This article explores Augustine’s City of God, the context of paganism, the specific

nature of the Spados challenge, and the lasting impact of Augustine’s counter �arguments on Christian and secular

thought.

The Historical and Cultural Context of Augustine’s Writing

Roman Society in the Late Fourth Century

By the late fourth century, the Roman Empire was a sprawling, multi �ethnic polity that had adopted Christianity as its

state religion under Emperor Constantine. Yet, the Roman populace still practiced a rich tapestry of pagan rituals,

cults, and philosophical schools. The intellectual climate was dominated by the legacy of Greek philosophy—

especially Stoicism, Epicureanism, and Platonism—alongside a vibrant pagan religious tradition that celebrated the

pantheon of gods, the mysteries of the afterlife, and the moral codes of civic virtue.

Augustine’s Personal Journey

Born in 354 AD in the North African city of Tagaste, Augustine spent his early years immersed in the intellectual

debates of his time. He studied rhetoric, philosophy, and theology before converting to Christianity in 386 AD, a

conversion that would profoundly shape his subsequent writings. His conversion was not merely a personal spiritual

awakening; it also reflected a broader cultural shift in which Christianity was increasingly positioned as a

counter �force to pagan ideology.

The Rise of the “City of God” Concept

Augustine’s decision to write The City of Godwas motivated by the need to defend Christianity against critics who

accused Christians of abandoning civic duty and contributing to Rome’s decline. In a bold move, Augustine

juxtaposed two cities: the earthly city of human ambition and the heavenly city of divine truth. This duality served as

a framework for his critique of paganism and the arguments that the Spados represented.

Understanding the Pagan “Spados”

Who or What Were the Spados?

The term “Spados” historically refers to a group of pagan philosophers and cult leaders who championed a 

materialist and often skeptical worldview. While the exact etymology of the word remains debated, scholars 

generally agree that it derives from the Greek spadós, meaning “sword,” symbolizing their sharp, cutting critiques of

Christian doctrine. In Augustine’s writings, the Spados are portrayed as intellectual adversaries who wield reason

like a blade, slicing through the moral and spiritual fabric of society.



Spados’ Philosophical Tenets

Spados thinkers typically adhered to the following principles:

•  Materialism: The belief that reality is solely composed of physical matter, denying the existence of a 

transcendent spiritual realm.

•  Humanism: Emphasis on human reason and experience as the primary sources of knowledge.

•  Relativism: The view that moral values are socially constructed and not absolute.

•  Critique of Religious Authority: Skepticism toward organized religion and its claims of divine authority.

Spados and the Pagan Critique of Christianity

In the intellectual battles of Augustine’s era, Spados were the leading voices of pagan opposition. They argued that

Christianity’s reliance on supernatural revelation was irrational, that moral teachings were arbitrary, and that the

Christian community was a sect that threatened the social order. Augustine’s City of God directly addresses these

claims, offering a counter �argument grounded in both philosophical rigor and theological depth.

Augustine’s Counter �Arguments Against the Pagan Spados

Reclaiming Reason as a Tool for Truth

Augustine famously stated, “We did not give up reason, but we gave it up in the wrong direction.” He argued that

reason, when properly oriented toward the divine, is a powerful instrument for discerning truth. In contrast to the

Spados’ materialist approach, Augustine saw reason as a bridge between human experience and the eternal truths

of God.

The City of God as a Moral Compass

Augustine’s central thesis is the contrast between two cities:

1.  The Earthly City: A realm characterized by self �interest, ambition, and the pursuit of earthly pleasures.

2.  The Heavenly City: A spiritual community rooted in divine love, humility, and eternal wisdom.

He posits that the Spados, by focusing solely on the earthly city, neglect the higher moral order that Augustine

believes governs human destiny. His critique suggests that the Spados’ emphasis on human autonomy undermines

the very foundations of societal harmony.

Addressing the Materialist Critique

In response to the Spados’ materialism, Augustine introduces the concept of imago Dei—the idea that humans are

created in the image of God. This theological assertion provides a metaphysical basis for the existence of a

non �material reality. Augustine argues that human consciousness and moral intuition cannot be fully explained by

physical processes alone; there must be a divine spark that guides ethical discernment.

Reframing the Role of the Church

While the Spados criticize the Church as an oppressive institution, Augustine redefines its purpose. He sees the

Church as a spiritual city that offers guidance, communal support, and a pathway to salvation. The Church, in

Augustine’s view, is not a tool of political power but a divine institution that aligns human society with the eternal city.

Augustine’s Philosophical Legacy: The City of God and Beyond

Influence on Medieval Scholasticism

Augustine’s synthesis of Christian doctrine with Greek philosophy laid the groundwork for medieval scholasticism.

Scholars such as Thomas Aquinas built upon Augustine’s ideas, further integrating Aristotelian logic with Christian



theology. The Spados’ critique of reason and faith, as addressed in Augustine’s work, became a central theme in

scholastic debates over the nature of knowledge and the limits of human understanding.

Impact on Modern Thought

In contemporary philosophy, Augustine’s City of God continues to resonate. His exploration of the tension between

the earthly and the divine informs modern discussions on secularism, morality, and the role of religion in public life.

The Spados’ materialist arguments have evolved into modern secular critiques, yet Augustine’s rebuttals remain

relevant as a framework for dialogue between faith and reason.

Augustine’s Relevance to Modern Pagan Movements

Modern paganism, which often emphasizes nature, polytheism, and personal spirituality, can find echoes of the

Spados’ critiques in its own emphasis on human experience over institutional authority. Augustine’s arguments

invite a nuanced conversation about the balance between personal spirituality and organized religious practice.

How Augustine’s City of God Shapes Contemporary Christian Discourse

Reaffirming the Moral Imperative

Augustine’s distinction between the earthly and heavenly cities offers a moral framework that encourages

Christians to prioritize spiritual values over material pursuits. This perspective is echoed in contemporary Christian

ethics, which emphasize stewardship, social justice, and compassionate living.

Engaging with Secular Critiques

Augustine’s responses to the Spados provide a template for engaging with secular critiques of Christianity. By

addressing philosophical objections with reasoned theological arguments, contemporary Christian writers can

continue Augustine’s legacy of thoughtful engagement.

Promoting Interfaith Dialogue

Although Augustine’s work is firmly rooted in Christian theology, his emphasis on reason as a universal tool opens

avenues for interfaith dialogue. By recognizing shared values—such as the pursuit of truth, justice, and community

—faith traditions can find common ground.

Practical Applications of Augustine’s Insights

Personal Spiritual Growth

Individuals seeking spiritual depth can use Augustine’s city metaphor to reflect on their priorities. By consciously

aligning daily choices with the values of the heavenly city—love, humility, and service—one can cultivate a more

purposeful life.

Community Building

Churches and faith �based organizations can adopt Augustine’s vision of the city as a communal endeavor.

Emphasizing collective responsibility, mutual care, and the shared pursuit of spiritual goals fosters a stronger, more

resilient community.

Educational Curricula

Incorporating Augustine’s arguments into educational curricula—especially in philosophy and religious studies—

offers students a robust framework for understanding the interplay between faith and reason. Discussing the

Spados’ critique encourages critical thinking and intellectual engagement.



Conclusion

Augustine’s The City of Godremains a landmark in the history of Western thought, offering a compelling defense

against the pagan Spados and a profound vision of a society guided by divine truth. By juxtaposing the earthly and

heavenly cities, Augustine invites readers to reconsider the foundations of morality, the role of reason, and the

purpose of community. In a world where secular and religious perspectives continue to clash, Augustine’s balanced

approach—grounded in reason, faith, and ethical reflection—offers a timeless blueprint for navigating the complex

terrain of contemporary belief systems.
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