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One of the most intriguing features of Augustine's life and theology that 
has prompted ongoing debate is the nature of the changes he experienced 
in his quest for wisdom, both before and after his conversion to 
Christianity.1 Many scholars have traced developments in his thought 
from his upbringing in a culture that was based on Roman values, to his 
discovery of philosophy, to his adherence to Manichaeism, philosophical 
skepticism, and Neo-Platonism, and finally to his conversion to 
Christianity and life as a bishop. Some scholars, such as Peter Brown, 
Gerald Bray, and Henry Chadwick, have specifically emphasized the 
importance of Neo-Platonism for Augustine's conversion, calling his 
discovery of the Neo-Platonists his first conversion or the first step in his 
conversion, and calling him a preeminent Christian Neo-Platonist.2 This 
emphasis on Augustine's Neo-Platonism encourages the belief that 
Augustine was one of the main theologians who contaminated 
Christianity with non-Christian philosophical concepts. However, this 
perspective ignores Augustine' s own view of the extreme differences 
between a life before and after conversion to Christianity. In order to 

1 Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2000), ix. 
2 See Brown, Augustine, 86; Gerald Bray, Augustine on the Christian Life: 
Transformed by the Power of God (Wheaton: Crossway, 2015), 109; Henry 
Chadwick, Augustine: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1986), 4 . 
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respond to this misconception, this paper will evaluate the change in 
Augustine' s understanding of the ideal man from before to after his 
conversion, wherein his view of the ideal man moved permanently from 
a powerful and independent man who is perfect in virtue to a humble 
man who loves Christ, the perfect and unique God-man. 

Augustine' s Life 

Much is known about the changes that Augustine experienced before 
and after his conversion because of his spiritual autobiography, The 
Confessions, and the many commentaries written on it. Augustine was 
born in 354 AD in Roman occupied Thagaste, North Africa. Though his 
parents had conflicting ideals, they raised Augustine in the context of 
and in general adherence to Roman values. As a child, Augustine learned 
stories that idealized power, honor, and success. He comments on this 
stage of life in his Confessions, saying to God, "at that time I believed 
that living a good life consisted in winning the favor of those who 
commended me. I failed to recognize the whirlpool of disgraceful conduct 
into which I had been flung out of your sight."3 In his adolescence, 
Augustine continued in the Roman way as he became obsessed with sex, 
even telling lies about how sexually promiscuous he was "lest [he] be 
thought less courageous for being more innocent."4 He studied rhetoric 
and his parents placed much hope in his potential success. He excelled in 
this craft and his growing reputation continually fed his pride. 5 

Soon, Augustine developed an interest in philosophy, which led to the 
beginning of his long and intentional quest for wisdom. He read Cicero' s 
Hortensius, which "advocated the pursuit of philosophy as the way to 
obtain a better life," and this made him fall "into the trap of pseudo­
intellectual pride and ... derid[e] the Bible as something far too simple 
for serious minds to engage with."6 The philosophical system that first 
appealed to him was Manichaeism, of which he became a hearer, or a 
follower who was receiving instruction before baptism. The Manichees 
were dualists who created a mystical narrative of the battle between good 

3 Augustine, The Confessions (trans. Maria Boulding. Rev. Hyde Park, NY: New 
City Press, 2012), 31. 
4 Ibid., 36. 
5 Ibid., 45. 
6 Bray, Augustine, 56. See Augustine, The Confessions, 74. 



 

                                                           

de KLERK: From Pride to Humility 3 

and evil. Augustine was drawn to this sect because their dualistic system 
answered his questions about the nature of evil and gave him a way to 
assuage the guilt he held in his heart for maintaining a relationship with 
a concubine. However, after meeting with Faustus, a prominent 
Manichaean teacher, and hearing Faustus's inadequate responses to 
questions about the intricacies of Manichaean doctrine, Augustine began 
to see the holes in this system of thought. After this disappointing event, 
Augustine turned to philosophical skepticism and believed that human 
beings were unable to have knowledge that was beyond doubt. At this 
time, his close friend died and Augustine was cast into a pit of sorrow. 
The pain that he experienced "makes the case very well that his need for 
self-sustenance ran deep."7 To escape this pain, he moved to Carthage 
and began to teach there but was disgusted by the undisciplined behavior 
of his students. Thus, when he was offered a position in Rome, he jumped 
at the opportunity to teach among the civilized and obedient. This, too, 
proved to be a disappointment, as his cultured students lacked a sense of 
morality as well. Augustine moved to Milan to teach, permanently 
leaving the Manichees behind for his new-found skepticism. 

In Milan, Augustine became a catechumen in the Catholic church 
because it was the social norm. However, God began to soften his heart 
to faith in Christ as he sat under Ambrose's preaching. He realized that 
his life was empty and continued to search for the truth. He was drawn 
to Neo-Platonism, which finally enabled him to conceive of God as a 
spiritual being, answered his questions about the origin of evil, and led 
him to read Paul's letters. He sought Platonic ecstasy or oneness with the 
Good, but in his small glimpse of reality he realized that he was infinitely 
far from God and could not reach him.8 He was "disappointed by the 
extreme transience of an experience so profound, and by the fact that 
afterwards he found himself as consumed with pride and lust as before."9 

Augustine began to seek ways to grow closer to God.10 Through the 
testimonies of several Christians he entered into an extreme struggle 
with his flesh as he considered repentance. He first asked Simplicianus 

7 Sandra Lee Dixon, Augustine: The Scattered and Gathered Self (St. Louis: 
Chalice Press, 1999), 94. 
8 Augustine, The Confessions, 125ff. See J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines 
(New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1978), 21-22. 
9 Chadwick, Augustine, 23. 
10 Augustine, The Confessions, 137. 
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for help. Simplicianus was happy that Augustine had read Platonist 
writings. He told Augustine about the conversion of Victorin us, a famous 
teacher who "was not ashamed to become a child of [God's] Christ and be 
born as an infant from [God's] font, bending his neck to the yoke of 
humility and accepting on his docile brow the sign of the ignominious 
cross."11 Augustine marvelled at this story and wanted to do what 
Victorinus did but felt bound to his sin. In his inner person, his two wills 
fought viciously against one another.12 

Later, Ponticianus visited Augustine and told Augustine how he was 
converted after seeing two of his friends converted from reading the Life 
of Anthony. This story gave Augustine "an example of humility that had 
not been offered to him by the Platonists."13 After hearing it, Augustine 
began to hate himself and how he had wasted so many years searching 
for wisdom but never repenting. He had told himself that he was putting 
off repentance because he was not completely convinced of Christianity, 
but in reality he was.14 This hate turned into anger. Later, Augustine 
would confess to God, "in my secret heart you stood by me, Lord, 
redoubling the lashes of fear and shame in the severity of your mercy, 
lest I give up the struggle."15 While he was agonizing over his repentance, 
he had a vision of Continence who called him to turn from his sin. He 
could still hear his sin calling to him as well, but Continence showed him 
that those who had turned to her did not do so by their own strength, 
but by God's. Augustine then heard a voice who told him to "pick up and 
read," and so he picked up Paul's letters and read Romans 13:13 and 
realized that was all he needed to know to repent from his sin. Augustine 
finally renounced his sin and threw himself upon God's mercy.16 

After his conversion, Augustine abandoned his career and was 
baptized. Though he merely wanted to be a monk, he soon became a 
priest and bishop. He rose to prominence in the Roman empire through 
his preaching, writing, and opposition of heresies such as Donatism and 

11 Ibid., 140. 
12 Ibid., 144. 
13 Mark J. Edwards, "Neoplatonism," in Augustine Through the Ages: An 
Encyclopedia (ed. Allan Fitzgerald and John C. Cavadini. Grand Rapids: W.B. 
Eerdmans, 1999), 589. 
14 Augustine, The Confessions, 149. 
15 Ibid., 154. 
16 Ibid., 155-157. 
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Pelagianism, both of which underemphasized and thus distorted God's 
grace. In his old age, Augustine defended his beliefs against Julian of 
Eclanum. Julian accused Augustine of asserting doctrines that made God 
the Creator of evil and made man's free will non-existent. In his defence, 
Augustine accused Julian of placing "too much emphasis on the idea that 
human beings were capable of reaching eternal happiness through their 
own efforts and could even have some rightful claim to it through good 
works."17 To Augustine, Julian's perspective was a form of pride, just like 
the perspectives of Pelagius and the Donatists. Augustine died trusting 
in Christ and left a legacy of emphasizing humble dependence upon God's 
grace, which would form part of the foundation of Western Christianity. 

Augustine' s Ideal Man 

As seen above, Augustine' s thought was steadily being developed and 
revised throughout his lifetime. However, it is undeniable that his 
conversion to Christianity represented a significant and permanent 
break with non-Christian beliefs. At the heart of this break was the 
concept of humility, which Augustine repeatedly identified as one of the 
most foundational aspects of Christianity.18 Before his conversion, 
Augustine sought wisdom and happiness in human philosophy and 
conceived of the ideal man as a powerful and independent man who is 
perfect in virtue. After his conversion, Augustine continued to seek 
wisdom and happiness, but in God's way, which led him to conceive of 
the ideal man as the exact opposite, namely, the humble man who loves 
Christ, the perfect God-man. 

Before Conversion 

Augustine was raised in the Roman world and influenced by parents, 
teachers, and colleagues who had Roman values. Thus, his concept of the 
ideal man before his conversion had deep roots in Roman culture. To the 
Romans, the ideal man was powerful, educated, and had the leisure time 

17 Paul van Geest, The Incomprehensibility of God: Augustine as Negative 
Theologian (Leuven: Peeters, 2011), 206. 
18 See page llff.; Jennifer Herdt, "Smoke, Wind and that Journey Upwards: 
Augustinian Reflections on the Role of Humility in Virtue Formation," 
International Journal of Christianity and Education 19 (Mar 2015): 15. 
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needed to engage in philosophical reflection.19 During his school years, 
Augustine was taught "to admire emphasized pride in one's abilities, the 
importance of ambition, the glamour of glory and praise, concern with 
one's feelings of inner perfection, and sensitivity to the ways that people 
reflected agreement with that self-perception."20 Pagan literature 
celebrated "economic success and notoriety," and "pride in sexual 
prowess figured in the stories" that Augustine read and even had to 
memorize. 21 Herdt sums up these values by saying that in Roman culture, 
"virtue was literally manliness, not simply accidentally linked with the 
word for man but tied up with ideals of warrior courage, of the pursuit of 
glory, and of Stoical responses to suffering."22 Dunnington sums up the 
Roman ideal in terms of self-knowledge and self-control, saying "the 
moral pagan becomes a man of character, and he knows his character, 
and his knowledge of his character crowns his virtue ... because he has 
made virtue part of his second nature, he is both self-sufficient and 
relatively secure against the ravages of time and luck."23 Cicero reflected 
this in that his "ideal was personal self-sufficiency."24 

When Augustine became a follower of the Manichees, his conception 
of the ideal man centered on morality. The Manichees viewed matter as 
evil, and thus the Manichean elite or elect practised celibacy and severe 
asceticism to avoid contact with matter. The lower grade of hearers 

19 Herdt, "Smoke, Wind, and that Journey Upwards," 18. 
20 Dixon, Augustine, 62. 
21 Ibid., 68. 
22 Herdt, "Smoke, Wind, and that Journey Upwards," 22. 
23 Kent Dunnington, "Humility: An Augustinian Perspective," in Pro Ecclesia 25 
(Wint 2016): 40. Overall, these characteristics were seen in various aspects of 
Roman culture such as architecture, stories, and philosophical writings. See 
Harold Mattingly, "The Roman 'Virtues"' Harvard Theological Review 30 (April 
1937): 104-105, 110-114. For example, Augustine quotes Virgil in The City of 
God, saying "thus the mind in which this resolution is well grounded suffers no 
perturbations to prevail with it in opposition to reason ... and not only so, but 
it rules over them, and, while it refuses its consent and resists them, administers 
a reign of virtue. Such character is ascribed to Aeneas by Virgil when he says, 'He 
stands immovable by tears. Nor tenderest words with pity hears."' Augustine, 
The City of God, in A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the 
Christian Church, vol. 2, St. Augustin: The City of God and Christian Doctrine 
(ed. Philip Schaff. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 9.4. 
24 Chadwick, Augustine, 10-11. 
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theological system that believed in a different God, namely, Jesus Christ. 
According to Augustine, his conversion was not just a shift in his ethics 
or another step on his way to happiness and wisdom brought about by 
Platonic thought, as Chadwick and Brown propose, but a change from 
death to life; an act of God that saved him from damnation. Finally, 
because of this significant break with his past, Augustine did not hold to 
Platonism for the rest of his life, as Chadwick asserts. Rather, though 
Augustine continued to believe in God's transcendence, he 
fundamentally changed other beliefs to conform with orthodox 
Christianity, which set him at odds with Platonism. On the other hand, 
Schlabach, Hoitenga, and van Geest exemplify a proper understanding of 
the interplay between Augustine's positive comments and negative 
critiques of Platonism, as well as Augustine's own understanding of 
conversion. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Augustine believed that one reached an ideal existence 
not by ascending to the Good and thereby being able master oneself, but 
by falling before Christ, the perfect God-man, and surrendering one's life 
to his lordship. The true ideal man is Christ, who humbled himself in 
death on a cross and, though he will ultimately make his co-heirs perfect 
through his righteousness, is always the center and source of that 
perfection. Thus, there was not only a functional difference between 
Augustine's life and thought before and after his conversion to 
Christianity, but a fundamental difference. Christ was that difference. 


