PAGE  
5

Augustine, Pelagius, and Original Sin: Reflections on an Old Problem

ETS National Meeting         Denver, 2018

Bradley G. Green                      Union University (Jackson, Tennessee)

Henri Blocher:  “When giants stumble, we should look out for slippery stones in our path.” 

A Few Preliminary Thoughts
A perennially challenging issue! 
· Henri Blocher’s significant treatment: Original Sin: Illuminating the Riddle
· Pascal:

We are incapable of both of total ignorance and certain knowledge, so obvious is it that we were once in a state of perfection from which we have unhappily fallen.


It is astonishing however that the mystery furthest from our understanding is the transmission of sin, the one thing without which we can have no understanding of ourselves!

Because there can be no doubt that nothing shocks our reason more than to say that the sin of the first man made guilty those who, so far from that source, seem incapable of having taken part in it. This contamination seems not only impossible to us, but also quite unjust. For what is more contrary to the laws of our wretched justice than eternally to damn a child with no will of its own for a sin in which the child had so small a part that it was committed six thousand years before the child came into existence? Certainly nothing shocks us more deeply than this doctrine.

Norman P. Williams: The significant error of Augustine, although radically influential?
But Augustine from his obscure seaport on the North African coast swayed the whole Western Church as its intellectual dictator, a position from which he has not even yet been deposed, and the mighty energies of his mind and spirit initiated reverberations which affected every sphere of his thought.

Yet, all through the mediaeval period, within the bosom of the most imposing ecclesiastical system which the world has ever known, Augustine the predestinarian mystic was silently contending with Augustine the hierarch, and the Reformation of the sixteenth century was in great measure the posthumous rebellion of Augustine before Augustine.

 [I]t is no wonder that his version of the Fall-doctrine has stamped itself so deeply upon the imagination of his descendants that it is still very generally believed to be the only Fall-doctrine.

[T]he characteristic elements in the ‘twice-born’ or ‘African’ theory, as completely elaborated by Augustine, possess neither oecumenical authority nor intrinsic reasonableness.

John Rist: call for a return to a type of re-worked Augustinianism

 “Command What You Will, and Grant What You Command”: Pelagius Meets Augustine

My entire hope is exclusively in your very great mercy.  Grant what you command, and command what you will.  You require continence.  A certain writer has said (Wisd. 8:21); 'As I knew that no one can be continent except God grant it, and this very thing is part of wisdom, to know whose gift this is.'  By continence we are collected together and brought to the unity from which we disintegrated into multiplicity.  He loves you less who together with you loves something which he does not love for your sake.  O love, you ever burn and are never extinguished.  O charity, my God, set me on fire.  You command continence; grant what you command, and command what you will."

Pelagius on Romans 5
· “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin,” Paul means “By example or by pattern.”
 
· “and so death spread to all men because all sinned,” “As long as they sin the same way, they likewise die.” 
· “For death did not pass on to Abraham and Isaac . . . “
  
· On Romans 5:15 He highlights the asymmetrical nature of the passage by downplaying the destructive and universal nature of Adam’s trespass. 
Pelagius’ Letter to Demetrius

· “the power and quality of human nature and to show what it is capable of achieving, and then to go on to encourage the mind of my listener to consider the idea of different kinds of virtues. . .” (2.1).   He goes on: “you ought to measure the good of human nature by reference to its creator, I mean God, of course: if it is he who, as report goes, has made all the works of and within the world good, exceeding good, 
· “ . . . how much more excellent do you suppose that he has made man himself, 
· “ . . . man alone was able to recognize the maker of all things and to serve God by using those same faculties which enabled him to hold sway over the rest. 
· “it is on this choice between two ways, on this freedom to choose either alternative, that the glory of the rational mind is based, it is in this that the whole honour of our nature consists, it is from this that its dignity is derived and all good men win others' praise and their own reward. Nor would there be any virtue at all in the good done by the man who perseveres, if he could not at any time cross over to the path of evil.” (3.1). 
· “It was because God wished to bestow on the rational creature the gift of doing good of his own free will and the capacity to exercise free choice, by implanting in man the possibility of choosing either alternative, that he made it his peculiar right to be what he wanted to be, so that with his capacity for good and evil he could do either quite naturally and then bend his will in the other direction too. 
· “ . . . let us ask what opinion our own personal thoughts have of this matter, let our conscience itself deliver its judgement on the good of nature, let us be instructed by the inner teaching of the mind, and let us learn about each of the good qualities of the mind from no other source but the mind itself.” (4.1). 
· “ . . . we do neither good nor evil without the exercise of our will and always have the freedom to do one of the two, being always able to do either.” (8.1).  
· “Nor is there any reason why it is made difficult for us to do good other than that long habit of doing wrong which has infected us from childhood and corrupted us little by little over many years and ever after holds us in bondage and slavery to itself, so that it seems somehow to have acquired the force of nature.”
The More Developed Augustine
Augustine, The Deeds of Pelagius
Paulinus saw seven key errors in Caelestius.
  Augustine lists these errors, debated at the Council of Carthage (411 or 412).

(1) “Adam was created mortal so that he would die whether he sinned or did not sin.” 

(2)  “The sin of Adam harmed him alone and not the human race.” 
(3)  “The law leads to the kingdom just as the gospel does.” 
(4)  “Before the coming of Christ there were human beings without sin.” 

(5) “Newly born infants are in the same state in which Adam was before his transgression.” 

(6)  “The whole human race does not die through the death or transgression of Adam, . . .

(7) “. . . nor does the whole human race rise through the resurrection of Christ.”

Augustine, On the Merits and Forgiveness of Sins and on Infant Baptism

Three key errors:
(1) “those people who claim that, even if he had not sinned, Adam would have died and that nothing passed to his descendants as a result of his sin by the process of generation.”
Augustine’s response: death enters the world through the sin of Adam, and is not ultimately a “natural” reality.

(2) those who claim that “in this life there are and have been and will be human beings who have absolutely no sin.”


Augustine’s response:
· Is it possible that one can have no sin in this life (i.e., after conversion)? Technically, yes. All things are possible with God. But this misses the main point or issue. 

· Has this happened? No.

· Why is no one without sin in this life? Because no one wants to be. We do not delight in what we ought to delight in.
· Whether there could ever be a person without sin in this life (throughout entire life)? No. All persons come into the world already “in” Adam, and sinful from our earliest moments as persons.
(3) Certain persons who deny the transmission of original sin to all persons.  They [Pelagius slyly (?) speaks of “they” who deny original sin] argue: “If the sin of Adam did harm even to those who are not sinners, then the righteousness of Christ also benefits those who are not believers, because he says that human beings are saved through the one man in a similar way and in fact to a greater extent than they perished through the other.'” [Note: This is perhaps the most interesting issue, and the most thorny!].
Augustine’s response: Augustine returns to the scriptural and historical testimony supporting original sin.
And thus, if there is something ambiguous about the words of the apostle where he says, Through one man sin entered the world, and through sin death, and thus it was passed on to all human beings in whom all have sinned (Rom 5:12), and if they can be interpreted and given another meaning, are these words also ambiguous: Unless one has been reborn of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God (Jn 3:5)? Are these words also ambiguous: You shall call his name, Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins (Mt 1:21)? Is it also ambiguous that it is not those who are in good health who need a physician, but those who are sick (Mt 9:12)? That is, it is not those who have no sin who need Jesus, but those who must be healed from sin. 

Augustine, Nature and Grace

· Response to Pelagius’s Nature
· Augustine, Rectractationes:

“There also came into my hands at that time a book of Pelagius in which he defended human nature, with as much argumentation as he could, in opposition to the grace of God by which the sinner is justified and by which we are Christians. I, therefore, called the book by which I answered him, Nature and Grace. In it I did not defend grace in opposition to nature, but the grace by which nature is set free and ruled.”

· Augustine’s understanding of Pelagius: “without the cross of Christ a person can become righteous by the natural law and the choice of the will.”
  
· Augustine’s understanding of Pelagius: It is God by His grace who has created all things, including human nature.  Man, by nature, can obey the Lord and fulfill God’s commands.  Since man’s nature is provided by God’s grace, Pelagius can say that man—with the “help” of God’s grace, obeys the Lord. 
· Two Problems

(1) First, the distinction between pre-fall man and post-fall man is being ignored (and a big part of Augustine’s subsequent response is to highlight that after the fall we all start with wounded natures in need of healing). 
(2)  Second, what Pelagius is doing is subtly (not so subtly?) arguing that man at present needs no additional help or grace from God if man is going to obey God, which sounds essentially like saying that man really does not help or grace if he is going to obey God.
· Augustine: our woundedness exists because we are truly linked to Adam—something which Pelagius denies.

· Pelagius summarized:

(1) God has created us, and this is an act of God’s grace; 

(2) if we follow nature (given by the grace of God), we can live a sinless life; 

(3) thus, we can live a sinless life by the grace of God.  

Augustine’s Response:

(1) there is a significant difference between pre-fall and post-fall “nature,” and 

(2) (even apart from this pre-fall/post-fall distinction) it is inadequate to say that the fact that our created nature comes from God’s grace can truly “count” as God “helping” us by grace to live a sinless life.



· Augustine writes: “He has attributed the ability not to sin to God's grace, precisely because God is the author of the nature in which he claims that the ability not to sin is inseparably implanted.”
  

Augustine, Contra duas epistulas Pelagianorum
· Contra Julian: Augustine not a Manichee, and does not deny “free will,” properly understood
“Who of us would say that free choice was removed from the human race by the sin of the first human being? Freedom did indeed perish through sin, but it was that freedom which existed in paradise and which consisted in having complete righteousness with immortality.”

·  human choice was not removed from the human race due to the sin of the first man. What was lost was a certain kind of freedom—pre-fall freedom. 

· Key difference:

· For Augustine, there is  deep chasm between pre-fall and post-fall man.
· For Pelagius, there is little (any?) significant difference between pre-fall and post-fall man.
· Augustine, a truer freedom—for post-fall man—can only be realized when grace sets a sinner free from sin. And to be set free means having faith, which is itself a gift of grace.
 
“The power, then, by which those who believe in him become children of God is a gift, since the very fact that they believe in him is a gift. Unless this power is given by God, it cannot arise from free choice, because it will not be free for what is good if the deliverer has not set it free. But people have free choice for what is evil, if either secretly or openly the deceiver has sown in them a delight in evil or if they have persuaded themselves to it.”

“But this [fallen] will which is free for evil actions because it takes delight in evil is not free for good actions, because it has not been set free.”

· Augustine summarizes Caelestius saying:

“[T]he sin of Adam harmed Adam alone and not the human race and that newborn infants are in the same state in which Adam was before the sin.”

· Augustine gives a strident affirmation of original sin:

“[W]e read the letters of the pontiff I just mentioned in which he writes that unbaptized little ones cannot have eternal life. Who is going to deny that it follows that those who do not have life are dead? What, then, is the source of this terrible punishment in infants, if there is no original sin?

· For Augustine:  The reason infant baptism is so important is that there is an original sin which all contract, and this original sin must be dealt with
· Augustine: Nature is not evil qua nature:

“The Catholic faith, of course, does not say that the nature of human beings is evil insofar as human beings were originally made by the creator. Nor is what God now creates in that nature, when he produces human beings from human beings, an evil in it; rather, its evil is what it derives from that defect of the first human being.”
  

· Is man free? Yes . . . but in a changed sense after the Fall: 

“We do not say that by the sin of Adam the nature of human beings lost free choice, but that free choice is capable only of sin in human beings who are subject to the devil.”

· For Augustine, but not for the Pelagians, there is a fundamental difference between (1) pre-fall man and (2) post-fall man.

“[A]ll are born subject to sin on account of the defect they inherit and are, therefore, under the power of the devil until they are reborn in Christ.”

· Augustine: if the Pelagians were consistent in their thinking, they would see that their practice of infant baptism should point them to the reality of original sin:

“But in the child who was baptized, we compel you to confess the grace of God, and we prove that no merit of the child came before grace. In the case of the child who died without baptism, why did it lack the sacrament which you too admit is necessary for all ages? It is up to you to find what sin was punished in that child in this way, since you do not want to admit original sin.”

· “Five Praises” of the Pelagians.  Augustine outlines five key theses or arguments which he deems to be central to the Pelagians.  Augustine asserts that there are five “praises” or “clouds” by which the Pelagians can hide and remain hidden from some.  These five “clouds” or “praises” are:

(1) the praise of the creature
(2) the praise of marriage
(3) the praise of the law
(4) the praise of free choice
(5) the praise of the saints
· Augustine goes on to argue that these five “clouds” or “praises” really hide three central errors.  These errors are:

(1) “there is no original sin” (seen in the praises of creature and of marriage).

(2) 
“grace only helps one who has merited it” (seen in the praise of the law and of free 

choice”).

(3) 
“in the saints this mortal life is without sin and that it is not necessary for them to 



pray to God for the forgiveness of their debts” (seen in the praise of the saints)
· Augustine summarizes his understanding of the human infant in contradistinction to both Manichean and Pelagian errors:

“Between these two groups [i.e., the Manicheans and the Pelagians] we find in infants the human creature, good by reason of its creation, but damaged by its propagation; because of the good things it has it confesses the most good creator; because of the evils it has it seeks the most merciful redeemer.”

· Pelagian error in relation to the gospel: 
“[I]nfants are born free from all fault and thus have no need to be reconciled to God through Christ, since they have no original sin.”

A Few Concluding Theses and Reflections

We have covered a lot of ground. Let me put forward a few theses or reflections as we close.

1. The more one emphasizes that one only follows Adam by imitation rather than propagation, it is natural that one could easily begin to emphasize that we “follow” Christ only by imitation, and not by a more profound and intimate and significant connection. 

2. Augustine and Pelagius fundamentally disagree on whether there is a true difference between pre-fall man and post-fall man. This almost seems too basic to state, but it is important to note that this fundamental difference runs through much of the Augustine/Pelagius debate. Is creation good? Of course, says Pelagius, and hence man does have the ability to obey God by his nature. Of course creation is good, says Augustine. But one must remember that there is a radical and fundamental fracture which runs through the heart of creation due to the Fall, and this radical and fundamental fracture runs especially through man. Man—and his nature—is different after the Fall from what he was before the fall.

3. Pelagius has a lower view of what man was before the Fall. This is tied to number two just mentioned. So, Pelagius sees all man’s current failures and sins as not fundamentally a rupture in man. That is, since there is not pre-fall realm from which Adam tragically fell—and with Adam his progeny, there is in a sense a “lower” view of man in his very nature. That is, when man—in the present—sins, it is as if Pelagius believes, “Well, this is simply what man does. Sometimes he obeys, sometimes he disobeys.” We explicate this in point four.

4. Fourth, Pelagius, in his attempt to secure mans’ “freedom” or “liberty,” has perhaps constructed his anthropology so as to actually render incomprehensible a meaningful understanding of human freedom and nature. Let me explain.  Warfield makes a penetrating insight at one point in his essay on Pelagius.  Warfield suggests that one of Pelagius’ chief errors was his emphasis on  
(1) each individual act of man over against, or at the expense of, 

(2) man’s character. 

Or as Warfield writes: “he [i.e., Pelagius] looked upon freedom in its form only, and not in its matter.”
  Likewise, with Pelagius “the will was isolated from its acts, and the acts from each other, and all organic connection or continuity of life was not only overlooked but denied.”
  It is worth pausing to grasp the import of this critique.  If Warfield is correct, in Pelagius’ attempt to safeguard or defend the free individual—by emphasizing the free individual acts of the person’s will, he is actually engaged in a kind of destruction or deracination of what it means to be human.  That is: in emphasizing the freedom of each individual act of the will, Pelagius did not give attention to how our various acts as persons can shape us over time—whether in a more or less moral direction.  As Warfield could note: “After each act of the will, man stood exactly where he did before: indeed, this conception scarcely allows for the existence of a ‘man’—only a willing machine is left, at each click of the action of which the spring regains its original position, and is equally read as before to reperform its function.”
  In short, while trying to secure the freedom of man, Pelagius may have been helping—conceptually—to destroy the freedom of man.
  Warfield notes that lurking in the background of Pelagius error is a failure to grasp the fundamental unity of human race in Adam.  He writes: “the type of [Pelagian] thought which thus dissolved the organism of the man into a congeries of disconnected voluntary acts, failed to comprehend the solidarity of the race.”
  Thus, while traditional Christianity has affirmed that man is a fundamental unity—we are all in Adam, Pelagius severed the link between mankind and Adam.  Warfield notes: “The same alembic [here, “chemical”] that dissolved the individual into a succession of voluntary acts, could not fail to separate the race into a heap of unconnected units.”
  As Warfield continues: “If sin, as Julian declared, is nothing but will, and the will itself remained intact after each act, how could the individual act of an individual will condition the acts of men as yet unborn?”
  Or, we might ask: If the act of one’s own will—i.e., a particular act of the will—does not effect myself, ultimately, how could one man’s (Adam’s) act affect the rest of the human race?  Thus, a certain kind of philosophical commitment by Pelagius to the notion of the radical disjunction of a person’s individual acts made it virtually conceptually impossible for Pelagius to consider that an actual person (and his acts) could be somehow meaningful tied to the rest of the race.

5. Fifth, a comment on Romans 5:12. It is important to recognize that rarely is a theological construct so built on one or two words such that a difference of interpretation on that word or words will render the whole theological construct suspect. As we have noted, Augustine himself at least was happy to surrender this passage, and to argue for his position on the basis of other Scriptures and biblical and theological reasoning. 

6. Sixth, Pelagius’ way of reading the Old Covenant and New Covenant (only briefly touched on here) reveals a fundamental hermeneutical weakness. There was virtually no sense of a historical-redemptive reading of Scripture in Pelagius, as far as I can tell. The great biblical tensions of already-not yet, of the Law’s goodness, righteousness, and goodness, combined with its pedagogical role which culminates in Christ, the end of the Law, is strangely missing in Pelagius. The idea that the Old Covenant was good, but had a fading glory, while the New Covenant is truly better, with an unfading glory apparently gets no purchase in Pelagius’ theologizing.  Hence, the Bible is essentially a very flat book in Pelagius. Thus, Pelagius has no problem saying that surely at least some OT saints would have lived perfectly holy and righteous lives. Whereas the Christian church has wrestled with the realities of Old and New Covenant, the ways in which we have moved from shadow to reality, from type to anti-type, these fundamental biblical categories and hermeneutical queries are strangely lacking in Pelagius’ theologizing. Did his hermeneutic lead him astray? Or did fundamental theological commitments keep him from attending to the Bible as he ought? Perhaps things were working in both directions?
7. Seventh, a close study of Pelagius and Augustine forces the Christian—whether the academic theologian or not—to think about the analogy of Scripture or the analogy of faith. When one studies, for example the Arian controversy, and the response of Athanasius, we see a strategy of Arius, whereby he turns to Proverbs 8:22 to argue for that Christ is a creature. Indeed, Arius—rightly!—read the Proverbs Christologically, and thus saw Christ in Provers 8. And in his text, Proverbs certainly did seem to portray Christ (i.e., “Wisdom”) as created. Athanasius’ response was to offer a full-orbed theology of incarnation and redemption. A kind of systematic or biblical theology of sorts, which tried to counter Arius with a theological framework which certainly seemed to derive from careful attention to the Scriptures. Augustine does something similar. Pelagius and the Pelagians do not seem—to me at least—to have been as keen readers of Scripture as Arius was. Nonetheless, in countering the Pelagian challenge, Augustine used a similar strategy as Athanasius. He offered a biblical-theological framework to the Pelagian option, a framework which worked from many Scriptures, and was not simply a list of biblical bullet points to counter this or that text used by Pelagius and the Pelagians. Rather, Augustine worked at the deeper level of ultimate convictions, presuppositions, underlying philosophical premises, etc. And he offers a biblical-theological vision which sought to counter the Pelagians in a full-orbed and rather comprehensive way. 

As theologians today, we need to work at a least a few levels. We need to:

1. Read deeply and widely in the theological controversies in the past, in order to understand the deeper and more fundamental issues which are at stake. We need to both learn how to think theologically by spending time with the central theologians and central theological disputes of the past.

2. We also need to have a deep and broad knowledge of the Scriptures, so we can think in whole-Bible terms, so that we have minds shaped by the whole counsel of God. This kind of whole-Bible theology will allow us to address the various challenges which come our way, as Augustine did.

3. Lastly, we need to be have an understanding of the universal and most fundamental theological problems which seem to simply be a part of living in a fallen world. There is a kind of mundane and boring nature to human rebellion, and we need to be aware of these things. But we also need to be aware of the ways in which our own eras manifest sinfulness and theological error in unique ways, so we know how to counter these errors.
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