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This paper intends to demonstrate that Augustine’s letter, The Grace of Christ, is an 

important and relevant document to contemporary Christian faith. This paper provides a brief 

introduction to Augustine’s letter by discussing its author, historical context, and specific 

occasion. Then, an in-depth outline of the document will trace Augustine’s argument before 

discussing that argument topically, using the Wesley Quadrilateral. Finally, this paper discusses 

the letter’s contemporary relevance. 

 

AUTHOR 

Aurelius Augustinus was born on November 13, 354 in North Africa to a pagan father, 

Patricius, and a Christian mother, Monnica.
1
 He learned grammar and rhetoric at school until, at 

age 16, finances necessitated a yearlong academic break, which he spent capriciously. Wealthy 

benefactors enabled Augustine to resume his studies in Carthage, where he pursued academics 

while “the din of scandalous love affairs raged cauldron-like around me.”
2
   

At eighteen, Augustine read Cicero’s Hortensius, which convinced him to pursue wisdom 

and initially pushed him toward the Manichean distortion of Christianity. He moved to Rome, 

excited to teach more intellectually capable students, but was disappointed by their financial 

irresponsibility. He was appointed as a teacher of rhetoric in Milan, and there first heard the 

bishop Ambrose. Soon, Augustine became convinced that the Manichean movement was 

                                                             
1 Brief accounts of Augustine’s life include Robert A. Markus, “Life of Augustine” pages 498–504 in 

Augustine through the ages: an encyclopedia, ed. Allan D. Fitzgerald (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1999); 

“Chronology of the Life of Saint Augustine” pages xxvii–xxxviii in The Confessions of Saint Augustine, trans. 

Maria Boulding (New York: Vintage Books, 1998); and W.H.C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia: 

Fortress Press, 1984), 659–672. 

2 Confessions, III,1,1. 
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intellectually bankrupt. He became a skeptical catechumen in the church, engaged a young but 

suitable woman, and ended a thirteen-year relationship with his concubine. After encountering 

neo-Platonism, Augustine began to view Christianity as more intellectually credible, though his 

sensuality dissuaded him from embracing it wholeheartedly. 

Augustine finally embraced the faith after overhearing children chant “Take and Read” 

and opening to Romans 13:13–14. He left his mistress, fiancée, and his vocation for a life of 

chastity and meditation. He was baptized in Milan on Easter Sunday, 387, and soon began 

writing. He was ordained in 391 and organized a monastic commune in Hippo. He became 

bishop of Hippo in 395 and spent the remainder of his life overseeing the Christian community 

there—debating dissidents and preaching in neighboring churches. In addition to this (and often 

because of this), Augustine was a prolific writer whose letters, sermons, and major books form 

the largest surviving corpus of any ancient author.
3
 He died in 430 while Vandals attacked the 

city of Hippo. 

 

OCCASION 

Augustine wrote The Grace of Christ
4
 during the summer of 418 in response to a (now 

lost) letter from three aristocratic friends—the widow Albina, her daughter Melania, and 

Melania’s husband, Pinianus. This letter reported that Pelagius anathematized anyone who 

believed God’s grace was not necessary for all times and for every act. Additionally, Pelagius 

had affirmed the belief that “infants receive baptism for the forgiveness of sins.”  This letter may 

                                                             
3 Markus, “Life of Augustine”, 499. 

4 Much of this section is dependent on “Introduction”, 385–400. 
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have been an attempt to reconcile Augustine and Pelagius by demonstrating Pelagius’s beliefs as 

Catholic, or may have sought Augustine’s insight into ambiguities that still disturbed the trio. 

Pelagius believed
5
 that God only commanded what was humanly possible, so Christ’s 

call to perfection (Matthew 5:48) meant perfection was humanly possible. And “since perfection 

is possible for man, it is obligatory.”
6
 He was especially fervent to defend humanity’s nature, and 

was bewildered by Augustine’s prayer for God to “give what you command, and then command 

whatever you will.”
7
 For Pelagius, sin was the result of an individual’s moral actions because 

Adam and Eve’s sin was never passed on; it was merely a poor example. Thus, sin was a habit, 

not a nature.
8
  

Pelagius’s disciple Caelestius applied for ordination in Carthage in 411, where his 

explicit statements of Pelagian teaching led to accusations of heresy. Instead of ordination, 

Caelestius received excommunication. Augustine’s written consultation on these issues reveals 

his mastery of the logical consequences of Pelagius’s thought. As Brown writes, “Pelagianism as 

we know it, that consistent body of ideas of momentous consequences, had come into existence; 

but in the mind of Augustine, not of Pelagius.”
9
 

Palestinian monks warmed to the possibility of human perfection and welcomed Pelagius 

as he moved there. Despite the protests of St. Jerome, fourteen Palestinian bishops acquitted 

Pelagius in December of 415 at the Synod of Diospolis. A group of African bishops wrote to 

                                                             
5 For a further discussion of Augustine and Pelagianism, see Brown, Augustine of Hippo, 340–377 and 

Frend, Rise, 673–698. 

6 As quoted in Brown, Augustine, 342. 

7 Confessions, X,29,40. For the discussion of Pelagius’s reaction to the Confessions, see Brown, Augustine, 

343. 

8 Frend, Rise, 674. 

9 Brown, Augustine, 346 (emphasis original). 
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Pope Innocent, explaining the errors of Pelagius and Caelestius. “Pelagius,” Frend describes, 

“was robbing adults of prayer, and infants of baptism. If he was right, what need was there for 

God?”
10

 Innocent answered by eventually excommunicating both Pelagius and Caelestius in 

January 417. Pelagius wrote letters of protest to the pope, who died before receiving them. 

Innocent’s successor Zosimus demanded that the accusatory African bishops appear in Rome—

then, when they did not appear, again acquitted Pelagius.  

The African bishops staunchly objected, considering Pope Innocent’s decision as binding, 

and corresponded with Rome on several occasions. Jerome lent his support to the anti-Pelagian 

side and by March of 418, Zosimus’ correspondence became more conciliatory. The emperor 

Honorius again banished Pelagius and Caelestius and condemned their errors on April 30, 418. 

Soon afterward, the Council of Carthage, with Aurelius of Carthage presiding over two-hundred 

African bishops, produced nine canons which condemned Pelagianism. These canons were sent 

to Rome, where Zosimus replied by condemning Pelagianism in June of 418.  

After Zosimus’ death, Caelestius unsuccessfully attempted to reconcile with Pope 

Boniface. Upon expulsion from Italy, he fled to Constantinople and allied with Nestorius. 

Because of this, he was condemned by the Council of Ephesus along with Pelagius, and banished 

from Constantinople in 431. 

 

  

                                                             
10  Frend, Rise, 677. 
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OUTLINE 

I. Introduction 

a. Greeting and purpose for writing (1)
11

 

b. Pelagius’s quotation (2) 

II. Ambiguity of Pelagius’s use of the term “grace” 

a. Not just willpower 

b. Not just example (3) 

III. Pelagius’s Teaching On Grace 

a. Inconsistent: What Pelagius condemned, he had reaffirmed in print (3). 

b. Distinguishing Ability, the Will, and the Action 

i. Pelagius posits that God created the Ability, but Will and Action come 

from ourselves (4). 

 

Excursus #1: These views are authentically Pelagius’s (5–6). 

 

ii. YET: this is contra Phil. 2:12–13 (6) 

c. God’s grace only assists our Ability (7). 

d. Merely enlightening of the mind through law and teaching (8) 

i. Inadequate: reveals what we ought to do, without actually 

helping/enabling us. 

ii. Unbiblical: contrary Paul’s view that the law drives us to grace through 

despair (9) 

iii. Illogical: Grace is needed to seek grace (10) and love wisdom (11). 

iv. Impractical: If perfection was attainable through great revelation, Paul 

would have attained it. Yet he was still battling being “puffed up” (12). 

v. Poisonous:  Those who claim to have attained perfection do not admit 

their own weakness, which is the very means that “virtue is perfected” 

(13). 

e. Grace Does Teach 

i. But it also imparts love (14). 

ii. But it also imparts desire to will and act (15). 

IV.  Pelagius’s Examples of Grace 

a. Vision, yet Ps 119:37 (16) 

b. Speech, yet Matt 10:20 (17) 

 

                                                             
11 Paragraph numbering follows Roland J. Teske’s translation from The Works of Saint Augustine, vol. 23 

(Hyde Park, N. Y.: New City Press), 403–432. Secondary literature written before this (improved) translation often 

uses paragraph numbering from Philip Schaff, ed., A select library of the Nicene and post-Nicene fathers of the 

Christian church. Vol. 5. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1956), 217-35. 
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Excursus #2: Pelagius fears people holding God responsible for the evil that people do (18). 

 

c. Root, bringing forth virtue or vice. 

i. Yet Christ teaches (Matt 7:18) there are two types of trees, not two types 

of fruit from the same tree (19). 

ii. Yet human beings only become good trees when they receive the grace of 

God (20). 

iii. Yet ability is not the root of good and bad actions since covetousness and 

love are two different roots. Covetousness does not come from the Creator 

(1 Jn. 2:16), but from the world (21). 

iv. Yet love (1 Jn. 4:7–8) comes from God (22). 

v. Yet Pelagius declared his own position anathema (23). 

vi. Yet human choice cannot merit divine grace (24). 

V. Augustine’s Example of Divine Grace 

a. God transforms the King of Assyria’s heart to grant Esther her request, even 

though the king had not surrendered his will to God (25). 

b. God does not merely make us capable, but works in us to live righteous lives (26). 

VI. Pelagius’s Further Errors 

a. Grace is not only knowledge, for love is also a gift from God (27). 

b. Pelagius’s view (grace eases our natural state) credits ourselves with the power to 

resist evil (28). 

i. Further demonstrated from elsewhere in Pelagius’s writings (29) 

ii. This view contradicts Christ’s teaching in John 15:5 (30). 

 

Excursus #3:  Pelagius’s refusal to contradict or clarify these writings has turned a possible error 

into “diabolical deceitfulness or stubbornness” (31). 

 

c. Errors from Pelagius’s Letters to Pope Innocent 

i. Prayers are only beneficial for revealing humanity’s actual affections (32). 

ii. Pelagius’s ambiguous use of the term “grace” is unhelpful, and can always 

be reframed as the law and teaching of Christ (33). 

iii. Grace merited by Christians, while not claimed by Pelagius, is inevitable 

consequence (34). 

iv. Pelagius believe infants should be baptized, even though he believes they 

have no sins (35). More boldfaced stated by Caelestius (36). 

d. Errors from other Pelagian writings mentioned in Letter to Pope Innocent 

i. Augustine has read these other works, and found no examples of grace 

helping our will and action (37). 

ii. Pelagius’s Letter to Paulinus defines grace as “the inspiration of a love 

that is ablaze and filled with light” (38). 
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iii. Augustine has not read the Letter to Constantius, but finds no reason to 

think it will contain information or perspective that are not found 

elsewhere (39). 

e. Errors from the Letter to Demetrias 

i. Almost convinced Augustine that Pelagius’s beliefs were orthodox (40) 

ii. Yet even in some of the most convincing passages, the term “grace” can 

still be located “in the revelation of doctrine.”  (41) 

iii. Pelagius’s view that OT saints “lived righteous lives” which could have 

been easier after the coming of Christ demonstrates that Pelagius views 

grace in example of Christ (42). Augustine further demonstrates this by 

quoting from another Pelagian work (43). 

f. Augustine summarizes Pelagius’s beliefs regarding grace: “by the revelation of 

the Spirit, we are given a knowledge through instruction which we either cannot 

have or can have only with difficulty through nature.” (44) Pelagius’s appeals to 

four other books are also unsatisfactory (45). 

VII. Pelagius’s Appeal to the Authority of Saint Ambrose 

a. Augustine’s introductory remarks 

i. Pelagius wants his view to be found as Catholic, and carelessly searches 

orthodox authors to find defense for his views (46).  

ii. Pelagius wants to use Ambrose as a witness to prove that human beings 

can be without sin (47). 

b. Ambrose’s Belief 

i. God is involved in the very beginning of good works, and “the very love 

by which one loves more is due to the gift of grace” (48). 

ii. God’s grace impacts the will, and not just the understanding, as in the 

example of Peter (49). 

iii. “Human will” apart from God’s grace (Peter: Mt. 26:33; David: Ps 30:7–

8) is still unstable, no matter how absolutely it is stated (50). 

iv. Ambrose says “God calls those whom he chooses to call and makes those 

whom he wishes devout” (51). 

 

Excursus #4: Augustine delineates the steps Pelagius must take to reconcile the differences 

between them (52). 

 

c. Pelagius’s Reading of Ambrose  

i. Ambrose praised Zechariah and Elizabeth in such a way that Pelagius was 

convinced that human beings can, in this life, be sinless. Augustine 

demonstrates this is impossible (53).  

ii. Augustine clarifies Ambrose’s actual beliefs about sinlessness from his 

teaching in Isaiah.  
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iii. The passage that Pelagius uses either does not represent Ambrose’s actual 

teaching on the subject, or Ambrose “changed his opinion after examining 

the matter in greater detail” (54). 

iv. The specific passage that Pelagius points to contains Ambrose’s refutation 

of the conclusion that Pelagius draws (55). 

 

TOPICAL DISCUSSION 

Augustine’s insightful letter can be confusing to a modern reader because it navigates 

several objections to Pelagianism simultaneously. This next section uses the Wesleyan 

Quadrilateral (Scripture, tradition, reason, experience) to group Augustine’s objections topically, 

thus making Augustine’s case useful to the modern reader. 

First, and most importantly, Augustine argues that Pelagius’s views are unbiblical. 

Pelagius taught that grace assists our own natural ability to resist evil (28–29), yet this is contrary 

to Christ’s teaching in John 15:5 (30) and the lives of the Old Testament saints (43). Pelagius 

believed that will and action are distinct human contributions, yet this is contrary to Paul’s 

teaching in Philippians 2:12–13 (7). The Pelagian belief that the law is grace is contrary to Paul’s 

teaching that the law causes us to despair, driving us to grace (9). Augustine further demonstrates 

that even Pelagius’s analogies of grace are unbiblical: vision (16) is contrary to Psalm 119:37, 

and speech (17) is contrary to Matthew 10:20. Augustine’s example of God’s grace (25) is the 

King of Assyria—a more biblical example than Pelagius can produce (26). 

Turning to the second aspect of Wesley’s Quadrilateral, though Pelagius believes his 

views are supported by Ambrose (46–47, 53), Augustine demonstrates that Pelagius’s views are 

unhistoric—quite contrary to previous catholic teaching, including that of Ambrose. It was 

Ambrose who argued that “the very love by which one loves more is due to the gift of grace” 

(48). Unlike Pelagius, Ambrose does not reduce God’s grace to teaching and example.  For 

Ambrose, grace is more effectual.  “God calls those whom he chooses to call,” Ambrose writes, 



9 

 

“and makes those whom he wishes devout” (51). Ambrose’s positions on these matters are 

clarified in his teachings on Isaiah (54), and even the passage that Pelagius quotes from contains 

Ambrose’s refutation of Pelagius’s conclusion (55). 

Turning to next to reason, Augustine finds Pelagius’s views lacking in four different 

aspects. First, though he does not use this terminology, Augustine demonstrates how Pelagius 

commits the rational fallacy of equivocation (treating two concepts as if they are one). Augustine 

investigates Pelagius’s uses of terms, revealing how Pelagian “grace” is always synonymous 

with the teaching (8, 33) and example (3, 42) of Christ. This may have begun innocently, but 

Pelagius has refused to clarify this point, demonstrating either “diabolical deceitfulness or 

stubbornness” (31).  

Second, Augustine argues that Pelagius commits the fallacy of circular reasoning.  Since 

human choice cannot merit divine grace (24), Augustine makes evident that actual grace is 

needed in order to seek grace (10) and to love wisdom (11). Even the desires for these virtues 

must begin with divine activity.
12

   

Third, Augustine demonstrates that Pelagius’s definition of grace commits the fallacy of 

bifurcation. Pelagius creates an artificial demarcation between the Ability, the Will, and the 

Action—concluding that God only created the Ability, while Will and Action come from 

humanity (4). Augustine summarizes Pelagius’s view of grace: “by the revelation of the Spirit, 

we are given a knowledge through instruction which we either cannot have or can have only with 

difficulty through nature” (44). Thus, Pelagian “grace” is merely God’s law and teaching 

enlightening (8) or inspiring (38) the mind. Augustine demonstrates, to the contrary, that God 

gives knowledge and love that inform and reform the Will and Action (27). 

                                                             
12 Even if Pelagius does not state (or believe) that Christians merit grace, this belief is implied in his view 

of Old Testament saints (42–43), and is an inevitable consequence of his beliefs (34). 
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Fourth, Augustine asserts that Pelagius’s views unreasonably contradictory. During 

Pelagius’s examinations, he “condemned those who say that God’s grace and help are not given 

for individual actions, but consist in free choice or in the law and teaching” (3). During that same 

time, however, Pelagius’s own written defense argues for the position which his spoken 

testimony condemned (3). The preponderance of evidence demonstrates that Pelagius’s actual 

views are erroneous (5–6, 45), and Pelagius’s defense that he has never held these views is self-

contradicting (23).  

Turning finally to the quadrilateral of experience, Augustine establishes that Pelagian 

views are impractical. Augustine is pained by Pelagianism because it is disastrous to the soul. 

People who utilize their own resources in battling sin inevitably fail (28–30), and people who 

claim to have attained perfection no longer pray (32), or battle their own weaknesses (13). 

Human sinlessness cannot be achieved through revelation, Augustine extrapolates, or Paul would 

have attained it. If Pelagius was correct, Paul’s revelation would surely have increased his 

godliness. Yet, Paul’s thorn in the flesh was given to stop him from being puffed up (12). 

Additionally, though Pelagius affirms infant baptism, Pelagianism renders its practice 

nonsensical (35–36).  

 

CONTEMPORARY SIGNIFICANCE 

Although Pelagius and his teachings were condemned centuries ago, remnants of his 

thought can still be found in today’s church. It is increasingly common for theologians to deny 

the extent and nature of original sin. More popularly, people who reduce Christianity to merely 

being a “follower of Jesus” or “W.W.J.D.” may inadvertently overemphasize Christ’s teaching 

and example. A rediscovered emphasis on social justice may serve as an important corrective, 
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but now leads the Church toward a moralistic and meritorious view of the faith. As well-meaning 

as these emphases may be, their long-term affects must serve as a warning to biblical believers.  

Christian leaders who view Christ’s teaching and example as his ultimate impact on the 

world inadvertently steer their students down the halls of Pelagianism. Living like Jesus, 

however, has never been enough, for Christ’s teaching and example is a way of life, but should 

not be pursued as the way to life. It is only through Christ’s irreproducible activities—taking on 

human form and dying for sins—that sinners can be forgiven. For the good of the church, 

Augustine warns us to think biblically, rationally, historically, and practically about such matters.  

May God’s grace not only inform our minds with teaching, but enflame our hearts 

affection, and transform our wills—so that we may know, love, and serve Him. 
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