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St. Stephen’S  
AcAdemy

A Classical
Christian School

embracing knowledge
pursuing wisdom

communicating truth

Dear Parents,

Please join us on Friday, December 5th, from 9:00 - 10:00am in the Evergreen 
sanctuary to discuss the latest in a series of  Nightstand Articles. We will be discuss-
ing excerpts from St. Augustine’s Confessions and On Christian Doctrine in which he ad-
dresses education and its chief  end. We will present some reflections on the reading 
before facilitating a dialogue about how we strive to apply Augustine’s wisdom at St. 
Stephen’s Academy. 

The Nightstand Articles are drawn from an anthology edited by Dr. Richard Gam-
ble entitled, The Great Tradition. We have a number of  copies available to you in the 
reference section of  our library. Please note the brief  biography of  Augustine that 
Dr. Gamble provides in the reprint enclosed in the Note Bene. Copies of  the Night-
stand Article are also available in the school lobby. 

Augustine formed the intellectual bridge between the classical and Christian worlds. 
He scrutinized pagan ideas against the veracity of  Scripture to identify what merited 
retention in the church from Greco-Roman thinkers. In Confessions, Augustine looks 
back to the futility and even dangers of  a classical education that did not have as its 
goal the glory and service of  God. He also recognizes God’s sovereign grace over 
his youthful pride and foolishness, breaking forth in praise even as he recounts his 
abuse of  his gifts as a rhetorician. 

All sorts of  relevant lessons can be gleaned for us almost 1600 years after Augus-
tine’s death. Philosophical lessons about the purpose and content of  a good educa-
tion are contained in his writings. Practical lessons about how we approach daily 
learning in the classroom can also be taken from considering Augustine’s works.

We hope you will join us for this gathering of  fellowship and learning together. 
Coffee and refreshments will add to our enjoyment.

Sincerely,

John S. Breckenridge    Julie Southgate
Headmaster      Dean of  Academics 
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NightstaNd articles

Augustine1

354 - 430

For lo, O Lord, my King and my God, for Thy service be whatever useful thing my 
childhood learned; for Thy service, that I speak – write – read – reckon.

Confessions

Augustine, 
one of  the 
greatest 

Christian theologians 
of  the West, was 
born in the north-
African town of  
Thagaste, an out-
post of  the Roman 
Empire not too far 
from Carthage. His 
pagan father and 
devout Christian 
mother envisioned a 

successful career in rhetoric for their brilliant son. 
His Roman liberal arts education immersed him in 
Virgil and Cicero and offered some study of  the 
Greek language and literature, through which he 
came to know the work of  Plato, Aristotle, Seneca, 
the Neoplatonist philosopher Plotinus, and some 
Scripture. For about ten years Augustine adhered 
enthusiastically to the gnostic sect of  the Maniche-
ans, but he eventually became disillusioned with 
their doctrines and superficial celebrity leaders.
Augustine taught rhetoric in Thagaste, Carthage, 
Rome, and finally in Milan, where he held a cov-
eted imperial appointment. There he heard the 
preaching of  Bishop Ambrose, and in a wrenching 
spiritual crisis vividly portrayed in his Confessions, 
he converted to Christianity and was baptized. He 
returned to Africa, became a priest and a reluctant 
church administrator, founded a monastery, and 
rose to become bishop of  Hippo. The scholar 
who had craved a scholarly life of  uninterrupted 

contemplation found himself  battling Donatist 
schismatics and Pelagian heretics, and leading the 
church during the violent collapse of  the Roman 
Empire in the West. Late in his life he recalled his 
efforts as a young Christian to write treatises on all 
of  the liberal arts (numbering seven, but exclud-
ing astronomy). He completed a book on gram-
mar (lost within his lifetime and never recovered) 
and a large part of  a treatise on music. He never 
returned to his work on the five other arts: dialec-
tic, rhetoric, geometry, arithmetic, and philosophy 
(see Augustine’s Retractions, 1.5.3). His monumental 
legacy, however, includes hundreds of  surviving 
letters, sermons, commentaries, numerous treatises 
on theology and philosophy, a spiritual autobiogra-
phy, and his massive theology of  history, The City 
of  God.

The Selections: Confessions and On 
Christian Doctrine

Augustine’s Confessions (written between 397 and 
400) has endured for sixteen hundred years as the 
greatest Christian autobiography. Unsparing in its 
self-examination yet abounding in hope and joy, 
the Confessions testifies to Augustine’s pride and 
God’s mercy. For Augustine, the task of  education 
is inseparable from its moral context; it requires 
humility, sacrifice, gratitude, love, and true delight. 
Apart from God, human learning and skill im-
pede our knowledge of  God and knowledge of  
self. Knowledge of  the natural world, pursued for 
human power and glory, will “eclipse” our knowl-

1. Excerpt from: The Great Tradition, Classic readings on what it means to be 
an educated human being, Edited by Richard M. Gamble
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edge of  God. Preoccupation with the countable, 
measurable, weighable objects of  the visible world 
will distract us from the knowledge of  self. Only 
the humble and poor in spirit will know as they are 
known. The Confessions embodies an entire theol-
ogy of  education – education as worship. Augus-
tine’s recollections of  his childhood education are 
painful, however, and it is only in hindsight that he 
begins to grasp God’s work of  grace.
In the centuries after Augustine’s death, On Chris-
tian Doctrine became one of  the most influential 
educational treatises in all of  medieval Christen-
dom. Throughout its four concise books, Augus-
tine addresses timeless questions of  the proper 
handling of  Christian Scripture and the necessary 
intellectual and spiritual preparation for a minis-
ter of  the gospel. At its core in Book II stands a 
spirited defense of  “pagan” rhetorical skills and 
their usefulness to the educated Christian. Having 
established earlier in Book II the practicality to the 
church of  the various branches of  secular learning 
(whether history, natural science, mechanical arts, 
logic, rhetoric, or mathematics), Augustine pro-
ceeds to caution his reader against the vanity of  a 
great deal of  human knowledge. Nevertheless, he 
ends by encouraging the “plundering of  the Egyp-
tians” in words that echo Origen’s.
Augustine’s theology of  education is further 
developed in his dialogue On the Teacher and in his 
treatise On Order.

from the Confessions
Book I

[IX] 14
O God my God, what miseries and mocker-
ies did I now experience, when obedience to my 
teachers was proposed to me, as proper in a boy, 
in order that in this world I might prosper, and 
excel in tongue-science, which should serve to the 
“praise of  men,” and to deceitful riches. Next I 
was put to school to get learning, in which I (poor 
wretch) knew not what use there was; and yet, if  
idle in learning, I was beaten. For this was judged 
right by our fore-fathers; and many, passing the 
same course before us, framed for us weary paths, 
through which we were fain to pass; multiplying 

toil and grief  upon the sons of  Adam. But, Lord, 
we found that men called upon Thee, and we 
learnt from them to think of  Thee (according to 
our powers) as of  some great One, who, though 
hidden from our senses, couldest hear and help us. 
For so I began, as a boy, to pray to Thee, my aid 
and refuge; and broke the fetters of  my tongue to 
call on Thee, praying Thee, though small, yet with 
no small earnestness, that I might not be beaten 
at school. And when Thou heardest me not, (not 
thereby giving me over to folly,) my elders, yea my 
very parents, who yet wished me no ill, mocked my 
stripes, my then great and grievous ill.

[IX] 15
Is there, Lord, any of  soul so great, and cleaving 
to Thee with so intense affection, (for a sort of  
stupidity will in a way do it); but is there anyone, 
who, from cleaving devoutly to Thee, is endued 
with so great a spirit, that he can think as lightly of  
the racks and hooks and other torments, (against 
which, throughout all lands, men call on Thee with 
extreme dread,) mocking at those by whom they 
are feared most bitterly, as our parents mocked 
the torments which we suffered in boyhood from 
our masters? For we feared not our torments less; 
nor prayed we less to Thee to escape them. And 
yet we sinned, in writing or reading or studying 
less than was exacted of  us. For we wanted not, O 
Lord, memory or capacity, whereof  Thy will gave 
enough for our age; but our sole delight was play; 
and for this we were punished by those who yet 
themselves were doing the like. But elder folks’ 
idleness is called “business”; that of  boys, being 
really the same, is punished by those elders; and 
none commiserates either boys or men. For will 
any of  sound discretion approve of  my being 
beaten as a boy, because, by playing at ball, I made 
less progress in studies which I was to learn, only 
that, as a man, I might play more unbeseemingly? 
And what else did he, who beat me? who, if  wor-
sted in some trifling discussion with his fellow tu-
tor, was more embittered and jealous than I, when 
beaten at ball by a playfellow? 
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[XII] 19
In boyhood itself, however, (so much less dreaded 
for me than youth,) I loved not study, and hated 
to be forced to it. Yet I was forced; and this was 
well done towards me, but I did not well; for, un-
less forced, I had not learnt. But no one doth well 
against his will, even though what he doth, be well. 
Yet neither did they well who forced me, but what 
was well came to me from Thee, my God. For they 
were regardless how I should employ what they 
forced me to learn, except to satiate the insatiate 
desires of  a wealthy beggary, and a shameful 
glory. But Thou, by whom the very hairs of  our head 
are numbered, didst use for my good the error of  all 
who urged me to learn; and my own, who would 
not learn, Thou didst use for my punishment – a 
fit penalty for one, so small a boy and so great a 
sinner. So by those who did not well, Thou didst 
well for me; and by my own sin Thou didst justly 
punish me. For Thou hast commanded, and so 
it is, that every inordinate affection should be its 
own punishment.

[XIII] 20
But why did I so much hate the Greek, which 
I studied as a boy? I do not yet fully know. For 
the Latin I loved; not what my first masters, but 
what the so-called grammarians taught me. For 
those first lessons, reading, writing and arithme-
tic, I thought as great a burden and penalty as any 
Greek. And yet whence was this too, but from the 
sin and vanity of  this life, because I was flesh, and 
a breath that passeth away and cometh not again? For 
those first lessons were better certainly, because 
more certain; by them I obtained, and still retain, 
the power of  reading what I find written, and 
myself  writing what I will; whereas in the others, I 
was forced to learn the wanderings of  one Aeneas, 
forgetful of  my own, and to weep for dead Dido, 
because she killed herself  for love; the while, with 
dry eyes, I endured my miserable self  dying among 
these things, far from Thee, O God my life.

[XIII] 21
For what more miserable than a miserable be-
ing who commiserates not himself; weeping the 
death of  Dido for love to Aeneas, but weeping 
not his own death for want of  love to Thee, O 

God. Thou light of  my heart, Thou bread of  my 
inmost soul, Thou Power who givest vigour to my 
mind, who quickenest my thoughts. I loved Thee 
not. I committed fornication against Thee, and all 
around me thus fornicating there echoed “Well 
done! well done!” for the friendship of  this world is 
fornication against Thee; and “Well done! well done!” 
echoes on till one is ashamed not to be thus a 
man. And all this I wept not, I who wept for Dido 
slain, and “seeking by the sword a stroke and 
wound extreme,” myself  seeking the while a worse 
extreme, the extremest and lowest of  Thy crea-
tures, having forsaken Thee, earth passing into the 
earth. And if  forbid to read all this, I was grieved 
that I might not read what grieved me. Madness 
like this is thought a higher and a richer learning, 
than that by which I learned to read and write.

[XV] 24
Hear, Lord, my prayer; let not my soul faint under 
Thy discipline, nor let me faint in confessing unto 
Thee all Thy mercies, whereby Thou hast drawn 
me out of  all my most evil ways, that Thou might-
est become a delight to me above all the allure-
ments which I once pursued; that I may most 
entirely love Thee, and clasp Thy hand with all my 
affections, and Thou mayest yet rescue me from 
every temptation, even unto the end. For, lo, O 
Lord, my King and my God, for Thy service be 
whatever useful thing my childhood learned; for 
Thy service, that I speak – write – read – reckon. 
For Thou didst grant me Thy discipline, while I 
was learning vanities; and my sin of  delighting in 
those vanities Thou hast forgiven. In them, indeed, 
I learnt many a useful word, but these may as well 
be learned in things not vain; and that is the safe 
path for the steps of  youth.

[XVI] 25
But woe is thee, thou torrent of  human custom! 
Who shall stand against thee? How long shalt thou 
not be dried up? How long roll the sons of  Eve 
into that huge and hideous ocean, which even they 
scarcely overpass who climb the cross? Did not I 
read in thee of  Jove the thunderer and the adul-
terer? Both, doubtless, he could not be; but so the 
feigned thunder might countenance and pander to 
real adultery. And now which of  our gowned mas-
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ters, lends a sober ear to one who from their own 
school cries out, “These were Homer’s fictions, 
transferring thing human to the gods; would he 
had brought down things divine to us!” Yet more 
truly had he said, “These are indeed his fictions; 
but attributing a divine nature to wicked men, 
that crimes might be no longer crimes, and whoso 
commits them might seem to imitate not aban-
doned men, but the celestial gods.”

Book II

 [IV] 7
Among such as these, in that unsettled age of  
mine, learned I books of  eloquence, wherein I 
desired to be eminent, out of  a damnable and 
vainglorious end, a joy in human vanity. In the or-
dinary course of  study, I fell upon a certain book 
of  Cicero, whose speech almost all admire, not so 
his heart. This book of  his contains an exhortation 
to philosophy, and is called “Hortensius.” But this 
book altered my affections, and turned my prayers 
to Thyself, O Lord; and made me have other pur-
poses and desires. Every vain hope at once became 
worthless to me; and I longed with an incredibly 
burning desire for an immortality of  wisdom, and 
began now to arise, that I might return to Thee. 
For not to sharpen my tongue, (which thing I 
seemed to be purchasing with my mother’s allow-
ances, in that my nineteenth year, my father being 
dead two years before,) not to sharpen my tongue 
did I employ that book; nor did it infuse into me 
its style, but its matter.

[IV] 8
How did I burn then, my God, how did I burn to 
remount from earthly things to Thee, nor knew I 
what Thou wouldest do with me? For with Thee is 
wisdom. But the love of  wisdom is in Greek called 
“philosophy,” with which that book inflamed me. 
Some there be that seduce through philosophy, 
under a great, and smooth, and honourable name 
coloring and disguising their own errors: and 
almost all who in that and former ages were such, 
are in that book censured and set forth: there also 
is made plain that wholesome advice of  Thy Spirit, 
by Thy good and devout servant; Beware lest any 

man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the 
tradition of  men, after the rudiments of  the world, and 
not after Christ. For in Him dwelleth all the fullness of  
the Godhead bodily. And since at that time (Thou, 
O light of  my heart, knowest) Apostolic Scripture 
was not known to me, I was delighted with that 
exhortation, so far only, that I was thereby strongly 
roused, and kindled, and inflamed to love, and 
seek, and obtain, and hold, and embrace not this 
or that sect, but wisdom itself  whatever it were; 
and this alone checked me thus enkindled, that 
the name of  Christ was not in it. For this name, 
according to Thy mercy, O Lord, this name of  my 
Saviour Thy Son, had my tender heart, even with 
my mother’s milk, devoutly drunk in and deeply 
treasured; and whatsoever was without that name, 
though never so learned, polished, or true, took 
not entire hold of  me.

[V] 9
I resolved then to bend my mind to the holy Scrip-
tures, that I might see what they were. But behold, 
I see a thing not understood by the proud, nor laid 
open to children, lowly in access, in its recesses 
lofty, and veiled with mysteries; and I was not such 
as could enter into it, or stoop my neck to follow 
its steps. For not as I now speak, did I feel when 
I turned to those Scriptures; but they seemed to 
me unworthy to be compared to the stateliness of  
Tully [Cicero]: for my swelling pride shrunk from 
their lowliness, nor could my sharp wit pierce the 
interior thereof. Yet were they such as would grow 
up in a little one. But I disdained to be a little one; 
and, swollen with pride, took myself  to be a great 
one.

Book IV

[XVI] 28
And what did it profit me, that scarce twenty years 
old, a book of  Aristotle, which they call the ten 
Predicaments, falling into my hands, (on whose 
very name I hung, as on something great and 
divine, so often as my rhetoric master of  Carthage, 
and others, accounted learned, mouthed it with 
cheeks bursting with pride,) I read and understood 
it unaided? And on my conferring with others, 
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who said that they scarcely understood it with 
very able tutors, not only orally explaining it, but 
drawing many things in sand, they could tell me no 
more of  it than I had learned, reading it by myself. 
And the book appeared to me to speak very clearly 
of  substances, such as “man,” and of  their quali-
ties, as the figure of  a man, of  what sort it is; and 
stature, how many feet high; and his relationship, 
whose brother he is; or where placed; or when 
born; or whether he stands or sits; or be shod or 
armed; or does, or suffers anything; and all the 
innumerable things which might be ranged under 
these nine Predicaments, of  which I have given 
some specimens, or under that chief  Predicament 
of  Substance.

[XVI] 29
What did all this further me, seeing it even hin-
dered me? when, imagining whatever was, was 
comprehended under those ten Predicaments, I 
essayed in such wise to understand, O my God, 
Thy wonderful and unchangeable Unity also, as 
if  Thou also hadst been subjected to Thine own 
greatness or beauty; so that (as in bodies) they 
should exist in Thee, as their subject: whereas 
Thou Thyself  art Thy greatness and beauty; but a 
body is not great or fair in that it is a body, see-
ing that, though it were less great or fair, it should 
notwithstanding be a body. But it was falsehood 
which of  Thee I conceived, not truth; fictions of  
my misery, not the realities of  Thy Blessedness. 
For Thou hadst commanded, and it was done in 
me, that the earth should bring forth briars and thorns 
to me, and that in the sweat of  my brows I should eat my 
bread.

[XVI] 30
And what did it profit me, that all the books I 
could procure of  the so-called liberal arts, I, the 
vile slave of  vile affections, read by myself, and un-
derstood? And I delighted in them, but knew not 
whence came all, that therein was true or certain. 
For I had my back to the light, and my face to the 
things enlightened; whence my face, with which 
I discerned the things enlightened, itself  was not 
enlightened. Whatever was written, either on 
rhetoric, or logic, geometry, music, and arithmetic, 
by myself  without much difficulty or any instruc-

tor, I understood, Thou knowest, O Lord my 
God; because both quickness of  understanding, 
and acuteness in discerning, is Thy gift: yet did I 
not thence sacrifice to Thee. So then it served not 
to my use, but rather to my perdition, since I went 
about to get so good a portion of  my substance into 
my own keeping; and I kept not my strength for Thee, 
but wandered from Thee into a far country, to spend 
it upon harlotries. For what profited me good abili-
ties, not employed to good uses? For I felt not that 
those arts were attained with great difficulty, even 
by the studious and talented, until I attempted to 
explain them to such; when he most excelled in 
them, who followed me not altogether slowly.

[XVI] 31
But what did this further me, imagining that Thou, 
O Lord God, the Truth, wert a vast and bright 
body, and I a fragment of  that body? Perverseness 
too great! But such was I. Nor do I blush, O my 
God, to confess to Thee Thy mercies towards me, and to 
call upon Thee, who blushed not then to profess 
to men my blasphemies, and to bark against Thee.
What profited me then my nimble wit in those sci-
ences and all those most knotty volumes, unrav-
elled by me, without aid from human instruction; 
seeing I erred so foully, and with such sacrilegious 
shamefulness, in the doctrine of  piety? Or what 
hindrance was a far slower wit to Thy little ones, 
since they departed not far from Thee, that in 
the nest of  Thy Church they might securely be 
fledged, and nourish the wings of  charity, by the 
food of  a sound faith. O Lord our God, under the 
shadow of  Thy wings let us hope; protect us, and carry 
us. Thou wilt carry us both when little, and even to 
hoar hairs wilt Thou carry us; for our firmness, when 
it is Thou, then is it firmness; but when our own, 
it is infirmity. Our good ever lives with Thee; from 
which when we turn away, we are turned aside. Let 
us now, O Lord, return, that we may not be over-
turned, because with Thee our good lives without 
any decay, which good art Thou; nor need we fear, 
lest there be no place whither to return, because 
we fell from it: for through our absence, our man-
sion fell not—Thy eternity.
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Book V

[III] 3
I would lay open before my God that nine and 
twentieth year of  mine age. There had then come 
to Carthage, a certain Bishop of  the Manichees, 
Faustus by name, a great snare of  the Devil, and 
many were entangled by him through that lure of  
his smooth language: which though I did com-
mend, yet could I separate from the truth of  the 
things which I was earnest to learn: nor did I so 
much regard the service of  oratory as the science 
which this Faustus, so praised among them, set 
before me to feed upon. Fame had before bespo-
ken him most knowing in all valuable learning, and 
exquisitely skilled in the liberal sciences. And since 
I had read and well remembered much of  the phi-
losophers, I compared some things of  theirs with 
those long fables of  the Manichees, and found 
the former the more probable; even although they 
could only prevail so far as to make judgment of  this lower 
world, the Lord of  it they could by no means find out. For 
Thou art great, O Lord, and hast respect unto the humble, 
but the proud Thou beholdest afar off. Nor dost Thou 
draw near, but to the contrite in heart, nor art found 
by the proud, no, not though by curious skill they 
could number the stars and the sand, and measure 
the starry heavens, and track the courses of  the 
planets.

[III] 4
For with their understanding and wit, which Thou 
bestowest on them, they search out these things; 
and much have they found out; and foretold, many 
years before, eclipses of  those luminaries, the sun 
and moon,—what day and hour, and how many 
digits,—nor did their calculation fail; and it came 
to pass as they foretold; and they wrote down the 
rules they had found out, and these are read at this 
day, and out of  them do others foretell in what 
year and month of  the year, and what day of  the 
month, and what hour of  the day, and what part 
of  its light, moon or sun is to be eclipsed, and so 
it shall be, as it is foreshewed. At these things men, 
that know not this art, marvel and are astonished, 
and they that know it, exult, and are puffed up; 
and by an ungodly pride departing from Thee, 

and failing of  Thy light, they foresee a failure of  
the sun’s light, which shall be, so long before, but 
see not their own, which is. For they search not 
religiously whence they have the wit, wherewith 
they search out this. And finding that Thou mad-
est them, they give not themselves up to Thee, 
to preserve what Thou madest, nor sacrifice to 
Thee, what they have made themselves; nor slay 
their own soaring imaginations, as fowls of  the air, 
nor their own diving curiosities, (wherewith, like 
the fishes of  the sea, they wander over the unknown 
paths of  the abyss,) nor their own luxuriousness, 
as beasts of  the field, that Thou, Lord, a consuming fire, 
mayest burn up those dead cares of  theirs, and re-
create themselves immortally.

[III] 5
But they knew not the way, Thy Word, by Whom 
Thou madest these things which they number, and 
themselves who number, and the sense whereby 
they perceive what they number, and the under-
standing, out of  which they number; or that of  
Thy wisdom there is no number. But the Only Begot-
ten is Himself  made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, 
and sanctification, and was numbered among us, and 
paid tribute unto Caesar. They knew not this Way 
whereby to descend to Him from themselves, and 
by Him ascend unto Him. They knew not this way, 
and deemed themselves exalted amongst the stars 
and shining; and behold, they fell upon the earth, and 
their foolish heart was darkened. They discourse many 
things truly concerning the creature; but Truth, 
Artificer of  the creature, they seek not piously, and 
therefore find Him not; or if  they find Him, know-
ing Him to be God, they glorify Him not as God, neither 
are thankful, but become vain in their imaginations, and 
profess themselves to be wise, attributing to themselves 
what is Thine; and thereby with most perverse 
blindness, study to impute to Thee what is their 
own, forging lies of  Thee who art the Truth, and 
changing the glory of  uncorruptible God, into an image 
made like corruptible man, and to birds, and four-footed 
beasts, and creeping things, changing Thy truth into a lie, 
and worshipping and serving the creature more than the 
Creator.
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[III] 6
Yet many truths concerning the creature retained I 
from these men, and saw the reason thereof  from 
calculations, the succession of  times, and the vis-
ible testimonies of  the stars; and compared them 
with the saying of  Manichaeus, which in his frenzy 
he had written most largely on these subjects; but 
discovered not any account of  the solstices, or 
equinoxes, or the eclipses of  the greater lights, nor 
whatever of  this sort I had learned in the books 
of  secular philosophy. But I was commanded to 
believe; and yet it corresponded not with what had 
been established by calculations and my own sight, 
but was quite contrary.

[IV] 7
Doth then, O Lord God of  truth, whoso knoweth 
these things, therefore please Thee? Surely unhap-
py is he who knoweth all these, and knoweth not 
Thee: but happy whoso knoweth Thee, though he 
know not these. And whoso knoweth both Thee 
and them is not the happier for them, but for Thee 
only, if, knowing Thee, he glorifies Thee as God, and is 
thankful, and becomes not vain in his imaginations. For as 
he is better off  who knows how to possess a tree, 
and return thanks to Thee for the use thereof, al-
though he know not how many cubits high it is, or 
how wide it spreads, than he that can measure it, 
and count all its boughs, and neither owns it, nor 
knows or loves its Creator: so a believer, whose all 
this world of  wealth is, and who having nothing, yet 
possesseth all things, by cleaving unto Thee, whom all 
things serve, though he know not even the circles 
of  the Great Bear, yet is it folly to doubt but he 
is in a better state than one who can measure the 
heavens, and number the stars, and poise the ele-
ments, yet neglecteth Thee who hast made all things in 
number, weight, and measure.

Book X

[VIII] 15
Great is this force of  memory, excessive great, 
O my God; a large and boundless chamber! who 
ever sounded the bottom thereof? yet is this a 
power of  mine, and belongs unto my nature; nor 
do I myself  comprehend all that I am. Therefore 

is the mind too strait to contain itself. And where 
should that be, which it containeth not of  itself ? 
Is it without it, and not within? how then doth it 
not comprehend itself ? A wonderful admiration 
surprises me, amazement seizes me upon this. And 
men go abroad to admire the heights of  moun-
tains, the mighty billows of  the sea, the broad 
tides of  rivers, the compass of  the ocean, and the 
circuits of  the stars, and pass themselves by; nor 
wonder, that when I spake of  all these things, I did 
not see them with mine eyes, yet could not have 
spoken of  them, unless I then actually saw the 
mountains, billows, rivers, stars which I had seen, 
and that ocean which I believe to be, inwardly in 
my memory, and that, with the same vast spaces 
between, as if  I saw them abroad. Yet did not I 
by seeing draw them into myself, when with mine 
eyes I beheld them; nor are they themselves with 
me, but their images only. And I know by what 
sense of  the body each was impressed upon me.

from On Christian Doctrine
Book II

CHAPTER 39: TO WHICH OF THE 
ABOVE-MENTIONED STUDIES 
ATTENTION SHOULD BE GIVEN, 
AND IN WHAT SPIRIT
Accordingly, I think that it is well to warn studi-
ous and able young men, who fear God and are 
seeking for happiness of  life, not to venture heed-
lessly upon the pursuit of  the branches of  learning 
that are in vogue beyond the pale of  the Church 
of  Christ, as if  these could secure for them the 
happiness they seek; but soberly and carefully to 
discriminate among them. And if  they find any of  
those which have been instituted by men vary-
ing by reason of  the varying pleasure of  their 
founders, and unknown by reason of  erroneous 
conjectures, especially if  they involve entering into 
fellowship with devils by means of  leagues and 
covenants about signs, let these be utterly rejected 
and held in detestation. Let the young men also 
withdraw their attention from such institutions 
of  men as are unnecessary and luxurious. But for 
the sake of  the necessities of  this life we must 
not neglect the arrangements of  men that enable 
us to carry on intercourse with those around us. I 
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think, however, there is nothing useful in the other 
branches of  learning that are found among the 
heathen, except information about objects, either 
past or present, that relate to the bodily senses, 
in which are included also the experiments and 
conclusions of  the useful mechanical arts, except 
also the sciences of  reasoning and of  number. 
And in regard to all these we must hold by the 
maxim, “Not too much of  anything”; especially 
in the case of  those which, pertaining as they do 
to the senses, are subject to the relations of  space 
and time.
What, then, some men have done in regard to all 
words and names found in Scripture, in the He-
brew, and Syrian, and Egyptian, and other tongues, 
taking up and interpreting separately such as were 
left in Scripture without interpretation; and what 
Eusebius has done in regard to the history of  the 
past with a view to the questions arising in Scrip-
ture that require a knowledge of  history for their 
solution;—what, I say, these men have done in re-
gard to matters of  this kind, making it unnecessary 
for the Christian to spend his strength on many 
subjects for the sake of  a few items of  knowledge, 
the same, I think, might be done in regard to other 
matters, if  any competent man were willing in 
a spirit of  benevolence to undertake the labour 
for the advantage of  his brethren. In this way he 
might arrange in their several classes, and give an 
account of  the unknown places, and animals, and 
plants, and trees, and stones, and metals, and other 
species of  things that are mentioned in Scripture, 
taking up these only, and committing his account 
to writing. This might also be done in relation to 
numbers, so that the theory of  those numbers, and 
those only, which are mentioned in Holy Scripture, 
might be explained and written down. And it may 
happen that some or all of  these things have been 
done already (as I have found that many things I 
had no notion of  have been worked out and com-
mitted to writing by good and learned Christians), 
but are either lost amid the crowds of  the careless, 
or are kept out of  sight by the envious. And I am 
not sure whether the same thing can be done in 
regard to the theory of  reasoning; but it seems to 
me it cannot, because this runs like a system of  
nerves through the whole structure of  Scripture, 
and on that account is of  more service to the 

reader in disentangling and explaining ambiguous 
passages, of  which I shall speak hereafter, than in 
ascertaining the meaning of  unknown signs, the 
topic I am now discussing.

CHAPTER 40: WHATEVER HAS BEEN 
RIGHTLY SAID BY THE HEATHEN, 
WE MUST APPROPRIATE TO OUR USES
Moreover, if  those who are called philosophers, 
and especially the Platonists, have said aught that 
is true and in harmony with our faith, we are not 
only not to shrink from it, but to claim it for our 
own use from those who have unlawful possession 
of  it. For, as the Egyptians had not only the idols 
and heavy burdens which the people of  Israel 
hated and fled from, but also vessels and orna-
ments of  gold and silver, and garments, which the 
same people when going out of  Egypt appropriat-
ed to themselves, designing them for a better use, 
not doing this on their own authority, but by the 
command of  God, the Egyptians themselves, in 
their ignorance, providing them with things which 
they themselves, were not making a good use of; 
in the same way all branches of  heathen learning 
have not only false and superstitious fancies and 
heavy burdens of  unnecessary toil, which every 
one of  us, when going out under the leadership of  
Christ from the fellowship of  the heathen, ought 
to abhor and avoid; but they contain also liberal in-
struction which is better adapted to the use of  the 
truth, and some most excellent precepts of  moral-
ity; and some truths in regard even to the worship 
of  the One God are found among them. Now 
these are, so to speak; their gold and silver, which 
they did not create themselves, but dug out of  the 
mines of  God’s providence which are everywhere 
scattered abroad, and are perversely and unlaw-
fully prostituting to the worship of  devils. These, 
therefore, the Christian, when he separates himself  
in spirit from the miserable fellowship of  these 
men, ought to take away from them, and to devote 
to their proper use in preaching the gospel. Their 
garments, also,—that is, human institutions such 
as are adapted to that intercourse with men which 
is indispensable in this life,—we must take and 
turn to a Christian use.
And what else have many good and faithful men 
among our brethren done? Do we not see with 
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what a quantity of  gold and silver and garments 
Cyprian, that most persuasive teacher and most 
blessed martyr, was loaded when he came out of  
Egypt? How much Lactantius brought with him? 
And Victorinus, and Optatus, and Hilary, not to 
speak of  living men! How much Greeks out of  
number have borrowed! And prior to all these, that 
most faithful servant of  God, Moses, had done 
the same thing; for of  him it is written that he was 
learned in all the wisdom of  the Egyptians. And 
to none of  all these would heathen superstition 
(especially in those times when, kicking against the 
yoke of  Christ, it was persecuting the Christians) 
have ever furnished branches of  knowledge it held 
useful, if  it had suspected they were about to turn 
them to the use of  worshipping the One God, 
and thereby overturning the vain worship of  idols. 
But they gave their gold and their silver and their 
garments to the people of  God as they were going 
out of  Egypt, not knowing how the things they 
gave would be turned to the service of  Christ. For 
what was done at the time of  the exodus was no 
doubt a type prefiguring what happens now. And 
this I say without prejudice to any other interpreta-
tion that may be as good, or better.

CHAPTER 41: WHAT KIND OF SPIRIT IS
REQUIRED FOR THE STUDY OF HOLY 
SCRIPTURE
But when the student of  the Holy Scriptures, 
prepared in the way I have indicated, shall enter 
upon his investigations, let him constantly medi-
tate upon that saying of  the apostle’s, “Knowledge 
puffeth up, but charity edifieth.” For so he will 
feel that, whatever may be the riches he brings 
with him out of  Egypt, yet unless he has kept the 
Passover, he cannot be safe. Now Christ is our 
Passover sacrificed for us, and there is nothing the 
sacrifice of  Christ more clearly teaches us than the 
call which He himself  addresses to those whom 
He sees toiling in Egypt under Pharaoh: “Come 
unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, 
and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, 
and learn of  me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: 
and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my yoke 
is easy, and my burden is light.” To whom is it light 
but to the meek and lowly in heart, whom knowl-
edge does not puff  up, but charity edifieth? Let 

them remember, then, that those who celebrated 
the Passover at that time in type and shadow, when 
they were ordered to mark their door-posts with 
the blood of  the lamb, used hyssop to mark them 
with. Now this is a meek and lowly herb, and yet 
nothing is stronger and more penetrating than its 
roots; that being rooted and grounded in love, we 
may be able to comprehend with all saints what is 
the breadth, and length, and depth, and height, – 
that is, to comprehend the cross of  our Lord, the 
breadth of  which is indicated by the transverse 
wood on which the hands are stretched, its length 
by the part from the ground up to the crossbar on 
which the whole body from the head downwards 
is fixed, its height by the part from the crossbar 
to the top on which the head lies, and its depth by 
the part which is hidden, being fixed in the earth. 
And by this sign of  the cross all Christian action 
is symbolized, viz., to do good works in Christ, to 
cling with constancy to Him, to hope for heaven, 
and not to desecrate the sacraments. And purified 
by this Christian action, we shall be able to know 
even “the love of  Christ which passeth knowl-
edge,” who is equal to the Father, by whom all 
things, were made, “that we may be filled with all 
the fullness of  God.” There is besides in hyssop a 
purgative virtue, that the breast may not be swol-
len with that knowledge which puffeth up, nor 
boast vainly of  the riches brought out from Egypt. 
“Purge me with hyssop,” the psalmist says, “and I 
shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than 
snow. Make me to hear joy and gladness.” Then he 
immediately adds, to show that it is purifying from 
pride that is indicated by hyssop, “that the bones 
which Thou hast broken may rejoice.”

CHAPTER 42: SACRED SCRIPTURE COM-
PARED WITH PROFANE AUTHORS
But just as poor as the store of  gold and silver 
and garments which the people of  Israel brought 
with them out of  Egypt was in comparison with 
the riches which they afterwards attained at Je-
rusalem, and which reached their height in the 
reign of  King Solomon, so poor is all the useful 
knowledge which is gathered from the books of  
the heathen when compared with the knowledge 
of  Holy Scripture. For whatever man may have 
learnt from other sources, if  it is hurtful, it is there 
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condemned; if  it is useful, it is therein contained.
And while every man may find there all that he 
has learnt of  useful elsewhere, he will find there 
in much greater abundance things that are to be 
found nowhere else, but can be learnt only in the 
wonderful sublimity and wonderful simplicity of  
the Scriptures. When, then, the reader is possessed 
of  the instruction here pointed out, so that un-
known signs have ceased to be a hindrance to him; 
when he is meek and lowly of  heart, subject to 
the easy yoke of  Christ, and loaded with His light 
burden, rooted and grounded and built up in faith, 
so that knowledge cannot puff  him up, let him 
then approach the consideration and discussion of  
ambiguous signs in Scripture. And about these I 
shall now, in a third book, endeavour to say what 
the Lord shall be pleased to vouchsafe.
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