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This is a very special day for us as a church.  It is 

Reformation Sunday, which makes it an exciting day to celebrate 

our theological roots which come from the great revival that we 

call the Reformation, which happened in the 1500s in Europe when 

God used men like Martin Luther and John Calvin to expound the 

Scriptures and preach the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  It was a 

remarkable thing that God was doing in those days, and we’re still 

benefitting from the fruit of that revival today.  The truths that the 

Reformers defended and heralded, we want to see those same 

truths embraced today in our city.  They can be summarized in the 

five solas, those five Latin phrases that articulate what the 

Reformation was all about.  Sola Scriptura—Scripture alone is our 

authority.  Sola Fide—It’s by faith alone that we are justified.  Sola 

Gratia—by grace alone.  Solus Christus—through Christ alone.  

Soli Deo Gloria—all to the glory of God alone.  These truths are at 

the core of who we are as a church, and therefore Reformation 

Sunday is very meaningful to us. 

 But not only that, Reformation Sunday also marks the 

anniversary of when this particular local church was formed.  It 

was in the fall of 2000 that a group of believers gathered to start a 

new church, a God-centered church, a church founded on these 

biblical doctrines that were at the heart of the Reformation.  We 

stand here today, 13 years later, amazed at God’s faithfulness to 

this church.  So this is a day for rejoicing.  This is a day to praise 

God for what He has done among us.   

 This year, to celebrate this Reformation Sunday, I want to 

share with you the testimony of Augustine, who lived in the 300s 

A.D. and has had such a tremendous influence on the church down 

through the ages.  His influence was seen very powerfully in the 

Reformation.  Even though Augustine lived over a thousand years 

before the Reformation, his thinking did a lot to shape the thinking 

of the Reformers.  If you read John Calvin, you’ll find him quoting 

Augustine over and over again.  Augustine was profoundly God-

centered in his theology.  So today as we’re remembering the 

Reformation, we’re going to go all the way back to the 300s and 

hear the inspiring story of God’s sovereign grace at work in 

Augustine’s life. 

  I want to tell you a bit about his life and his ministry and 

his theological writings, but mostly I want you to be impacted by 

Augustine’s view of God, and how Augustine understood his own 

conversion and the Christian life.  It pretty much boils down to the 

truth that God is more enjoyable than sin.  Knowing God and 
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loving God brings far more delight and pleasure than sin.  It’s the 

truth that is summarized in Psalm 16:11, “You make known to me 

the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy; at your 

right hand are pleasures forevermore.”  And the line from 

Augustine that sums up this point is his prayer to God, “You made 

us for yourself and our hearts restless until they find rest in you.”   

 Even though Augustine lived so long ago, his life was not 

that much different than ours, at least in the weightiest matters of 

our existence.  He dealt with the same temptations that people 

struggle with today (because sin is sin is sin), and he fell into a lot 

of the same sins that people fall into today.  But finally God got a 

hold of his life and changed him forever.  And he became one of 

the most influential characters in the history of the church.   

 Augustine was born in a city called Thagaste, in northern 

Africa.  It was near a city called Hippo, in what is now Algeria.  

He was born in the year 354, only about three hundred years after 

the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  He grew up in a middle-

class household, and his parents wanted to give him the best 

education they could.  So they sent him to the best schools they 

could, and their main goal for him was that he would become a 

successful speaker and teacher.  And he did.  He was extremely 

intelligent, and was always at the top of his class.  But he was 

working toward these goals completely apart from God.  He had no 

interest in God.  He was living for his own pleasure, and he looked 

for pleasure in selfish gain, in stealing, in women, and in worldly 

success. 

 One of Augustine’s most famous books is called The 

Confessions.  It’s an autobiography, but the entire book is in the 

form of a prayer to God.   

One thing he shares from his childhood is an incident 

which illustrates how sin, even irrationally, incites rebellion, 

simply for the sake of rebellion.  Augustine believed that sin is 

really powerful and really wicked.  And he didn’t just believe that 

as an abstract theological concept.  He recognized it in his own 

life.  Looking back on his teen years, he observes his own sinful 

rebellion in this event.  He writes:  “I had a desire to commit 

robbery, and did so, compelled to it by neither hunger nor poverty, 

but through a contempt for well-doing and a strong impulse to 

iniquity. For I pilfered something which I already had in sufficient 

measure, and of much better quality. I did not desire to enjoy what 

I stole, but only the theft and the sin itself.  There was a pear tree 

close to our own vineyard, heavily laden with fruit, which was not 

tempting either for its color or for its flavor. Late one night--having 

prolonged our games in the streets until then, as our bad habit was-

-a group of young scoundrels, and I among them, went to shake 

and rob this tree. We carried off a huge load of pears, not to eat 
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ourselves, but to dump out to the hogs, after barely tasting some of 

them ourselves. Doing this pleased us all the more because it was 

forbidden. Such was my heart, O God, such was my heart--which 

thou didst pity even in that bottomless pit. Behold, now let my 

heart confess to thee what it was seeking there, when I was being 

gratuitously wanton, having no inducement to evil but the evil 

itself. It was foul, and I loved it. I loved my own undoing. I loved 

my error--not that for which I erred but the error itself. A depraved 

soul, falling away from security in thee to destruction in itself, 

seeking nothing from the shameful deed but shame itself.”
1
 

He writes this about when he went to Carthage for his schooling. 

“I went to Carthage, where I found myself in the midst of a hissing 

cauldron of lust.  I had not yet fallen in love, but I was in love with 

the idea of it, and this feeling that something was missing made me 

despise myself for not being more anxious to satisfy the need.  I 

began to look around for some object for my love, since I badly 

wanted to love something.  I had no liking for the safe path without 

pitfalls, for although my real need was for you, my God, who are 

the food of the soul, I was not aware of this hunger.  I felt no need 

for the food that does not perish, not because I had had my fill of 

it, but because the more I was starved of it the less palatable it 

seemed.  Because of this my soul felt sick.  [Is there anyone here 

who has a sick soul?  Are you feeling sick because you are trying 

desperately to satisfy yourself on lust or infatuation or vanity, and 

you’re realizing that those things will never satisfy?]  So I muddied 

the stream of friendship with the filth of lewdness and clouded its 

clear waters with hell’s black river of lust. . . .  My God, my God 

of mercy, how good you were to me, for you mixed much 

bitterness in that cup of pleasure! . . .  In the midst of my joy I was 

caught up in the coils of trouble, for I was lashed with the cruel, 

fiery rods of jealousy and suspicion, fear, anger, and quarrels.”  

(Confessions, III, 1). 

 Augustine’s writing is so helpful because it is so 

transparent and so theologically deep.  He looks back on his life 

before God saved him, and he can see exactly what the problem 

was.  He was looking for satisfaction, and yet he couldn’t find it 

because he was looking for it in everything except God! 

“Besides these pursuits I was also studying for the law.  Such 

ambition was held to be honourable and I determined to succeed in 

it.  The more unscrupulous I was, the greater my reputation was 

likely to be, for men are so blind that they even take pride in their 

blindness.  By now I was at the top of the school of rhetoric.  I was 

pleased with my superior status and swollen with conceit. . . .  It 

was my ambition to be a good speaker, for the unhallowed and 

inane purpose of gratifying human vanity.” 

                                                 
1
 Book 2, chapter 4 
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 Later in the book he identifies the driving motivation 

behind all of his pursuits.  “I am not alone in this desire, nor are 

there only a few who share it with me: without exception we all 

long for happiness . . . They may all search for it in different ways, 

but all try their hardest to reach the same goal, that is, joy” (X, 21). 

Everyone is trying to be happy.  Everyone is trying to find 

joy.  That is what ultimately drives us.  The question is, what are 

we trying to get in order to be happy?  And the next question is, If 

we get whatever it is that we think we want, will it really make us 

happy?  We want all kinds of things, but once we get that thing we 

wanted, it’s no longer something we really want.  Now we want 

something different.   

What we learn from the Bible and from Augustine’s life is 

that it’s not wrong to try to be happy, but what we must realize is 

that the only thing that can really make us happy is God.  Our 

hearts will find no peace until they rest in God.  Everything else 

will fail or fade or frustrate.  But in God we can find ultimate 

happiness that will last for an eternity. 

Well Augustine continued in his life of trying to be happy 

his own way.  He moved in with his girlfriend and they had a son 

out of wedlock.  He ended up living with her for fifteen years, and 

they never got married.  He was in bondage to the sin of lust, and 

even when he began to realize that it was wrong, it was very 

difficult for him to get free from sexual sin.   

He began listening to a very famous preacher named 

Ambrose.  And Augustine says that as he listened to Ambrose 

week after week, he gradually began to realize the truth of what he 

was saying.  And then one day in late August of 386, when 

Augustine was almost 32, his life was changed forever.  Augustine 

was visiting a friend, and God really began to convict Augustine of 

his sin.  He was in a small garden that was attached to the home 

where he and his friend were staying, and he writes of the battle 

that was raging inside of him.   

“I now found myself driven by the tumult in my breast to 

take refuge in this garden, where no one could interrupt that fierce 

struggle, in which I was my own contestant, until it came to its 

conclusion.  What the conclusion was to be you knew, O Lord, but 

I did not.  Meanwhile I was beside myself with madness that 

would bring me to sanity.  I was dying a death that would bring me 

life.  I knew the evil that was in me, but the good that was soon to 

be born in me I did not know.” (VIII, 8). 

The struggle was between the pleasures of sin and the 

pleasure of God.  And Augustine was so distraught because he 

knew he must give up the one to gain the other.  The pleasure of 

sin was calling to him.  “My lower instincts, which had taken firm 

hold of me, were stronger than the higher, which were untried. . . .  



 5 

They plucked at my garment of flesh and whispered, ‘Are you 

going to dismiss us?  From this moment we shall never be with 

you again, for ever and ever.’” (VIII, 11).  This was the battle, and 

this is the battle for us, not just in conversion, but also in the daily 

battle of the Christian life.  Are we going to give in to the lower 

instincts?  Or will we forsake them for higher pleasures?  He 

wrote, “while I stood trembling at the barrier, on the other side I 

could see the chaste beauty of Continence in all her serene, 

unsullied joy, as she modestly beckoned me to cross over and to 

hesitate no more.” 

And then, mysteriously, he heard a child’s voice saying, 

“Take it and read, take it and read.”  “At this I looked up, thinking 

hard whether there was any kind of game in which children used to 

chant words like these, but I could not remember ever hearing 

them before.  I stemmed my flood of tears and stood up, telling 

myself that this could only be a divine command to open my book 

of Scripture and read the first passage on which my eyes should 

fall” (VIII, 12).  This is not a recommendation for how to structure 

your daily Bible reading, but Augustine followed the instruction of 

the voice he heard, and he took his book of Paul’s Epistles.  “I 

seized it and opened it, and in silence I read the first passage on 

which my eyes fell: ‘Not in reveling and drunkenness, not in lust 

and wantonness, not in quarrels and rivalries.  Rather, arm 

yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ; spend no more thought on 

nature and nature’s appetites’ (Rom 13:13-14).  I had no wish to 

read more and no need to do so.  For in an instant, as I came to the 

end of the sentence, it was as though the light of confidence 

flooded into my heart and all the darkness of doubt was dispelled.” 

(VIII, 12). 

In the ESV, those verses from Rom 13:13-14 are translated, 

“Let us walk properly as in the daytime, not in orgies and 

drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and sensuality, not in 

quarreling and jealousy.  But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and 

make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.”  That is 

exactly the command Augustine needed in the torment of his 

struggle between fleshly lusts and godly pleasure.  He was in 

bondage to lust and vanity and pride, and it was only God’s grace 

that could set him free. 

Augustine was baptized a year later, and he spent the rest of 

his life serving the church as a pastor and writer and theologian.  

He spent the first 31 years of his life as a worldly pleasure-seeker 

and then the next 44 years as a godly pleasure seeker.  In the eyes 

of the world, people might say he gave up a great job, a girlfriend 

whom he loved, and the promise of a very comfortable life in 

exchange for a life of celibacy, unending service to the church and 

theological controversy.  But in Augustine’s mind, he had been in 
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a prison of lesser pleasures, and God finally set him free to enjoy 

what is truly enjoyable.  Not that the rest of Augustine’s life was 

easy (by no means), but he now knew what life was all about.  He 

was done fooling around with the short-term pleasures, and he was 

now rightly focused on eternal pleasures. 

Let me read you another quote that illustrates this 

replacement of one set of desire for a different set of desires, and 

how that shows God’s sovereignty in our salvation.   

“But you, O Lord, are good.  You are merciful.  You saw 

how deep I was sunk in death, and it was your power that drained 

dry the well of corruption in the depths of my heart.  And all that 

you asked of me was to deny my own will and accept yours.  But, 

during all those years, where was my free will?  What was the 

hidden, secret place from which it was summoned in a moment, so 

that I might bend my neck to your easy yoke and take your light 

burden on my shoulders, Christ Jesus, my Helper and my 

Redeemer?”  In other words, what I think he’s saying there is that 

it’s a pretty simple thing that God asks of us, at least in one 

respect.  All we have to do is deny our own will and accept God’s.  

But that requires an act of the will, and our will only chooses that 

which it desires.  Therefore when there is no desire for God, the 

will does not choose God.  Thus it is not free in a libertarian sense.  

We are not able to choose arbitrarily between option A and option 

B.  We are free in the sense that we can choose what we want.  But 

before God invades our lives, all we want is sin.  We don’t want 

Him.  Therefore the will is in bondage to sin, and can only choose 

between this sin or that sin, but cannot choose between sin and 

God.  Until God intervenes with His saving grace.   

Augustine continues, “How sweet all at once it was for me 

to be rid of those fruitless joys which I had once feared to lose and 

was now glad to reject!  You drove them from me and took their 

place, you who are sweeter than all pleasure, though not to flesh 

and blood, you who outshine all light yet are hidden deeper than 

any secret in our hearts, you who surpass all honor though not in 

the eyes of men who see all honor in themselves.  At last my mind 

was free from the gnawing anxieties of ambition and gain, from 

wallowing in filth and scratching the itching sore of lust.  I began 

to talk to you freely, O Lord my God, my Light, my wealth, and 

my Salvation.”   

The change happened when God sovereignly drove away 

the fruitless joys of lust and fornication and vain conceit, and God 

took their place.  God pushed away those short-term pleasures, and 

He put Himself in the place of highest affection in Augustine’s 

heart.  God opened up Augustine’s spiritual eyes to see the beauty 

and excitement of knowing God.  It’s like Lydia in Acts 17:14 

where it says, “The Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what 
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was said by Paul.”  That’s the sovereign work of God to draw a 

person into a saving relationship with Him.  Once that happens, 

then there is a free will to choose God, and it’s irresistible.   

It would be like a starving person who is unaware that a 

banquet table is prepared in the adjacent room.  The person can’t 

see it.  The door is closed.  The banquet table is hidden from sight.  

The person is desperate for nourishment and scrounging around for 

anything that might numb the hunger pangs.  Once the door to the 

banquet hall is opened, and that person fixes their eyes on the feast 

to be had there, then the draw to the banquet will be irresistible.  

Once we can see the ultimate good that we have been created for, 

then we’re going to run into the arms of God.  Then we will see 

Him in stark contrast to the shallow and sickly pleasures we have 

been seeking.  Sadly, our sinful flesh remains, so we’ll continue to 

wrestle between higher pleasures and lower pleasures, but at least 

our eyes have been opened to see the greatness of what will 

actually fulfill our desires. 

We see God’s sovereignty in this, because we can’t change 

our own desires.  He must do that.  God has to change us from the 

inside out.  And this is what the Pelagian controversy was about.  

Pelagius lived at the same time as Augustine, and the two had very 

different perspectives on some important issues.  Pelagius thought 

that human nature is basically good, and that we just need to 

choose to obey God.  Our will is fully capable of doing what God 

commands us to do.  But Augustine writes, “Give me strength, O 

Lord, so that I may do all things.  Give me the grace to do as you 

command, and command me to do what you will!” (X, 31).  This is 

an acknowledgement that we can only become Christians by God’s 

grace, and we can only obey God’s commands by His grace.  He 

must enable us to do what He commands us to do.  It’s by His 

grace from start to finish.  And therefore there is no place for pride, 

because everything good we do is from God.   

The Pelagian view swings the door wide open for human 

pride, because it’s my will, my work, my achievement, that meets 

God’s requirement.  Pelagius didn’t like Augustine’s perspective at 

all.  He despised that statement about asking God to grant what He 

commands.  Pelagius, on the extreme other end of the spectrum, 

said, “though grace may facilitate the achieving of righteousness, it 

is not necessary to that end.”   

Augustine was the one who rightly understood the biblical 

teaching about sin.  Sinners are bound in sin.  And apart from 

God’s grace, we would remain in utter depravity and rebellion 

against God. 
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The Sovereign Grace of God 

I want to conclude by reflecting on the sovereign grace of 

God in salvation.  And I want to point out how we must understand 

these in light of Augustine’s insights about joy.  The truth of the 

God-centered, biblical, teaching about how God saves is not just a 

cold, emotionless truth.  It is something to be passionate about.  It 

is something to rejoice in.  It is something to get really excited 

about! 

If Augustine’s story proves anything, it proves the radical 

transformation of desire that God effects in a person’s life when 

He regenerates them.  So think about this now in terms of the 

doctrines of grace.  Just a few weeks ago, at the end of our study of 

Romans 8, I highlighted these points all from Romans 8.  I’ll 

review that now, but I’ll also frame these truths in the light of what 

we’ve been seeing in Augustine’s testimony. 

First, let me read you a quote from John Piper, who makes 

this observation from Augustine’s life and applies it to the way we 

should understand the doctrines of grace.  And then I’ll try to 

unpack this a bit. 

Piper says, “We need to rethink our Reformed doctrine of 

salvation so that every limb and every branch in the tree is 

coursing with the sap of Augustinian delight.  We need to make 

plain that total depravity is not just badness, but blindness to 

beauty and deadness to joy; and unconditional election means that 

the completeness of our joy in Jesus was planned for us before we 

ever existed; and that limited atonement is the assurance that 

indestructible joy in God is infallibly secured for us by the blood of 

the covenant; and irresistible grace is the commitment and power 

of God’s love to make sure we don’t hold on to suicidal pleasures, 

and to set us free by the sovereign power of superior delights; and 

that the perseverance of the saints is the almighty work of God to 

keep us, through all affliction and suffering, for an inheritance of 

pleasures at God’s right hand forever.” (The Legacy of Sovereign 

Joy, page 73)  

 

Total Depravity 

 This is bondage to lesser pleasures.  It is addiction to 

destructive, short-lived excitement.  Paul describes total depravity 

in Romans 8:7-8.  “For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to 

God, for it does not submit to God’s law; indeed, it cannot. Those 

who are in the flesh cannot please God.” (Romans 8:7–8, ESV)  

Paul is telling us that the person who is in the flesh is unable to 

submit to God’s law.  The unregenerate person, the unbeliever, is 

unable and unwilling to truly seek God.  We’re not just sick, we’re 

dead apart from Christ.  Nobody who is in the flesh will choose to 

follow Christ, unless God, in His sovereign freedom, chooses to do 
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something.  That was certainly Augustine’s life, up to age 32.  He 

was a prisoner to his lustful lifestyle, his conceited ambitions, his 

rebellious spirit. 

 

Unconditional Election 

This is the good news that starts in eternity past, when God 

predestined a people for Himself.  “For those whom he foreknew 

he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son . . .” 

(Romans 8:29, ESV) In His sovereign goodness and freedom, God 

freely, unconditionally, chose certain individuals to save.  He 

decided before the foundation of the world that He would free 

individuals from their bondage to sin and give them the joy of 

knowing Him.  And He chooses to save sinners, not because of any 

inherent goodness in them, because there is none.  God certainly 

didn’t choose Augustine based on how Augustine was living.  He 

chose Augustine in spite of how he was living.  God’s choosing is 

not based on any conditions we meet.  We fail on every count.  So 

it’s good news that God chooses unconditionally. 

 

Limited Atonement / Definite Atonement / Particular Redemption 

Christ’s death was specifically designed to bring about the 

salvation of the elect.  And so we can be confident that those for 

whom Christ died will most certainly be ushered into the pleasure 

of knowing Him and will dwell with Him forever.  Christ did not 

die in a general sense for all of mankind, merely making it a 

possibility for individuals to be saved.  If it was just a possibility, 

nobody would come, nobody would turn away from lesser 

pleasures to enjoy the eternal pleasure of knowing Christ.  That’s 

the case because of what we know about total depravity.  But 

thanks be to God that Christ did not die merely to make something 

possible, but to definitely accomplish the redemption of those who 

were predestined. 

 Romans 8:32-34 says,   

“He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how 

will he not also with him graciously give us all things? Who shall 

bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who 

is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, 

who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is 

interceding for us.” (Romans 8:32–34, ESV)  

 The “us” is the same group of people in verse 28, who love 

God and are called according to His purpose, for whom all things 

work together for good.  These are the same individuals whom 

God foreknew and predestined, called, justified, and glorified.  

God gave up His own Son to purchase the joyful salvation of that 

specific group of people—for the elect, for all the elect who will 

be from every tribe and tongue and people and nation. 
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Irresistible Grace / Effectual Calling 

Verse 28 refers to those who are called according to His 

purpose.  Verse 30 refers again to those who are called.  And this is 

not the general call of the Gospel that goes forth when we are 

sharing the Gospel with someone or when we’re proclaiming the 

Gospel to a group.  This is God’s effectual call unto salvation.  

This call raises the dead, like Jesus called Lazarus out of the tomb.  

This call brings forth new life.   

This call awakens new, holy desires.  Where there was no 

passion for holiness, the effectual call brings to life a passion for 

holiness. 

 

Perseverance of the Saints  

 The last link in the golden chain of v. 30 is “glorified.”  

Nobody will fall out of this chain.  All those who are predestined 

will be glorified.  We will, undoubtedly, one day enter that great 

pleasure of being with our Savior forever and ever, where no lesser 

pleasures will tempt us or hurt us or steal our joy. 

  

In closing, then, here’s my exhortation to us on this 

Reformation Sunday.  Let us be a church that cherishes the 

doctrines of grace, not just as an intellectually satisfying system of 

theology, but as the exceedingly joyful news that God, in His 

sovereignty, has rescued us from the dismal and destructive path of 

sin and has placed us on the path leading to everlasting happiness 

in Him. 

 And I say, finally, to any here who may still be blindly 

walking that path of sin.  Please, open your eyes.  I pray that God 

would be pleased to open your eyes today.  I pray that God will do 

in your life what He did in Augustine’s life.  Turn from those 

fruitless joys and set your gaze on the glory of the great and 

mighty Savior, Jesus Christ. 


