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One should read this book for what it is. First, the genre of the book falls 
between that of a popular publication and an academic monograph, 
although I would argue that it is probably more of a popular than a critical 
academic study. The book reads well; the writing is very accessible to 
experts and non-experts alike. Second, although it displays some historical 
insights, the book is mainly written from a theological perspective. The 
author, J.H. (Amie) van Wyk, is a rather well-known South African Reformed 
scholar of systematic theology. Third, the book is written in Afrikaans, 
which does presuppose that the author engages primarily with a South 
African audience. However, the book certainly does address the wider schol-
arly community also, especially those working in theological disciplines. At 
the outset, it may be said that the book does a good job of contextualising 
Augustine’s ethics diachronically. In other words, Van Wyk brings 
Augustine into a sensible and constructive dialogue with other theologians, 
especially Luther, Calvin, and others. For this, the author should be lauded. 
It should also be said that, although the book is semi-popular, theologians 
will certainly benefit from it, especially those who have not done thorough 
studies of Augustine or Patristics in general. Scholars of Classics, Ancient 
History, and more critically Early Christian Studies might find the book 
frustrating because of its theological focus, and perhaps a bit elementary, 
but reading it is not without some gain even for them. 

The short first chapter of the book, ‘Inleiding’ (pp. 1–8), starts with a 
justification: why is there a need for another book on Augustine? As justifi-
cation, Van Wyk argues, rightly, that Augustine’s influence, and popularity, 
especially as a figure that resonates ecumenically, is reason alone for the 
need to study his ethics. Furthermore, Augustine is crucial to Van Wyk 
because of his focus on the kingdom of God as a theological theme, and 
finally, Van Wyk considers Augustine a typical biblical theologian, which is 
further reason for his importance. The latter two points are, of course, 
debatable, but these also act as presuppositions for Van Wyk’s approach to 
Augustine’s ethics. 

The second chapter, ‘Oriëntering’ (pp. 9–50), contextualises Augustine’s 
life. Given that this book is written for a popular audience, this chapter is 
quite important to the whole endeavour. This chapter is very similar to 



 
2 

 

Peter Brown’s biography of Augustine1 in that it examines Augustine from 
his many possible backgrounds: first, as an African, second, as a Roman, and 
third, as a Christian bishop and theologian. The chapter also highlights the 
roles of Augustine as a preacher, catechetical teacher, pastor, letter writer, 
attendee of councils, and peacemaker. Finally, Augustine is also theologic-
ally contextualised as an apologete and polemicist, especially in his fight 
against Arianism, Manichaeanism (to which a long, detailed, and helpful 
section is devoted), Donatism, and Pelagianism (Van Wyk still uses this term, 
although it is often disputed whether there was actually any such thing). 
Although Van Wyk writes from his own theological perspective, anyone who 
can read Afrikaans and who wants a rather compact summary of Augustine’s 
life and person will find this chapter helpful. 

Chapter Three, ‘Fundering’ (pp. 51–88), focuses mainly on Augustine’s 
theological, that is, dogmatic, foundations. Whereas Chapter Two con-
textualised Augustine historically, here we have his theological contextual-
isation. Van Wyk delineates the following aspects of Augustine’s theology: 
God as mystery, God as Spirit, God as the Father of Christ, and God as a Triune 
God. Thereafter, Van Wyk comments on the centrality of Scripture in 
Augustine’s theology. This is followed by a discussion of Augustine’s ecclesi-
ology, with a focus on the sacrament of baptism as affecting salvation, cat-
echism, preaching, the eucharist, and liturgy. He then moves on to 
Augustine’s anthropology, with a focus on human beings as agents with 
freedom of choice. He then looks at Augustine’s view of the kingdom of God, 
in a surprisingly short section, considering the emphasis laid on this in the 
first chapter. 

The focus on Augustine’s ethics only begins in Chapter Four of the book, 
‘Tipering’ (pp. 89–154). In this chapter, Van Wyk classifies the various 
categories of Augustine’s ethics. Here, Van Wyk highlights faith, hope, love, 
grace, joy, humility, and truth (which contains a long section on the nature 
of truth and falsehood, especially within the context of the Priscillian con-
troversy). The most detailed part of this chapter is the focus on truth and 
falsehood, where Van Wyk also looks extensively at developments after 
Augustine. Finally, Van Wyk also asks whether Augustine’s ethics could be 
considered an ethics of asceticism, which he denies. 

Chapter Five, ‘Tematisering’ (pp. 155–96), continues with the discussion 
of Augustine’s ethics, but now with a thematic focus. Here, Van Wyk focuses 
on Augustine’s teaching on marriage and sexual ethics, his political ethics, 
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and a most welcome section on ‘animal-ethics’. The discussion on marriage 
and sexuality is extensive and does well to contextualise Augustine’s state-
ments in the context of other, so-called, heretical movements, especially 
Manichaeanism. While the discussion about animal ethics is short, it is 
welcome and helpful to illustrate to the reader how important animals were, 
for ancient authors, ‘to think with’.  

The book ends with a short concluding chapter, but one that is quite 
revealing. In this chapter, ‘Uitleiding’ (pp. 197-204), Van Wyk evaluates 
Augustine from his own theological (Reformed) perspective. He shows 
where Augustine is in agreement with the Reformed tradition, and where he 
departs from it. Van Wyk also criticises Augustine, ethically, for his strict 
views on sex and sexuality (which were not uncommon to Augustine’s time, 
especially with the Jovinianist controversy), Augustine’s view that violence 
is sometimes justified, his apparent lack of situation ethics and consequen-
tial ethics, and the (surprising) view that Augustine’s ethics are individual-
istic. Van Wyk is also somewhat suspicious that Augustine still exhibits some 
Manichaean and Neo-Platonic influences in his ethics. But Van Wyk appre-
ciates Augustine for the evangelical foundation of his theology, the central-
ity of scripture in his writings, and his eschatology. 

In sum, Van Wyk’s Augustinus serves as a theological, and especially 
Reformed, introduction to the ethics and theology of Augustine. Considering 
the scope of the study, Van Wyk has done well in reading Augustine, and in 
extrapolating his thought, for an Afrikaans (and conservative) audience. 
Van Wyk should also be lauded for taking into account the complexities of 
Augustine’s thought as it developed and transformed in his own lifetime, 
and even afterwards. Van Wyk repeatedly acknowledges that Augustine 
changed his mind on many topics. The volume, therefore, also succeeds as 
an introduction to the reception of Augustine’s ethical thought. The book is 
an admirable addition to Afrikaans theological literature, and introductory 
studies to Augustine more generally. Theologians and students of theology, 
readers unfamiliar with Augustine and his works, and lay Christians alike 
will learn much from the work. Expert researchers on Augustine and Early 
Christian Studies, historians of Late Antiquity, Classicists, and advanced 
philosophical readers would probably find it less helpful because of its lack 
of critical scholarly depth. This reviewer actually falls into this latter 
category. As a historian rather than a theologian, I found it to be a 
conventional study of Augustine’s thought and works. Van Wyk’s 
construction of Augustine is telling in itself. His focus on Augustine’s 
evangelical theology, the centrality of scripture in his theology, and the 
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centrality of truth vs. falsehood, might indicate that Van Wyk constructs 
Augustine almost as a quasi-Reformer before Luther. Nevertheless, the book 
has a place and a specific target audience, who will without a doubt benefit 
from reading it. 
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