
The Question of the Validity of Miracles in The City of God
by Peter W. Dunn

      Christians in all ages have seen the God they worship as capable of intervening in human 
history.   He is the omnipotent Creator of the world who is able to break into the regular order of 
nature and perform supernatural acts.  Indeed the Bible records miracle after miracle, where God 
has parted large bodies of water, restored sight to the blind, made the sun stand still, and has 
intervened in many other incredible ways in the normal course of events.  To Christians miracles 
are possible because the Almighty God not only exists, but because He also works His will in 
human history.  Since the New Testament age, many Christians have continued believing that 
miracles could happen and have testified to miracles which have happened in their time.  B.B. 
Warfield’s lecture, “Patristic and Mediaeval Marvels,”1 however, attempts to discredit all of the 
miracles which the church and its Fathers have testified toin their writings during this period.  
Included in this package of discredited miracles are those to which St. Augustine testified in The 
City of God (22. 8).2
      Warfield gives various reasons for rejecting the miracles of Augustine and the other writers of 
this period.  Reasons include the following:  The miracles are often associated with or used in 
support of false doctrine; the miracles are lower in quality than those of the New Testament; the 
miracles did not receive universal acceptance in their day; the miracles often reflected romantic 
literature rather than genuine events.3  But Warfield’s fundamental reason for rejecting Patristic 
miracles is a theological presupposition.  He believes that genuine miracles have not occurred 
since the death of the last person on whom a New Testament apostle laid hands.4  It is with this a 
priori that he embarks on his reformulation of history.  “If we once lay firm hold upon the biblical 
principle which governed the distribution of the miraculous gifts, in a word, we find that we have 
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1Benjamin B. Warfield, Counterfeit Miracles (London:  The Banner of Truth Trust, 1918), 
pp. 35-69.  It may not be self-evident why it is necessary to resurrect an arument which is nearly 
70 years old.  In Holy Spirit Baptism (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eardmans Publishing Co., 1972), 
Anthony A. Hoekema refers to Counterfeit Miracles as a “thorough, well documented study” and 
proceeds to use it to support the belief that the charismata (miraculous gifts) have ceased.  Since 
Hoekema’s work is an important refutation of Pentecostal theology, it becomes appropriate to 
investigate the validity of Warfield’s position.

2All quotations and references are from 22. 8 unless otherwise specified.  Quotations are 
from St. Augustine, The City of God, trans. Henry Bettenson, with an introduction by John 
O’Meara (New York: Penguin Books, 1984).  

3This particular argument applys more directly to works like the Life of Antony by 
Athanasius.  It is not applicable to The City of God which bears the marks of perhaps the greatest 
apologetic literature in the history of the church. 

4Warfield, p.25.  He establishes his Biblical argument for this in the first lecture in the same 
book, “Cessation of the Charismata,” pp. 1-31.  Unfortunately it is not within the scope of this 
paper to do an exegetical argument in refutation of his interpretation.   



in our hands a key which unlocks all the historical puzzles connected with them.”5  Thus, the 
other arguments for the rejection of Patristic miracles are merely peripheral to this “key.” 
      Certainly it would be naivety on the part of the inquirer to accept the testimony to every 
miracle from this age.  History discloses periods in human history when people were relatively 
uncritical in what they accepted as fact.  Later critics have proved that documents like the 
Donation of Constantine, which were widely accepted as genuine, were indeed spurious.  In an 
uncritical age spurious miracles could also gain wide acceptance.  Therefore, the reader of history 
must be critical in evaluating sources.  But if acceptance of every miracle is a mistake, so also is 
the reading of history with theological presuppositions which will not allow history to speak for 
itself.  What Warfield has done is bend history to fit his theological system.  This paper starts with 
the presupposition that miracles are possible in any age, and therefore, the validity of the 
testimony to such miracles must be evaluated on an individual basis.  This presupposition should, 
in contrast to the presupposition of Warfield, better allow history to speak for itself.  In 
application to Augustine’s The City of God, this paper will attempt to evaluate the man himself, 
the book, and the miracles found in it.  Meanwhile, the paper will attempt to apply Warfield’s 
main arguments against Patristic miracles to those in The City of God.  Such an examination of 
the evidence does not vindicate Warfield’s rejection of Augustinian miracles.
      The first reason that the evidence does not vindicate Warfield’s rejection of Augustinian 
miracles is that Augustine himself was a man of great character and intelligence.  If the character 
of the person giving the testimony is suspect, the testimony is suspect.  But if the person giving 
the testimony is relible, honest, and reasonable, his character also supports his testimony.   Such is 
the case with Augustine who was no ordinary man of his day or of any day for that matter.  
Kelsey writes concerning Augustine and others: “The witnesses we have selected are careful 
writers, as different from the superstitious tale tellers of the ancient world as the New Testament 
is from the overblown accounts found in the apocryphal Gospels, Letters, and Acts of the various 
saints.”6  Even Warfield admits, “They are rather the outstanding scholars, theologians, preachers, 
organizers of the age.”7  Concerning Augustine’s reliablitity in The City of God Dods writes:  
“The most rigorous criticism has found him at fault regarding matters of fact only in some rare 
instances, which can be easily accounted for.”8

      Warfield is quick to point out a contradiction in Augustine because he has written in one of 
his earlier works, De Vera Religione, the following:
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5Ibid, p. 25.  It is interesting to note that Hoekema writes, “The main arguments aginst the 
position that the miraculous gifts are still present can be reduced to two: the argument from 
Scripture and the argument from history”(p. 61, Holy Spirit Baptism).  His and Warfield’s 
argument from history is hardly fair, since they interpret history according to their understanding 
of Scripture.  No wonder history supports thier opinion!   Such circular reasoning is inherently 
weak and self-condemning.  

6Morton T. Kelsey, Healing and Christianity: In Ancient Thought and Modern Times (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1973), p. 130. 

7Warfield, pp. 37-38. 
8Marcus Dods, “Translator’s Preface” to the City of God,  Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers 

of the Christian Church, vol. 2, Philip Schaff, ed.  (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Co., 1973), p. xiii.  



   When the Catholic Church had been founded and diffused thorughout the whole 
   world, on the one hand miracles were not allowed to continue till our time, 
   lest the mind should always seek visible things, and the human race should 
   grow cold by becoming accustomed to things which when they were novelties 
   kindled its faith.9

Here Augustine seems to contradict his later writings.  Furthermore he also appears to be 
supporting Warfield’s theological presupposition.  Augustine, however, attempts to explain his 
earlier statement in his Retractations: 

   That is true.  When hands are laid on in Baptism people do not receive the
   Holy Spirit in such a way that they speak with the tongues of all the 
   nations.  Nor are the sick now healed by the shadow of Christ’s preachers 
   as they pass by.  Clearly such things which happened then have later 
   ceased.  But I should not be understood to mean that to-day no 
   miracles are to be believed to happen in the name of Christ.  For when I 
   wrote that book I myself had just heard that a blind man in Milan had 
   received his sight beside the bodies of the Milanese martyrs, Protasius and 
   Gervasius.  And many others happen even in these times, so that it is 
   impossible to know them all or to enumerate those we do know.10

Warfield writes, “This explanation seems hardly adequate.”11  It is probably best, however, to 
stick with Augustine’s own explanation, since he of all people knew what he meant.  Although 
Warfield is correct in pointing out the inconsistency, his denial of the validity of Augustine’s 
miracles is also “hardly adequate.”  In fact, since Augustine wrote about the healing of the blind 
man in Milan as early as 400 in his Confessions (9.7.16), it is doubtful that he would at any time 
absolutely deny that miracles still occur.  Indeed, Augustine’s explanation of what he meant is 
more consistent with his own character than Warfield’s suggestion that his miracles are spurious.  
Kelsey, on the other hand, feels that a develpment in Augustine’s understanding of miracles and 
their import occurred during the 40 years between his writing of De Vera Religione and 
Retractions.12  Kelsey traces the change in Augustine to a discovery in 415 of the bones thought 
to belong to St. Stephen.  Later, miracles began occurring at the several monuments containing 
these bones.  The effect was so great on Augustine that Kelsey writes:  “...his skepticism gave 
way to belief in Christ’s healing power, and he frankly admitted that he had been wrong.”13

     Perhaps the fact that there is such a problem in Augustine, however, should produce greater 
confidence in those miracles which he does enumerate.  Augustine shows a personal hesitation to 
find import in contemporary miracles.  He gives further reason for this hesitation, “Anyone who 
still looks for portents, to make him believe, is himself the greatest portent, in refusing to believe 
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925. 47.  Quotation is from, John H.S. Burleigh, trans. and ed., Augustine: Earlier Writings 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press: 1953), p. 248. 

101. 8. 7. This is also from Burleigh, p. 220. 
11Warfield, p. 42. 
12Kelsey, pp. 185-191. 
13Ibid, p. 184. 



when all the world believes”(p. 1033).  Since the faithful already have all they need to believe, 
Augustine minimizes the need for miracles to actually occur.   Because Augustine has shown this 
certain hesitation, his later testimony to miracles is all the more convincing.  Not only must the 
evidence have convinced Augustine of the miracles’ veracity, but he also must have believed that 
their value to his argument in the The City of God had overridden his former skepticism.
      Could Augustine have lied or stretched the truth to suit his argument?  Such lies would be a 
contradiction of Augustine’s very character and ethical standard. “He correctly reprobated all lies, 
even lies of convenience.”14  Augustine was a great lover of the truth.  This truth was integrally 
connected to the God whom he served.15  According to Augustine, his God “cannot lie”(22. 1).  
It would therefore be out of Augustine’s character for him to have knowingly given false 
testimony concerning these miracles.  Certainly his reliability in the rest of his writing bears 
witness to his character, ability as a scholar, and his accuracy as an historian.  All of this suggests 
that it is not necessary to reject his accounts of miracles.
    The second reason that the evidence does not vindicate Warfield’s rejection of Augustinian 
miracles is that The City of God is apologetic in nature.  Schaff explains the purpose of The City 
of God: “It is a vindication of Christianity against the attacks of the heathen in view of the sacking 
of the city of Rome by the barbarians, at a time when the old Graeco-Roman civilization was 
approaching its downfall, and a new Christian civilization was beginning to rise on its ruins.”16  
The City of God defends Christianity against contemporary pagans who claimed that Christianity 
was the cause of the decline of the Empire.  It is to a skeptical audience that Augustine addresses 
himself.  John O’Meara in his introduction to The City of God makes it clear that it is a work 
primarily addressed to Romans: “Rome was the background and the foreground and the whole 
context of the work.  Even when philosophy leads him to Greece and theology to the Hebrews, 
his purpose is that Rome should be fulfilled in both.”17  O’Meara makes a further comment on the 
Romans’ inability to believe in a resurrection: “There was, indeed, a strong materialistic bias in the 
philosophies that most affected the Romans which would have helped in this.  Moreover, the 
Roman, when he was not a materialist, was a sceptic.”18  Augustine was writing to those who 
were antagonistic towards Christian beliefs.  Because of this, he would have made sure that he 
testified to miracles which he felt were valid.  Otherwise his skeptical readers could have 
investigated the matter and pointed out the falsity of his testimony and the weakness of his 
argument.  Indeed, why would Augustine have left himself open to such criticism unless he was 
sufficiently certain of his facts?  
      Furthermore, the apologetic nature of The City of God helps refute Warfield’s contention that 
ecclesiastical miracles appear in support of false doctrines.  Warfield states his agreement with 
Augustine’s own principle: “...that miracles alleged in the interests of false doctrines are self-
condemned; that no miracle can be accepted against the truth, but is at once to be set aside if 
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14Eugene Portalie, A Guide to the Thought of Saint Augustine, trans. Ralph J. Bastian, with 
an Introduction by Vernon J. Bourke (London: Burns and Oates, 1960), p. 280.  

15Ibid., p. 307. 
16Philip Schaff, “Editor’s Preface” to The City of God, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of 

the Christian Church, vol. 2, p. v.  
17John O’Meara, Introduction to City of God, p. xxiii. 
18Ibid., p. xxii. 



presented in the interests of error.”19  Because Patristic miracles are often associated with the 
monuments or relics of saints, to the Eucharist, and other “grave errors,” Warfield feels justified 
in rejecting them.  The City of God, however, does not use miracles in direct support of these 
doctrines.  Indeed, Augustine impresses his readers with his great concern for the fundamental 
doctrines of orthodox Christianity.  Again, this is due to the fact that The City of God is 
apologetic in nature.  
      Chapter 8 of Book in The City of God finds itself within an argument which fights for the 
correctness in the belief of the resurrection.  “What do these miracles attest but the faith which 
proclaims that Christ rose in the flesh and ascended into heaven with flesh?  For the martyrs were 
all martyrs, that is witnesses, to this faith”(22. 9).  Augustine’s miracles argue for belief in the 
resurrection of the body into heaven with those who are antagonistic to such a belief.  He affirms 
that God, not the martyrs, performs the miracles.  In fact, Augustine carefully points out, “For us, 
however, the martyrs are not gods, because we know one only God, who is the God both of us 
and of our martyrs”(22. 10).  He further states: “Be that as it may, they [the miracles] all testify to 
the faith in which the resurrection to eternal life is proclaimed”(22. 9).
      Augustine, however, does think that God may respond to intercession of the martyrs (22. 9), 
and this perhaps would be a problem for those of certain theological persuasions.  But this is a 
matter which is neither affirmed nor denied in Scripture.  It simply does not explicitly say that 
dead saints do or do not pray for those left on earth.  Therefore, it is unfair both to Augustine and 
the miracles he proclaims in support of orthodox doctrine to deny their validity because they 
occur in association with monuments and relics.  Indeed such a denial seems to be 
counterproductive to Augustine’s own purpose, which is to build and defend the City of God.  In 
contrast to Warfield, Augustine also stresses the sovereignty of the God who is over the City: 
“Thus even at this present time the same God who effected the miracles we read of is at work in 
the performance of many miracles by what agents he chooses and by what means he chooses for 
their performance”(p. 1044-1045).20  Warfield does not allow God this same privilidge.  The 
practical outcome of Warfield’s position is that God is no longer free to act whenever and by 
whatever means He chooses.  Thus, Warfield prevents Christians who agree with him from 
acknowledging God’s special intervention in human events.  Augustine, on the other hand, wishes 
to convince people to believe in the God who sovereignly works His will in human history.  
Therefore, a focus on the apologetic nature of The City of God has shown once again that it is 
unnecessary to reject the Augustine’s accounts of miracles.
      The third reason that the evidence does not vindicate Warfield’s rejection of Augustinian 
miracles is that the witness to the miracles themselves lends historical credibility to their actual 
occurance.  Had Augustine merely relied on hearsay or rumor, his miracles would hold little 
historical value.  Instead of this, however, Augustine has given posterity testimonies which lead to 
great confidence in their validity.  Indeed, for some he is an eyewitness.  He states that he was an 
eyewitness for the healing of Innocentus from fistulas.  If there are any doubts as to the reality of 
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19Warfield, p. 52. 
20The Bible also records various ways that God has done miracles.  Miracles have occurred in 

association with the bronze snake (Num. 21:8,9), with the bones of a Elisha (2 Kings 13:21), with 
handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched Paul (Acts 19:12), and the list goes on.  Perhaps these 
miracles would be equally distasteful to Warfield.  He should have perhaps criticized the Biblical 
writers as well as Augustine. 



Innocentus problem, Augustine puts them at bay;  he tells his readers that a number of physicians 
were aware of his problem.  And yet in the presence of these medical experts of his day, and 
before Augustine himself, Innocentus received healing from God as a result earnest and desperate 
prayer (pp. 1035-1037).  Augustine also recounts the healing of a brother and sister from 
Caesarea in Cappodicea who both suffered from convulsive seizures.21  They came to Hippo and 
prayed at the monument of the martyr Stephen, and both received healing.  Augustine states that 
he was an eyewitness to their conditions both prior and subsequent to their healing (pp. 1045-
1047).  He may have also been an eyewitness to the healing of the blind man in Milan.
      Although Augustine was not an eyewitness for all the miracles, he does show that he is 
concerned about the reliability of his information.  Of the healing of the blind man in Milan he 
says, “A great crowd had gathered to see the bodies of the martyrs Protasius and Gervasius, and 
the miracle took place before all those witnesses”(p. 1034).  Concerning the reliability of the 
witnesses to the healing of Curuis from paralysis and a severe hernia Augustine says that they are 
“people whose word I could take without hesitation”(p. 1039).  In the case of the healing of 
Innocentia from breast cancer he did a personal interview (p. 1037-1038).  Although Augustine 
does not always reveal his sources, he must have felt that he was working with reliable written 
and oral sources.  He states that there were 70 different written accounts of healings that occurred 
at the monument of St. Stephen in a two year period (p. 1043).
      Furthermore, Ambrose corroborates Augustine’s account of the blind man at Milan, for which 
Ambrose was an eyewitness.  Ambrose gives added credibility to this miracle by stating the 
accessibility of the eyewitnesses:

   They deny the benefit, who are unable to deny the fact.  The man is known: 
   so long as he was well he was employed in the public service; his name is 
   Severus, a butcher by trade.  He had given up his occupation when this 
   hinderance befell him.  He calls for evidence those persons by whose kind-
   ness he was supported; he adduces those as able to affirm the truth of his 
   visitation whom he had was witness of his blindness.22

Ambrose makes it clear; eyewitness to the miracle were available for the asking.  Such 
corroboration by Ambrose helps solidify the credibility of Augustine’s account.  
      Warfield points out, however, that the Patristic miracles were not met with universal 
acceptance.23  This argument suggests that universal acceptance of miracles is antecedent to their 
validity.  Miracles by their very nature invoke doubt, because what the hearer must believe is 
something which contradicts his understanding of the normal course of events.  Therefore, lack of 
universal acceptance of these or any other miracles does not necessarily cast a great shadow of 
suspicion upon their validity.   On the other hand, Augustine does make it clear that some of the 
miracles have gained wide acknowledgment.  He does concede for many miracles that “they do 
not enjoy the blaze of publicity which would spread their fame with a glory to equal that of those 
earlier marvels [those in the New Testament]”(1034).  But for others, Augustine is certain that 
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21Kelsey interprets their problem as being convulsive seizures (p. 186); Augustine describes it 
as “a frightful trembling of the limbs.”   

22Ambrose, Epistolae 22.17, from St. Ambrose: Select Works and Letters, vol. 10 of Second 
Series of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Chruch, eds. Philip Schaff and Henry 
Wace, (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1976).  

23Warfield, p. 43-45. 



they have gained wide acknowledgment at least in some areas.  He writes, “But I have no doubt 
that many of my Christian friends, on reading what I have written, will be grieved that I have 
omitted so much that is quite familiar to them as to me”(p. 1043).  This statement suggests that 
many had come to accept the reality of the miracles which were occurring.  Concerning the 
healing of the brother and sister from convulsive seisures Augustine states, “There was one 
miracle performed in our city, no more significant than those I have recounted, but so widely 
famed that I should imagine that no one from Hippo failed to witness it or at least to hear about it, 
and no one could have forgotten it”(p. 1045).  Warfield’s suggestion, that the miracles in The City 
of God did not receive universal acceptance but indifference and disbelief, is a case of selective 
citing.  He is simply giving his readers only the information which is suitable for his thesis.
      Another argument that Warfield asserts is that the ecclesiastical Miracles are of a lower order 
and differ in their fundamental character from those of the New Testament.24  Antithetically 
Augustine has this to say, “I have been concerned that such accounts should be published because 
I saw that signs of divine power like those of older days were frequently occurring in modern 
times too”(p. 1043).  Augustine himself saw no distinction in the fundamental character of these 
miracles, and why should he?  If indeed the blind have received sight and the dead have risen, he is 
justified in making every parallel with the New Testament.  These miracles according to 
Augustine invoke the same faith for which the New Testament miracles contend.  He writes 
concerning those rejoicing over the healing of the girl with convulsive seisures (p. 1047), 

    They rejoiced in the praises of God with wordless cries, with such a noise 
    that my ears could scarcely endure it.  Now was there anything in their 
    hearts as they rejoiced except the same faith in Christ for which Stephen 
    shed his blood? 

Warfield’s contention that the ecclesiastical miracles are of a lower order than those of the New 
Testament may apply to some miracles of that age, but it does not particularly apply to those in 
The City of God.  
      An examination of the evidence does not vindicate Warfield’s rejection of Augustinian 
miracles.  Indeed, an examination does quite the opposite.  Rather than convincing the inquirer of 
the spuriousness of the miracles in The City of God, the evidence suggests that he can place a 
great deal of confidence in Augustine’s character and ability as an historian, in the apologetic 
nature of the work, and in reliability of the testimony.  Augustine’s writing invokes greater 
confidence in the miracle working power of God rather than shatter any confidence that miracles 
still occur.  Perhaps then Augustine is successful in his attempt to build faith in the City of God 
and the God of the City.
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24Warfield, p. 53. 


