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Abstract
I argue that, paradoxically, Augustine embraced much of Origen’s system, especially in 
his anti-Manichaean polemic, exactly when he was convinced that he did not know his 
thought. The most remarkable point in his initial adherence to Origen’s ideas regards 
the apokatastasis doctrine, which he later condemned as heretical and felt the need 
to recant in his Retractationes (Second Thoughts). I point out many other elements 
of contact concerning philosophical arguments and Biblical exegesis, which the early 
Augustine drew from Origen and have escaped scholars who have investigated the 
Origen-Augustine relationship. With this I shall hopefully add an important piece to 
the study of Origen’s influence on Western Patristics. I thus explain how Augustine used 
Origen’s thought in defense of Christian orthodoxy against the Manichaean “heresy,” 
whereas, after he was informed about Origen’s thought by Horosius and Jerome, he 
began to fĳind it heretical and condemned it, especially in De civitate Dei (The City of 
God) and De haeresibus (On Heresies), where he shows that he was misinformed about 
it. A remarkable role in this transformation was played by Augustine’s  anti-Pelagian 
polemic: several of his expressions of blame directed against Origen’s ideas are found 
in his anti-Pelagian works. Another notable factor was Augustine’s ignorance of the 
important semantic distinction between αἰώνιος and ἀΐδιος, which got lost in the trans-
lation of both with aeternus. Moreover, I endeavor to clarify the ways and sources 
through which Augustine came to know Origen’s true thought when he did adhere to it, 
probably without being aware that it was Origen’s.

*) This essay has gone through several stages over the years and was fĳinally delivered 
as a lecture at the IAHR Congress, Toronto, 15–22 August 2010. I am very grateful to all 
the friends and colleagues who discussed it with me at this congress, especially Einar 
Thomassen, at earlier stages of its development, and to the anonymous reviewer of 
Numen for helpful suggestions.
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Augustine’s Transformation and the Transformation of the Image 
of Origen

Augustine of Hippo (d. 430) is comparable to the greatest Patristic 
philosophers, Origen of Alexandria (d. ca. 255) and Gregory of Nyssa 
(d. after 394), in respect to his intellectual deepening of ancient phi-
losophy — especially Platonism — even though his philosophical for-
mation did not take place at a philosophical school, like that of Origen 
(see Löhr 2010), and his intellectual trajectory seems to have led him 
far from philosophy in his advanced maturity. In that phase, indeed, he 
emphasized the speculative insufffĳiciency of intellect alone (an aspect 
of which, however, Origen himself was deeply aware, and yet he never 
ceased to be a philosopher, one of the greatest Christian philosophers 
ever; cf. Ramelli 2009). Augustine the theologian, Augustine in his later 
phase, is the so-called “other Augustine,” in Gaetano Lettieri’s (2001) 
defĳinition;1 on the other hand, scholars such as Carol Harrison (2006) 
stress more the continuity of Augustine’s thought during all of his life.2 
Indeed, there are some elements of continuity. 

What I shall investigate here, however, is what appears to be a star-
tling transformation, one of which Augustine himself was probably 
not aware. It concerns his relationship to Origen and, in particular, his 
attitude toward the doctrine of apokatastasis, that is, the Christian doc-
trine of the eventual restoration of all rational creatures to God, i.e. the 
supreme Good, which was supported by Patristic philosophers such 
as Origen himself and Gregory of Nyssa (Ramelli 2007b; 2013). I shall 
argue that, paradoxically enough, Augustine actually embraced much 
of Origen’s system — which he used especially in his polemic against 
Manichaean dualism — exactly when Augustine was convinced that he 
did not know Origen’s thought. The most remarkable point in his initial 
adherence to Origen’s ideas surely regards the doctrine of apokatastasis, 
which he too, later, condemned as heretical and felt the need to recant 

1) On the evolution of Augustine’s thought see also O’Donnell 2005.
2) On the other hand, see the review by Drecoll 2009.
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in his  Retractationes (Second Thoughts), a work in which he revised a 
great deal of his earlier literary production and ideas. But I shall point 
out many other points of contact concerning both philosophical argu-
ments and Biblical exegesis, which the early Augustine drew from 
Origen and have escaped scholars who have investigated the Origen-
Augustine relationship, such as Teske, Heidl, and others.3 I shall thus 
explain how Augustine used Origen’s thought in defense of Christian 
orthodoxy against the “heresy” of Manichaeism, whereas later on, after 
he was informed about Origen’s thought by the historian and theolo-
gian Horosius and the polymath Jerome, he began to fĳind it heretical, 
and he repeatedly condemned it, especially in his masterpiece De civi-
tate Dei (The City of God) and in De haeresibus (On Heresies), where he 
also shows that he was misinformed about Origen’s ideas; for instance, 
he believed Origen to have advocated an infĳinite succession of aeons, 
which is not the case. 

I shall thus explore the dynamics of such a transformation of Ori-
gen into a “heretic” in the eyes of Augustine, and of his theodicy and 
apokatastasis theory into “heretical” doctrines in Augustine’s view. 
I shall argue that a remarkable role in this transformation was played 
by Augustine’s polemic against the “heresy” of Pelagianism, which came 
after his anti-Manichaean phase; indeed, several of his expressions of 
blame for Origen’s ideas are found in his anti-Pelagian works, such as 
De gestis Pelagii (What Pelagius Did). Another notable factor that I shall 
point out was Augustine’s arguable ignorance of the important seman-
tic distinction, in Greek, between the adjectives αἰώνιος (“otherworldly, 
remote in time, long-lasting,” and even “worldly”; “eternal” only in ref-
erence to God in the Bible) and ἀΐδιος (“eternal” proper). This crucial 
diffferentiation was often lost in imprecise Latin translations of both 
adjectives with aeternus, “eternal,” which completely blurred the dis-
similarity between these two terms. Moreover, it will be necessary to 
endeavor to clarify the ways and sources through which Augustine fĳirst 
came to know Origen’s true thought when he did adhere to it, probably 
without being aware that it was Origen’s.

3) Precise references will be given below.
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Augustine’s Late Criticism of Origen and Apokatastasis

In the twenties of the fĳifth century, Augustine, who had meanwhile 
become involved in a polemic against the “heretic” Pelagius, wrongly 
considered by him to be inspired by Origen (Gest. Pel. 1,3,9), criti-
cized the misericordes, “those compassionate Christians who refuse 
to believe that the punishments of hell will be eternal.” Among these, 
Augustine maintained, Origen was “the most compassionate of all,” as 
he even hypothesized the eschatological salvation of the devil. Augus-
tine remarks that the church was right to refuse to embrace his posi-
tion, “this and many others, in particular the theory of unending shifts 
between misery and beatitude, the infĳinite fluctuation between these 
states of predetermined ages” (CD 21,17). These are theories “the Church 
does not admit of ” (quas non recepit Ecclesia, ep. 169,4,43). Augus-
tine, however, does not consider, or probably does not even know, that 
Origen posited an end to these vicissitudes precisely with the apokatas-
tasis, the universal restoration that will mark the end of all aeons and 
the inauguration of absolute eternity, and from which no further fall 
will be possible.4 

In CD 21,17.23, where he states that “Origen is rightly accused” (Ori-
genes iure culpatur), Augustine harshly criticizes what he considers to 
be Origen’s protology and eschatology, i.e. his doctrine of the “begin-
ning” (creation, fall, and so on) and the “end”: end of the world, the 
other world, and fĳinal universal restoration (Gasparro 1991:219–43). 
Augustine’s own intention is to prove the eternity of otherworldly 
punishment against the Platonic and Origenian “error” of considering 
pains to be purifying, therapeutic, and limited. Now, Augustine over-
looks, or is ignorant of, the fact that Plato did not support universal sal-
vation and did think that some incurable sinners (ἀνίατοι) will in fact 
be punished in Tartarus forever, not with purifying pains, but with a 
retributive and eternal punishment.5 Augustine was probably resuming 
Horosius’s imprecise treatment, full of anti-Origenistic points, which 
focused on the nature and duration of hell and the apokatastasis in his 

4) See Ramelli 2010 and 2008.
5) See Ramelli 2011. Macrobius, on the other hand, presented Plato as a supporter of the 
doctrine of universal salvation of souls (see Ramelli 2007).
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 Commonitorium (Warning, Teaching).6 For Origen, what in Latin was 
rendered by ignis aeternus, “eternal fĳire,” was not to be viewed as eternal 
in the least. Indeed, neither Horosius nor Augustine, unlike Origen, were 
aware of the fact that the Biblical πῦρ αἰώνιον does not mean “eternal 
fĳire” proper (it is not πῦρ ἀΐδιον); the Latin even magnifĳied the confusion 
by rendering both αἰώνιος and ἀΐδιος with aeternus, “eternal.” This lin-
guistic misunderstanding, too, probably contributed to the condemna-
tion of the doctrine of apokatastasis, which entailed the non-eternity of 
the otherworldly fĳire; since this fĳire was conceived as purifĳicatory, it was 
thought to stop burning sinners once they had completed their purifĳica-
tion from evil (see Ramelli & Konstan 2007). In the case of Augustine, 
his knowledge of Greek was too poor to allow him to perceive the difffer-
ent meanings of the two adjectives.

Augustine’s fĳirst overt attack on the apokatastasis theory seems to be 
found in De fĳide et operibus (On Faith and Works) 15,24, stemming from 
413 CE. Here he also attests that the “merciful” (misericordes) adduced 
1 Cor 3:11–15, on those who are saved immediately and those who are 
saved “through fĳire,”7 to support the saving aim of otherworldly punish-
ments and, consequently, apokatastasis. In 415 CE Augustine published 
a short refutation of Origenism in Ad Orosium (To Horosius),8 in which 
he maintained that the sense-perceptible world was not created for 
the purifĳication of the fallen souls, and that ignis aeternus must mean 
“eternal fĳire,” otherwise the eternal beatitude of the righteous could 
not be eternal (8,10; cf. 5,5). It is worth remarking that this argument 
was already adduced against the doctrine of universal apokatastasis 
in a passage ascribed to Basil that I have discussed elsewhere, and will 

6) PL 31,1211–16 = CSEL 18,151–57, in which he also presented Origen’s presumed  doctrine 
of the rational creatures’ fall and on the creation of this world as a place of expiation.
7) “For no one can lay any other foundation than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ. Now 
if anyone builds upon this foundation gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble; 
everyone’s work will be made manifest: for the day will declare it, because it will be 
revealed by fĳire; and the fĳire will test everyone’s work, to reveal of what sort it is. If any-
one’s work abides which one has built thereupon, this person will receive a reward; on 
the contrary, if anyone’s work will be burned, one will sufffer a loss: but he himself will 
be saved; only, as though by fĳire” (RSV with slight modifĳications).
8) PL 42, 669–78; O’Connell 1984 demonstrates that here Augustine does not criticize 
Origen’s doctrine of the fall as Horosius did.
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return again in Justinian.9 But Origen had refuted it in advance in his 
Commentary on Romans through a syllogism grounded in a metaphysi-
cal argument and on 1 Cor 15:26 (in the end “the last enemy will be 
annihilated: death”), as I have demonstrated (Ramelli 2013, chapter on 
Basil). Origen’s conclusion was that, if life is eternal, death cannot be 
eternal — exactly the opposite of Augustine’s claim. 

Augustine’s argument is weakened not only by Origen’s anticipated 
counter-argument, but also by precise linguistic data: in the Bible only 
life in the next world is called ἀΐδιος, i.e. “eternal” in the absolute sense, 
whereas the otherworldly punishment, death, and fĳire applied to human 
beings are described, never as ἀΐδια, but as αἰώνια. Now, αἰώνιος means 
“eternal” only in the Platonic technical philosophical vocabulary, in 
which it bears the sense of “atemporal,” whereas in the Bible and related 
literature it means “otherworldly,” “remote in past or future,” “of long 
duration,” “mundane,” and the like. In the Bible, αἰώνιος means “eter-
nal” only if it refers to God, or what belongs directly to God, because 
of God’s intrinsic eternity. Punishment, death, and fĳire, unlike life, are 
never called ἀΐδια in the Bible, but only αἰώνια, which means that they 
are punishment, death, and fĳire “in the other world,” not “eternal” in 
the absolute sense. This terminological distinction in regard to the oth-
erworldly life/beatitude and death/punishment is maintained by many 
Greek Patristic authors as well.10 But in the Latin world this distinction 
was blurred by the indiscriminate translation of both adjectives with 
aeternus, understood as “eternal, without end,” and thus fĳire, punish-
ment, and death in the other world were considered to be eternal. So, in 
the above-mentioned Gest. Pel. 1,3,10, Augustine states: 

The Church very deservedly curses Origen’s doctrine that even those whom the 
Lord says will have to be punished with an eternal torment, even the devil and his 
angels, will be purifĳied and fĳinally liberated from their punishment, albeit after a 
very long time, and will join the saints who reign with God, sharing in their bless-
edness . . . Whoever claims that their punishment, declared by the Lord to be eter-
nal, can come to an end shares Origen’s abominable view.11 

 9) For both Basil’s and Justinian’s passages see Ramelli 2013.
10) Demonstration in Ramelli & Konstan 2007.
11)  In Origene dignissime detestatur Ecclesia quod etiam illi quos Dominus dicit 
aeterno supplicio puniendos, et ipse diabolus et angeli eius, post tempus licet prolixum 
purgati liberabuntur a poenis, et sanctis cum Deo regnantibus societate beatitudinis 



286 I. L. E. Ramelli / Numen 60 (2013) 280–307

Here aeternus renders αἰώνιος (in reference to κόλασις), which does not 
mean “eternal” but rather indicates that the punishment takes place in 
the other world, for a certain period, even long, but not at all necessar-
ily eternal. In the Latin world, however, it was even more difffĳicult to 
grasp this, given that only one adjective, aeternus (or sempiternus), was 
used to render both Greek adjectives, and was understood as “strictly 
eternal.”12 

It is in another anti-Pelagian work, his Sermo 165, probably stem-
ming from 417 CE, that Augustine attacks Origen, for the doctrine of the 
so-called “preexistence of souls”13 and their fall, which he also refutes in 

adhærebunt . . . Detestabiliter cum Origene sentiat quisquis dixerit aliquando eorum 
fĳiniri posse supplicium, quod Dominus dixit aeternum. Augustine is referring to the sen-
tence pronounced against Pelagius in the Council of Diospolis in A.D. 415 (PL 44, 325).
12) Indeed, it is only after his rejection of the doctrine of apokatastasis that Augustine 
adopted a tripartition into hell, purgatory, and paradise. The evolution of his thought 
helps explain scholars’ disagreement concerning the presence of the doctrine of purga-
tory in Augustine. This seems to emerge in Conf. 9,13; Q. Vang. 2,38; Nat. et or. an. 1–4; 
Ench. 110; CD 21,13, in which Augustine admits of poenae temporariae along with eter-
nal punishment, and 21,24, in which Augustine speaks of punishments that the souls of 
the dead sufffer before resurrection. On the other hand, Augustine thinks that impious, 
unbelievers and Christians who have sinned very seriously will never be released from 
punishment (CD 21,24.27; Fid. et op. 16,30; Ench. 69). He deems liberation from pun-
ishment in purgatory possible only before or after the resurrection, but not after the 
condemnation to eternal fĳire ratifĳied by the fĳinal Judgment. In CD 21,13, Augustine, after 
criticizing the “Platonists” who denied the eternity of hell and maintained that sufffer-
ing will have only a cathartic function, remarks upon temporary punishment in the 
present and the future world: Sed temporarias poenas alii in hac vita tantum, alii post 
mortem, alii et nunc et tunc, verum tamen ante iudicium illum severissimum novissi-
mumque patiuntur. Non autem omnes veniunt in sempiternas poenas, quae post illud 
iudicium sunt futurae, qui post mortem sustinent temporales. Nam quibusdam, quod 
in isto non remittitur, remitti in futuro saeculo, id est, ne futuri saeculi aeterno suppli-
cio puniantur, iam supra diximus. The very last words refer to the immediately preced-
ing ch. 12: Hinc est universa generis humani massa damnata; quoniam ui hoc primus 
admisit, cum ea quae in illo fuerit radicata sua stirpe punitus est, ut nullus ab hoc iusto 
debitoque supplicio nisi misericordi et indebita gratia liberatur atque ita dispertiatur 
genus humanum, ut in quibusdam demonstretur quid valeat misericors gratia, et in 
ceteris quid iusta vindicta.
13) This formula, which is regularly attributed to Origen, is very inaccurate, to the point 
of distortion. Origen did not maintain the pre-existence of bare souls, but of noes or 
“intellects,” and these endowed with a subtle body, as he thought that only God is com-
pletely incorporeal.
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Ep. 164 (414 CE),14 but which he had previously supported.15 Adam’s sin, 
he maintains, just as death, is inherited by all, including newborn babies, 
which explains their death notwithstanding the absence of personal 
sins. Thus, in C. Iul. 3,8–9 Augustine states that the original sin explains 
the sufffering of children (cf. Refoulé 1963:341–362). In 428/29 CE, in 
De haer. 43, Augustine denounces what he thinks to be the Platonic roots 
of Origen’s mistakes: a quibus ista didicit Origenes, “Origen learnt these 
doctrines from them,” i.e. the Platonists. His De gratia et libero arbitrio 
(On Grace and Free Will, 426 CE) can be viewed as a rewriting of Book 3 
of Origen’s Περὶ ̓ Αρχῶν (On First Principles). This book, as I have argued 
elsewhere (Ramelli 2006:661–688), is crucial to the understanding of 
the genesis of Origen’s doctrine of apokatastasis. It shows that this 
doctrine stemmed from Origen’s criticism of Gnostic “determinism” 
against the backdrop of the theodicy problem. In C. Iul. 5,47 Augustine 
rejects the theory of the conversion of the devil, speaking as follows, for 
example, in 6,10: “Unless perhaps you claim that even the devil fell from 
the good voluntarily, and if he wants he will return to the Good that he 
left, and in this way you will repeat Origen’s error.”16 According to some, 
this doctrine had not even been held by Origen.17 Gregory of Nyssa, at 

14) In A.D. 415 Augustine had learned from Horosius further information regarding 
Priscillianism and Origenism: all rational beings are of the same nature and have 
obtained diffferent positions on the basis of their merits; this world was created in order 
to offfer them a place of purifĳication and education; the ignis aeternus is not eternal and 
sinners and the devil will be restored in the end.
15) See Rombs 2006. The influence of Plotinus seems to have played a role in this 
connection.
16) Nisi forte dices etiam diabolum voluntate a bono lapsus; si voluerit, in bonum quod 
deseruit reverturum, et Origenis nobis instaurabis errorem.
17) This is maintained today by Holliday 2009:1–23, on the basis of the importance of 
free will for Origen, but without considering that still in Comm. in Rom. 5,10,212–222 
Origen excluded that human free will may ever prevent universal apokatastasis: “If all 
these factors which the apostle listed cannot separate us from the love of God . . . it will 
be all the more the case that our free will cannot separate us from his love” (si haec 
omnia quae enumerauit apostolus separare nos non possunt a caritate Dei . . . multo 
magis libertas arbitrii nos ab eius caritate separare non poterit). Moreover, he thought 
that the devil will be saved not as devil, enemy, and death (this is why in Comm. in 
Rom. 8,8 he says that of Satan “there will be no conversion, not even at the end of the 
aeon” (nec in fĳine saeculi erit ulla conversio), but as a creature of God, when he will 
be no enemy any more. And still in Comm. in Io. Origen identifĳies the telos with the 
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any rate, had supported this theory more clearly and without Origen’s 
own doubts and ambiguities (see Ramelli 2013). 

Origen had spent all of his life refuting Gnostic predestination theo-
ries, for the sake of theodicy, and it is on this basis that he had formu-
lated his doctrine of apokatastasis. In 429/30 CE, in De praedestinatione 
sanctorum (On the Predestination of the Saints), Augustine endeavored 
to turn the accusation of predestinationism against the Origenians18 by 
maintaining that the notion of an eternal revolving of aeons (αἰῶνες) 
does not respect human freedom, and that universal apokatastasis does 
not respect divine justice. Augustine does not realize the fundamental 
diffference19 between Origen’s and the Stoics’ aeons, the latter governed 
by necessity and infĳinite in their succession, the former in the service of 
rational creatures’ freedom and in a limited number, in that there will 
be no more aeons in the apokatastasis. As for divine justice, Augustine 
does not consider, or know, that in Origen’s view this is fully satisfĳied by 
the sufffering of sinners, which will be commensurate to their sins and 
will take place before the apokatastasis. 

Likewise, in De haer. 43 Augustine accused Origen of teaching an infĳi-
nite sequence of aeons in which the devil will be purifĳied and rational 
creatures will fall again and again, with no end.20 Again, he does not 

 apokatastasis even of the devil: for even Satan “will be among those who will submit to 
Christ, conquered because he will have yielded to the Logos and will have submitted 
to the Image of God, becoming a stool to his feet. Contemplate then the whole of the 
salvifĳic economy, which leads to the good telos”.
18) See Grossi 1985:27–64. But he himself was accused of predestinationism. See Grossi 
2009:191–221.
19) Which I have pointed out in Ramelli 2013, chapter on Origen.
20) “There are other doctrines of the aforementioned Origen that the Catholic Church 
does not absolutely accept . . . especially the theory of purifĳication and liberation, and 
of the return of every rational creature to the same evil deeds again after a long time. 
For, which Catholic Christian, learned or ignorant, would not strongly abhor the purifĳi-
cation of sinners theorised by Origen? . . . according to this theory, in the end even the 
devil and his angels will be purifĳied and liberated, and can be restored to the Kingdom 
of God and its light, and then, after very long times, all those who have been liber-
ated will fall again and return to these same evil deeds, and this alternation between 
beatitude and misery of rational creatures always existed and will always occur” (Sunt 
huius Origenis alia dogmata quae catholica ecclesia omnino non recipit . . . maxime 
de purgatione et liberatione, ac rursus post longum tempus ad eadem mala revolu-
tione rationalis universae creaturae. Quis enim catholicus Christianus vel doctus vel 
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grasp, or know, that for Origen this succession will eventually come to 
an end at apokatastasis, when the devil also will be saved, not as devil, 
but as a creature of God, and that, after their purifĳication and instruc-
tion, all rational creatures will be united in love and will be unable to fall 
again, because, in Paul’s word, which Origen takes up as the basis for his 
argument, ἡ ἀγάπη οὐδέποτε (ἐκ)πίπτει, “love never falls (out).”21

On the basis of the passages I have briefly collected, one gets the 
impression that Augustine had an extremely imprecise notion of what 
Origen maintained, and that he acquired it rather later. Yet, among his 
very fĳirst writings, there are some that, to an attentive reading, reveal 
fully Origenian (and not Origenistic) arguments, as I shall demonstrate. 
It will be then necessary to determine whether at that time Augustine 
was aware that those arguments were Origen’s. 

The Role of Pelagianism in Augustine’s Attack on Origen’s Doctrine 
of Apokatastasis

According to Vittorino Grossi (2006:55), four phases can be distinguished 
in Augustine’s relationship to Origen: the fĳirst is the desire to know him 
better, at the beginning of his episcopate; the second phase, which was 
not long, is characterized by esteem for Origen, before Augustine’s anti-
Pelagian polemic; the third is characterized by hostility, during his bat-
tle against Pelagianism (411–419). The fourth and last phase came after 
the condemnation of Pelagianism. Now the (arbitrary) association of 
Origen’s ideas with Pelagianism surely facilitated Augustine’s condem-
nation of Origen’s thinking as well. Augustine’s aforementioned hostil-
ity to Origen was determined by the ungrounded conviction, shared by 
Jerome,22 that Origen’s ideas had led to Pelagianism, above all for the 

 indoctus non vehementer exhorreat eam quam dicit purgationem malorum . . . ipsum 
etiam postremo diabolum atque angelos eius, quamvis post longissima tempora, pur-
gatos atque liberatos, regno Dei lucique restitui, et rursus post longissima tempora 
omnes qui liberati sunt ad haec mala denuo relabi et reverti, et has vices alternantes 
beatitudinis et miseriarum rationalis creaturae semper fuisse, semper fore?).
21)  See Ramelli 2007a, Integrative Essay I, with demonstration. 
22) Jerome fought Pelagianism from A.D. 414, before Augustine did so, and accepted the 
transmission of the original sin even though he refused traducianism. He maintained 
that the “new heretics” drew many doctrines from Origen, to whom he was now hostile 
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inexact presupposition that Origen, like the Pelagians, denied the origi-
nal sin. 

But the assumption that Pelagianism derived from Origen’s position 
cannot stand, for at least two main reasons. One is that the Pelagians, 
just as the “pre-Pelagian” Rufĳinus the Syrian, did not admit of apokatas-
tasis, even though, like Origen, they denied any predestination of human 
beings to salvation or damnation. And this is of course a crucial difffer-
ence between Pelagianism and Origen’s thought. The other fundamen-
tal reason why Origen cannot be considered to have been the precursor 
of Pelagianism is that he regarded divine grace as absolutely necessary 
to salvation, which is exactly the opposite of the Pelagian position and 
is rather consistent with Augustine’s own view (with the diffference that 
Augustine seems to have limited divine grace to a particular group, 
whereas Origen extended it to absolutely all rational creatures). Pela-
gius insisted on human capacity for not sinning after baptism: this is 
why he thought — very diffferently from Origen — that sinners, includ-
ing Christians, were doomed to eternal fĳire. Moreover, at Diospolis he 
declared that thinking that at least Christian sinners would be saved 
in the end would be tantamount to being an Origenist (Aug. De gestis 
Pel. 3,10). Pelagius himself, thus, took a clear distance from Origen. If 
God granted grace to some independently of their personal merits, God 
would be partial (Anon. De induratione 13; Julian of Aeclanum Libellus 
fĳidei 23), against Rom 2:11, and 1Tim 2:4 (De indur. 19). 

Origen’s Commentary on Romans, on the contrary, and many other 
passages from his works, bristle with the notion that divine grace is 
indispensable to the salvation of each human being. For his idea of 
grace, Origen heavily and overtly relied on Paul, both in his Commentary 
on Romans and elsewhere. Origen’s doctrine of apokatastasis, which 
has its roots in his polemic against the Gnostic (Valentinian) theory 

after venerating him for many years; he complained that both “heresies,” Origenian and 
Pelagian, were received very well by women (Hier. Ep. 133). In his Dialogus adversus 
Pelagianos (Dialogue against the Pelagians), too, Jerome calls Origen “your teacher,” 
meaning “the teacher of the Pelagians,” ὁ ἀρχαῖος, “the ancient,” who established that 
rational creatures at the beginning were all identical and their diversity derived from 
their choices. Origen, according to Jerome, thought that baptism remits sins that were 
committed a long time ago in heaven (3,19). On Jerome’s anti-Pelagianism see Mores-
chini 1982:61–71.
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of predestination and is aimed at supporting human free will (Ramelli 
2006:661–688), is the crowning of both human freedom and God’s grace, 
with no contradiction between the two. What is measured according 
to one’s sins, derived from free will and paid “up to the very last coin,”23 
is the time of purifĳication, but the life that will come after this, in the 
apokatastasis, will be grace, a gift, not a retribution, and as such it will 
have no measure and no end. “As, by the offfence of one, judgment came 
upon all human beings for their condemnation, even so, by the righ-
teousness of one, the free gift came upon all human beings unto justi-
fĳication of life. For as by one man’s disobedience the many were made 
sinners, so by the obedience of one shall the many be made righteous.”24 
In this passage, Rom 5:18–19, it is clear that the life granted to all human 
beings as a free gift coincides with their justifĳication. Likewise, for Ori-
gen, universal resurrection also means, on the spiritual plane, that all 
will be justifĳied and saved, that is, all will have the true life, blessedness, 
defĳinitive liberation from evil, and eternal salvation (see Ramelli 2013): 
for resurrection and life are nothing else but Christ ( John 11:25). The 

23) So Macrina in Gregory of Nyssa’s De Anima et resurrectione (On the Soul and the 
Resurrection) PG 46,101BC, where, on the basis of the Gospel parable (Mt 18:23–25; 
Lk 7:41), she explains that retribution will extend to purifĳication, which has a measure 
and thus will come to an end sooner or later: “The Gospel teaching knows a debtor of 
ten thousand talents, another of fĳive hundred denarii, another of fĳifty, and another of 
only one quadrans, which is the tiniest of all coins, and says that God’s right judgement 
is applied to all, and extends the time of extinction of the debt according to its amount, 
without neglecting even the tiniest debts. And the Gospel said that the extinction of 
the debts does not take place through a money payment, but it says that the debtor is 
handed to the torturers until he has paid the whole of his debt, and this means nothing 
else but that, through the necessary sufffering, he extinguishes the debt accumulated by 
participating in miserable and painful things that he has burdened himself with during 
his earthly life . . . and so, after getting rid of all that which is alien to himself, and taking 
offf the shame deriving from his debts, he can achieve a condition of freedom and confĳi-
dence . . . Now, freedom is assimilation to what has no master and has absolute power, 
and at the beginning it was given us by God, but then it was covered and hidden by the 
shame of debts. Thus, as a consequence, each one who is free will adapt himself to what 
is similar to him; but ‘virtue has no masters’: therefore, each one who is free will turn 
out to be in virtue. Now, God’s nature is the source of all virtue; so, in it will be those 
who have attained freedom from evil, so that, as the Apostle says, ‘God will be all in all’ 
[1Cor 15:28].” See the commentary ad loc. in Ramelli 2007a and Ramelli 2007b.
24) Oἱ πολλοί is the perfect equivalent of πάντας ἀνθρώπους of the preceding line.
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life of the resurrection, the spiritual life, is a gift of God for all human 
beings, granted out of grace and nothing else, in perfect agreement with 
the declaration of Bardaisan, according to whom the apokatastasis will 
be “a gift of the Lord of all natures” (see Ramelli 2009a). As Origen says, 
in fact, once again quoting St Paul (Rom 6:23), “Eternal life is a free gift 
[χάρισμα] of God: it does not come from us: it is God who offfers us this 
present [δῶρον].” 

In Comm. in Rom. 5,15 Pelagius states that, if Adam’s sin transmitted 
itself to all, even those who were not sinners, then Christ’s “being just” 
saves all, even those who are not believers. This is exactly what Origen 
thought, but, according to him, all will acquire faith in the telos. If — as 
Augustine also maintained — all humanity was in Adam in his sinning 
and therefore all humanity is sinful, and all die in Adam independently of 
their individual will, then, on the basis of Rom 5:18–19 and 1 Cor 15:22–23, 
all humans in the same way are justifĳied and receive life in Christ. 

Pelagianism arose, to be sure, from the need to fĳight determinism, 
which was still alive between the fourth and the fĳifth century because of 
Manichaeans and astrologers, but once Origen’s solution was rejected, 
it was necessary to fĳind another solution to theodicy, and the alterna-
tive was between that of Pelagius and that of Augustine. Indeed, Jerome 
in Dial. c. Pel. 3,19, says to the Pelagians that, if they deem the doctrine 
of the propagation of the original sin to all humans wrong, they should 
return to Origen’s position, which he considers to be the only possible 
alternative to Augustine’s theodicy, as he rejected the Pelagians’ solu-
tion. The latter ruled out the universal efffects of original sin, the former 
afffĳirmed them. Whether these two solutions to the theodicy problem 
are more convincing than that of Origen is another story.

The Early Augustine and Origen’s Thought 

As for the “fĳirst phase” of the four delineated by Grossi, when Augustine 
manifests the desire to know Origen’s thought better, what I suspect 
is that in fact he already knew at least something of Origen’s thought 
and arguments, which he himself adopted, including the doctrine of 
apokatastasis, but perhaps he didn’t know that these were Origen’s 
ideas. Augustine’s Platonic formation was based on Plotinus, Porphyry, 
Ambrose, and Victorinus; as for his direct reading of Origen, of course in 



 I. L. E. Ramelli / Numen 60 (2013) 280–307 293

Latin, there seem to be traces of it around 400 CE, especially regarding 
the doctrine of justifĳication.25 In Enarr. 2 in Ps. 31, a homily completed 
in the summer of 401 CE, he reveals that he has read Origen’s Com-
mentary on Romans, in Rufĳinus’s version, and that he has drawn and 
adapted from it many ideas on the theme of justifĳication (cf. Bammel 
1996:223–235). But I suspect that he encountered Origen’s ideas several 
years earlier, albeit perhaps without knowing that they were his. For 
long before Augustine was influenced by Origen,26 and in the light of his 
subsequent critiques of what he assumed to be Origen’s thought — as it 
was transmitted to him by Horosius and Jerome — I wonder whether, 
when he initially shared the doctrine of apokatastasis and much else 
with Origen, as I shall argue, he was aware that this was in fact Origen’s 
true thought, or whether he absorbed it through Ambrose, the Milanese 
circle, partial translations and collections, and the like, even without 
identifying it as such.

Augustine narrates his own conversion in C. Acad. 2,2,5, in Beat. 
vit. 1,4, and in his Confessiones (Confessions). In the fĳirst passage, Augus-
tine refers to some libri pleni, “full (or perfect, complete, or substan-
tial) books,” which much influenced him and made him enthusiastic. 
Scholars, on the basis of a comparison between this passage and Conf. 
7,9,13 and Beat. vit. 1,4, generally consider these books to have been Neo-
Platonic, by Plotinus and/or Porphyry. According to Heidl, however, 
these were Christian works, of course Platonic Christian. The greatest 
Christian Platonist, who can have produced such enthusiasm in Augus-
tine, was of course Origen. In particular, he thinks of Origen’s homilies 
on the Song of Songs and perhaps some passages from the relevant com-
mentary, in which perfumes are interpreted in a spiritual sense: Arabic 
perfumes, of the Queen of Saba, are the good deeds with which pagans get 
close to Christ; the drops of the most precious ointment are the symbol of 
the Savior’s descent. These are the same images that Augustine uses in 
his account on these “full books” (further parallels in Heidl 2003:7–18). 

25) According to Courcelle 1948:185–87, Augustine knew Origen’s eschatological theo-
ries from the controversy between Jerome and Rufĳinus in A.D. 397 and by consulting 
Horosius in A.D. 414; after about ten years, he read the translation of Origen’s Homilies 
on Genesis and probably of his Περὶ Ἀρχῶν (On First Principles). Of course it makes a big 
diffference whether he read it in Rufĳinus’s or in Jerome’s translation.
26) Heidl 2003. Cf. Idem 1999:597–604; Altaner 1951; Trapè 1986:223–227.
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Origen’s homilies arrived to Augustine through Jerome’s translation, 
which was completed in Rome in 383 CE, and in 386 could well have 
arrived in Milan. Moreover, Ambrose had an excellent acquaintance 
with Origen, whose exegesis of the Song of Songs he employed in his 
homilies De bono mortis (Death is a Good Thing) and De Isaac (On 
Isaac), which Augustine probably knew before his conversion. Indeed, 
Ambrose and the Milanese circle could have transmitted even more 
of Origen’s thought to Augustine. Those libri pleni, probably given to 
Augustine by Simplicianus, may be understood as “complete or perfect 
books,” in the sense that they contained not only a Platonic metaphys-
ics, which Augustine appreciated, but also the Christian doctrine (Heidl 
2003:27–36). In Beat. vit. 1,4, Augustine recounts that, after reading 
very few books of Plotinus, he compared them with Scriptures, which 
aroused enthusiasm in him. According to Heidl (2003:19–26), the two 
accounts concern two diffferent moments of the conversion process, 
and the libri pleni of the fĳirst cannot be identifĳied with those of Plotinus 
of the second, which Augustine knew through the translation of Victo-
rinus. Moreover, in Ord. 1,11,31 Augustine says to his mother that he read 
to her some books of earlier Christian authors. De ordine (On Order) was 
written in November 386 at Cassiciacum, thus the reading took place in 
Milan and could coincide with that of the aforementioned libri pleni. 

Indeed, what is most relevant to my present investigation, from Ord. 
1,11,32 it emerges that Augustine shared Origen’s ideas — whether he 
was aware that they were Origen’s or not — both with respect to the 
Platonizing distinction between the sense-perceptible and the intelli-
gible world and with respect to the appreciation of Greek philosophy, 
for which Ambrose reproached Origen.27 Moreover, in C. Acad. 2,2,5, the 
motif of the return to one’s self, which is one’s true being, which Augustine 
applied to his return to Catholicism, shows strong afffĳinities with Origen, 
and the same is the case with the theme of the return of the human being, 
image of God, to its original state before the fall. Further afffĳinities with 
Origen’s exegesis of the Song of Songs are found in C. Acad. 2,2,5 and 
Ord. 1,8,24, and Augustine’s teaching method in his fĳirst works seems 
to have been suggested by Origen as well (cf. Heidl 2003:37–61). The 

27) Ambr. De Abr. 2,8,54: “Our Origen too . . . however, many of his works prove that he 
also indulged in the philosophers’ tradition” (Origenes quoque noster . . . tamen etiam 
ipsum plurimum indulgere philosophorum traditioni pleraque eius scripta testantur).
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account of  Augustine’s reading of Rom 13:13–14 in the garden in Conf. 
8,12,29 seems to be inspired by Origen’s Comm. in Cant. 2,4,28–30 on 
Abraham at Mamre (Gen 18). For both Augustine and Abraham sit 
outside their home, under a tree, and Rom 13:13 (“let us conduct our-
selves becomingly as in the day, not in revelling and drunkenness, not 
in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarrelling and jealousy”),28 
which is prominent in Augustine’s account, played an important role in 
Origen’s exegesis of the Mamre episode (Comm. in Cant. 2,4,28). 

Augustine does not mention his encounter with Origen’s works in 
his Confessiones and keeps silent about the libri pleni that triggered his 
conversion, perhaps because he wanted to avoid accusations of Ori-
genism. Precisely in that period, such a fear induced Jerome to utterly 
reverse his attitude toward Origen, which of course Augustine knew. 
Very shortly after the composition of Augustine’s Confessiones, indeed, 
in 404/5 CE, just before the outburst of the Pelagian controversy — and 
at the same time many years after his De moribus, in which he seems 
to have made use of Origen’s ideas against the Manichaeans without 
knowing that they were Origen’s — Augustine blamed Jerome for crit-
icizing Origen, while beforehand he had praised him greatly and had 
appealed to him (Ep. 82); therefore, Augustine asked Jerome the rea-
son for his sudden reversal. The controversy about Origen that arose in 
393 CE — after the composition of Augustine’s De moribus — in Pales-
tine, where Jerome and Rufĳinus were, reached the Western half of the 
empire in the years in which Augustine, who wrote Ep. 28 and 40 to 
Jerome, was elaborating his Confessiones, as is probable, and surely in 
the years of Augustine’s exchange with Jerome on Origen. 

Augustine’s Dependence on Origen in His Anti-Manichaean Phase

De Genesi adversus Manichaeos

That Augustine in fact depends on Origen in his fĳirst commentaries on 
Genesis was realized by Jean Pépin (1954:293–306), who focused on the 
similarity of their interpretation of the “skin tunics,” and Roland Teske 
(1992:179–185), who hypothesized that Augustine was acquainted with 

28) Translation according to the Revised Standard Version.
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Origen since 385 CE and supposed a possible mediation by Ambrose 
and the Milanese circle to explain this fact. When Augustine wrote his 
fĳirst exegetical work, De Genesi adversus Manichaeos (On the Book of 
Genesis against the Manichaeans, 388/89 CE), containing an allegorical 
exegesis of Gen 1–3, Origen’s Homilies on Genesis had not yet been trans-
lated by Rufĳinus. But other channels are possible, such as Ambrose’s 
homilies on the Hexaëmeron and on Paradise, Hilarius’s treatises on the 
Psalms, and Gregory of Elvira’s treatise on the creation of the human 
being; an oral mediation by Theodorus or Simplicianus may have 
occurred as well, or else Augustine may have read a Latin compilation of 
Origenian interpretations of Genesis (cf. Heidl 2003:77–104). In the light 
of a comparison between Origen’s, Ambrose’s, and Augustine’s exegesis 
of Gen 1:1–6 on heaven, earth, and fĳirmament, Ambrose’s interpreta-
tion, although it derives from Origen, cannot explain the dependence 
of Augustine’s exegesis on that of Origen, especially because of a lack 
of distinction between a spiritual heaven and a corporeal fĳirmament.29 
The same seems to be the case with the exegesis of Gen 1:7. 

Origen seems to have inspired, directly or indirectly, Augustine’s 
argument against divine anthropomorphism in Gen. adv. Man. 1,17,27 
as well.30 Augustine’s exegesis of Gen 1:26 and 2:7 (ibidem 1,17,28 and 
2,7,9) is generally considered to have been drawn from Ambrose, who 
in turn depended on Origen. But a careful comparison between Augus-
tine’s passages and Origen Hom. in Gen. 1,2,28; 1,13,56 and Ambrose 
Hex. 6,7,40. 42 reveals that not all the parallels between Augustine 
and Origen can be explained through Ambrose, as is also clear in the 
case of the exegesis of Gen 1:27–28 on the man, the woman, and their 
dominion over animals and the world, in which exclusive parallels are 
found with Origen, even literal correspondences.31 Likewise, Gen. adv. 
Man. 2,8,10 shows notable correspondences with Origen’s conception of 

29) On the development of Augustine’s exegesis of this passage see also Pollmann 2008 
and my review in Bryn Mawr Classical Review September 2009.
30) For this passage it is possible to draw a parallel with Origen’s Selecta in Genesim 
PG XII 93, and with Tractatus Origenis I 1–3,5–6: Heidl 2003:105–10. Cf. Teske 1992:
180–186. 
31) See Heidl 2003:111–133; on 135–138 he analyses Origen’s “Gießen fragment” perhaps 
deriving from Origen’s lost Commentary on Genesis, or from a homily on Eden.
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the original condition of humans before they received a heavy body; 
likewise, the eternal existence of the ideas of all creatures in God’s 
wisdom is shared by them both. Augustine’s De Genesis adversus Man-
ichaeos includes at least four Origenian features: the allegorical method 
itself applied to Scripture, which was rejected by Augustine afterwards, 
in De Genesi ad litteram; the interpretation of Hebrew words;32 the idea 
of the correspondence between Adam and Christ who left the Father in 
order to marry the Church; and the interpretation of the “skin tunics” 
given by God to Adam and Eve after their fall (Gen 3:21) as mortal cor-
poreality in Gen. adv. Man. 2,21,32, which coincides with Origen’s Hom. 
in Lev. 6,2,276–278 and probably the lost Commentary on Genesis.33

De moribus ecclesiae catholicae et de moribus Manichaeorum

It is precisely in anti-Manichaean works — not only De Genesi adversus 
Manichaeos, but also De moribus ecclesiae catholicae et de moribus Man-
ichaeorum (On the Customs of the Catholic Church and the Customs of 
the Manichaeans) — that Augustine largely availed himself of Origen’s 
arguments, especially concerning ontology and apokatastasis.

For instance, Origen’s notion of the diffferent conditions of rational 
natures as a consequence of their free choices is found in this some-
what overlooked but very important work that is contemporary with 
De Genesis adversus Manichaeos: Augustine’s De moribus ecclesiae cath-
olicae et de moribus Manichaeorum, dating to about 391 CE.34 This work 
reveals more than any other Augustine’s initial adhesion to the doctrine 
of apokatastasis. Augustine’s protology and eschatology in this anti-
Manichaean phase are Origenian (not Origenistic, that is, belonging to 

32) For instance, that of Eden, which is closer to those of Philo and Origen than to that 
of Ambrose; and the etymological wordplay issah-is (“woman” — “man”) in Gen 2:23, 
which was mentioned only by Origen Comm. in Matt. 14,16 and Ep. ad Afr. 12, before 
Augustine.
33) It is very probable that Origen identifĳied the “skin tunics,” not with the body tout 
court, but with the mortal, heavy, and corruptible body of the present decayed condi-
tion, and therefore with mortality itself. See Ramelli 2007a, Integrative Essay 1, also 
with documentation.
34) PL 32, 1309–78, then ed. J. B. Bauer CSEL 90, 1992; see Coyle 1978; idem 1991; idem 
2001.
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several extreme developments of Origen’s thought, but authentically 
Origenian). Even the description found in De mor. Man. 1,15,17, in which 
it is properly God the Father who is the Good, perfectly corresponds to 
the view of Origen, who described God the Father as αὐτοαγαθόν, and 
the Son as the image of the goodness of the Father.

Now, it is really remarkable, although it has not generally been noted 
by scholars so far, that Augustine reveals a close adhesion to Origen’s 
conception of apokatastasis in De moribus, one of his most Platonic 
works. It is a Christian Platonic work, exactly like that of Origen. In 2,7,9 
Augustine writes: “God’s goodness . . . orders all the fallen beings . . . until 
these return to the state from which they fell” (Dei bonitas . . . omnia 
defĳicientia sic ordinat . . . donec ad id recurrant unde defecerunt). All 
the beings that have fallen are helped and led in orderly fashion by 
God’s goodness until they are restored to the condition from which they 
had fallen. This is in nuce, but very clearly, the doctrine of apokatastasis, 
and that it is conceived as universal is indicated by omnia: “all beings.” 
Furthermore, that the agent of apokatastasis is God’s goodness is a fur-
ther point of convergence with Origen’s view of apokatastasis.

It is signifĳicant, and certainly not accidental, that later on Augustine 
was disturbed by this assertion of his and in his Retractationes (Second 
Thoughts) warned his readers that this statement should not be under-
stood in an Origenian sense: “It must not be understood as though all 
beings were restored to the condition from which they had fallen in the 
sense in which Origen thought so . . . for those who will be punished with 
the eternal fĳire do not return to God, from whom they fell” (Retr. 1,7,6).35 
Again, Augustine is interpreting the biblical πῦρ αἰώνιον as “eternal fĳire,” 
and not as “otherworldly fĳire.” When he wrote his Retractationes, in 
426–427 CE, Augustine was clearly concerned about a possible accusa-
tion of Origenism, since meanwhile he was misinformed about Origen, 
and the Origenistic controversy was raging (it is no accident that, as his 
Retractationes show as well, he changed his mind also about the risen 
body, another hot issue in the Origenistic controversy, and abandoned 
Origen’s — and Paul’s — view that it will be a spiritual body, a σῶμα 

35) Non sic accipiendum est, tanquam omnia recurrant ad id unde defecerunt sicut 
Origeni visum est . . . non enim recurrunt ad Deum a quo defecerunt, qui sempiterno 
igne punientur.
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πνευματικόν in Paul’s words).36 But almost four decades earlier, in his 
anti-Manichaean double work De moribus, Augustine was clearly refer-
ring to apokatastasis, and in a universal form, exactly “in the sense in 
which Origen conceived of it” (sicut Origeni visum est).

Indeed, what Augustine says in the core passage that I have quoted 
corresponds to Origen’s thought on apokatastasis, and, what is more, 
there is a precise parallel with Origen’s text, which Augustine may have 
known in a Latin version or anthology. For partial versions and/or com-
pilations seem to have circulated even before that of Rufĳinus, dating to 
the last years of the fourth century. In particular, I think of the following 
passage from Περὶ Ἀρχῶν, On First Principles, 1,6,1: “I think that God’s 
goodness, by means of his Christ, calls all creatures back to one and the 
same end” (In unum sane fĳinem putamus quod bonitas Dei per Chris-
tum suum universam revocet creaturam). It is Dei bonitas, “God’s good-
ness,” that, for both Origen and Augustine, makes the apokatastasis of 
all creatures possible, We have:

Augustine Origen

Dei bonitas 
God’s goodness

bonitas Dei
God’s goodness

omnia defĳicientia
all fallen creatures

universam creaturam
all creatures

ordinat donec ad id recurrant 
unde defecerunt

orders until they return to the 
condition 

from which they had fallen

in unum fĳinem revocet
calls back to one and the same end

36) As has been observed by Daley 1991:143, in his early works Augustine emphasized 
that the risen body will be spiritual, basing himself on 1 Cor 15:50. In Fid. et Symb. 10,24 
he stresses that, when it is transformed into a spiritual body, the body will no longer 
be “flesh and blood.” But in Retr. 1,16 and 2,29 “flesh and blood” are understood as the 
works of the flesh and the corruptibility of the body. That the body, according to St. 
Paul, will be “spiritual” simply means, in Augustine’s new view, that it will be incorrupt-
ible and perfectly subjected to the soul (Ench. 23,91; CD 13,20; 22,21). On the spirit and 
the spiritual in Augustine’s anti-Manichaean phase see Gerber 2012, esp. Chs. 2–3. 
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Similarly, in Comm. in Io. 6,57 Origen remarked that the eventual uni-
versal submission to Christ and to God must be understood as universal 
salvation because only this interpretation is “worthy of the goodness of 
the God of the universe” (τῆς ἀγαθότητος τοῦ τῶν ὅλων Θεοῦ). Again, it is 
on God’s goodness that both Origen and Augustine have apokatastasis 
depend.

Indeed, both for Origen and for the young Augustine, who followed 
him, the apokatastasis depends on Dei bonitas; the expression is the 
same in both of them, and the bonitas or “goodness” of God is not sim-
ply God’s compassion, kindness, mercy, and generosity, but it is, onto-
logically, the fact that God is the Absolute Good, the fullness of Good 
and Being, in opposition to evil which has no ontological consistence 
and is a lack of good. It is precisely the anti-Manichaean polemic, 
which Augustine was leading at that time, that favored his stress upon 
the notion of God as the Good and of evil as deprived of any ontologi-
cal status (in opposition to the Manichaean tenet of Good and Evil as 
two antithetical and equally powerful forces). And the consequences of 
such a conception on the eschatological plane were clearly in line with 
Origen’s eschatological views. 

Let me offfer a demonstration — here necessarily selective in the 
interest of space — on the basis of Augustine’s own argument in his 
De moribus. Right from the beginning, Augustine describes God as “the 
Supreme Good, vis-à-vis which there is nothing better or superior” 
(summum bonum, quo non est quidquam melius et superius), immu-
table, transcendent, but Being to the highest degree,37 whose opposite 
is non-being: “If one looks for its contrary in a correct way, one will 
fĳind that it is absolutely nothing. For Being has no other contrary than 
non-being. Therefore, there exists no nature that is contrary to God.”38 
Manichaeans, on the contrary, considered evil to be a substance, there-
fore a being, opposite to God (2,2).39 But every being comes from God, 
whereas evil does not come from God and is not a creature of God: 

37) 1,1: Hoc enim maxime esse dicendum est, quod semper eodem modo sese habet, 
quod omnimodo sui simile est, quod nulla ex parte corrumpi ac mutari potest, quod 
non subiacet tempori.
38) Cui si contrarium recte quaeras, nihil omnino est. Esse enim contrarium non habet 
nisi non esse. Nulla est ergo Deo natura contraria.
39) Vos autem asseritis quamdam naturam atque substantiam malum esse.



 I. L. E. Ramelli / Numen 60 (2013) 280–307 301

“God is the author of all natures and substances . . . thus, it is immedi-
ately clear that God is not the author of evil.”40 Just as was the case with 
Origen — who grounded in theodicy his own doctrine of evil, philoso-
phy of history, and eschatology, as has been argued by Ramelli (2006) — 
also for Augustine the primary concern is theodicy, and Augustine takes 
up Plato’s formula, Θεὸς ἀναίτιος, “God is not responsible for evil,” which 
was already appropriated by Clement of Alexandria (II–III cent.) and 
Origen. God, the Being, is the only Absolute Good, not good by partici-
pation, but per se; all that does not participate in Good and Being, that 
is, in God, does not even exist; therefore, evil is not: “One thing is the 
Good that is good supremely and in itself, not by participation in some-
thing good, but in its own nature and essence, and another thing is what 
is good by participation . . . it is thus demonstrated that evil is not an 
essence, but rather a privation” (4,6).41 Evil is not, precisely because it 
is not a creature of God. But as for God’s own creatures, God does not 
allow any of them to end up in non-being, that is, evil, because God cre-
ated them that they might exist — this is Origen’s very argument, which 
he even used in defense of the apokatastasis of the devil — and they 
might be in the Good, i.e., in God.

It is at this point of his argument that Augustine inserts the crucial 
passage in which he clearly states that God, qua supreme Good, will 
restore all beings into the original condition from which they have 
fallen: 

But God’s goodness does not allow things to go that far [sc. that creatures may 
proceed on the path to evil to the point of being reduced to non-being, since evil 
is non-being] and orders all fallen creatures so that they may be in the place that 
is the most appropriate to them, until, with ordered movements, they return to 
the condition from which they had fallen. Thus, also rational souls, in which free 
will is powerful to the utmost degree, once they have fallen from their own level 
to those of inferior creatures, are ordered by God’s goodness in the states that are 
fĳitting for them. As a consequence, they may also become miserable, if God deems 
this good, while they are ordered in the convenient conditions in accord with their 

40) Omnium naturarum atque substantiarum esse auctorem Deum, simul intellig-
itur . . . non esse Deum auctorem mali.
41)  Aliud est bonum quod summe ac per se bonum est, non participatione alicuius 
boni, sed propria natura et essentia; aliud quod participando bonum est . . . malum 
ostenditur non secundum essentiam, sed secundum privationem.
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own merits. This is why the passage that you [sc. the Manichaeans] continually 
and inappropriately cite most of all is absolutely true: “I create the goods and cause 
the evils;” for to cause means to organise and order. In many manuscripts, on the 
other hand, the passage reads as follows: “I create the goods and compose the 
evils.” To create means to make something that did not exist altogether, whereas 
to compose means to order what already existed in whatever condition, so that it 
can be better and richer. Indeed, God composes, i.e. orders, these, when he says: 
“I compose the evils that fall / vanish,” that is, that tend to non-being . . . No crea-
ture is allowed by divine Providence to go so far as to be no more . . . All that is, in 
that it is, is from God, while, in that it lacks and falls from being, is not from God. 
But, nevertheless, it is always ordered by divine Providence in the way in which it 
fĳits the totality of creatures. (2,7,9–10)42

Universal apokatastasis is clearly depicted in this passage, which indeed 
reflects Origen’s whole picture of the salvifĳic economy and theodicy. 
Evidently, the fallen creatures are precisely rational creatures, Origen’s 
logika or noes, who are assigned by God to diffferent orders (according to 
Origen, angels, humans, and demons, and these in diffferent conditions). 
The very idea that rational creatures, falling down from their original, 
natural condition (defĳicientes a se), are assigned to inferior creatural 
levels, is Origen’s and Gregory of Nyssa’s. In the case of human beings, 
for instance, noes had their fĳine body transformed into a heavy body, 
liable to passions and corruption, and divided into two genders, all of 
which is appropriate to an inferior creatural level, that of animals (this 
view will be taken over by Maximus the Confessor [d. 662] and John the 
Scot Eriugena [d. 877]).43 But God never abandons them, and does not 

42) Sed Dei bonitas eo rem perduci non sinit, et omnia defĳicientia sic ordinat ut ibi sint 
ubi congruentissime possint esse, donec ordinatis motibus ad id recurrant unde defece-
runt. Itaque etiam animas rationales, in quibus potentissimum est liberum arbitrium, 
defĳicientes a se in inferioribus creaturae gradibus ordinat ubi esse tales decet. Fiunt 
ergo miserae divino iudicio dum convenienter pro meritis ordinantur. Ex quo illud 
optime dictum est, quod insectari maxime soletis: Ego facio bona et creo mala. Creare 
namque dicitur condere et ordinare. Itaque in plerisque exemplaribus sic scriptum est: 
Ego facio bona et condo mala. Facere enim est, omnino quod non erat; condere autem, 
ordinare quod utcumque iam erat, ut melius magisque sit. Ea namque condit Deus, 
id est ordinat, cum dicit: Condo mala quae defĳiciunt, id est ad non esse tendunt . . . 
Nihil per divinam providentiam ad id ut non sit pervenire permittitur . . . quidquid est, 
in quantum est, ex Deo sit, in quantum autem ab essentia defĳicit, non sit ex Deo, sed 
tamen divina providentia semper sicut universitati congruit ordinetur.
43) See Ramelli 2013, chapters on Maximus and Eriugena.
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permit that they may fall into absolute evil or non-being. God’s Provi-
dence always assists them, until they return to the original condition 
from which they fell: donec ad id recurrant unde defecerunt. This return 
will take place according to an order (ordinatis motibus), just as Origen 
thought: each one will be restored, but each rational creature in its own 
order, according to the merits and demerits acquired through the exer-
cise of its free will (compare here Augustine: pro meritis ordinantur, 
“they are ordered according to their merits”). The whole of Augustine’s 
argument in this work is exactly in line with Origen’s thought on the 
story of the noes, the action of Providence and free will, and the even-
tual apokatastasis.

Other Works from the “Origenian Phase”

Origen’s idea that rational creatures can pass between the angelic, the 
human, and the demonic state is received by Augustine not only in the 
above-quoted passage from De moribus, but also in Lib. arb. 3,217 and 
Serm. 45,10. In this period Augustine, very consistently indeed, also shared 
with Origen the conception of the resurrected body as spiritual, angelic, 
luminous, and ethereal, as Heidl (2003:209–18) noted. Augustine’s use of 
images from the Song of Songs in Conf. 9,2,3 shows his familiarity with 
Origen’s exegesis of this biblical book. In Aurelius’s library in Carthage 
Augustine could have had access to some commentarioli in Matthaeum, 
“small commentaries on the Gospel of Matthew,” which Aurelius con-
sidered to have been composed or translated by Jerome; the latter, how-
ever, denied that he had ever worked on them. In fact, they probably are 
a translation of exegetical passages from Origen, whose interpretation 
of the Lord’s Prayer was taken up by Augustine in his commentary on 
the Sermon of the Mount, which he began in 393/4 CE. Other interme-
diate sources can be excluded: Tertullian, Cyprian, and Ambrose have 
diffferent interpretations, as Heidl (2003:219–35) remarked.

Given Augustine’s initial knowledge — direct or indirect — of Ori-
gen, such as to determine his adhesion to the doctrine of apokatasta-
sis, and more generally to his protology, eschatology, and theodicy, 
I fĳind it hardly amazing, and at the same time highly signifĳicant, that a 
work, De Incarnatione Verbi ad Ianuarium (On the Incarnation of the 
Logos, to Januarius, on which see Gasparro 1998:55–96) was ascribed 
to Augustine, whereas it was a collection of texts of Origen’s, and 
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 specifĳically from his philosophical, most discussed masterpiece, Περὶ 
Ἀρχῶν (On First Principles). 

Conclusion: Contribution to Research 

Only later, due to the Origenistic controversy and to his anti-Pelagian 
polemics, did Augustine reject Origen’s positions. It is paradoxical that 
meanwhile he believed he had learnt Origen’s theories, although what 
was described to him by Horosius and others as Origen’s thought was 
in fact distorted. But at fĳirst, precisely when Augustine believed that he 
didn’t know Origen’s thought, he in fact knew and used it; he probably 
had access to it thanks to Ambrose, the Milanese circle, but also through 
partial translations, compilations, and perhaps even anonymous manu-
scripts that contained translations of Origen’s works without indicat-
ing him as the author. That such manuscripts circulated is proved not 
only by the aforementioned commentarioli, but also by Pamphilus, who 
in Apol. 12 attests that already around 300 CE manuscripts containing 
works by Origen circulated and were read, which did not bear the name 
of their author.44 

Paradoxically enough, Augustine embraced much of Origen’s sys-
tem, precisely when he was convinced that he did not know his 
thought. I think Augustine did not know, or better was convinced that 
he did not know Origen at that time, not simply because in his anti-
Manichaean phase he does not mention Origen’s name while drawing 

44) Pamphilus in this passage is denouncing Origen’s detractors, who often did not 
even read his works and yet proclaimed that he wrote heretical things. They read some-
thing by Origen in manuscripts that did not bear his name, and they praised it, but as 
soon as they learned that these were words of Origen, they claimed they were heretical: 
“It often happens, either by chance or in some cases intentionally, that something from 
Origen’s writings is read to his detractors as though it were by someone else, since the 
name of the author is absent from the title of the manuscript. Now, as long as the name 
of the author is not indicated, the text that is read is approved, praised, and held in the 
highest admiration, but when they know that the text they liked is by Origen, suddenly 
they dislike it; suddenly they say that it is heretical!” (Accidere solet, vel casu vel inter-
dum studio, ut nomine in codice non praetitulato legatur aliquid ipsius [sc. Origenis] in 
auribus obtrectatorum quasi alterius tractatoris; quod tam diu placet et laudatur atque 
in omni admiratione habetur quam diu nomen non fuerit indicatum. At ubi Origenis 
cognita fuerint esse quae placebant, statim displicent, statim haeretica esse dicuntur).
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on his thought — which may be easily ascribed to a common practice 
in ancient authors and in Augustine as well — but because afterwards 
he wanted to learn Origen’s thought, trying to get information on it, ask-
ing Jerome and Horosius and so on. In this way Augustine clearly shows 
that he was convinced that he knew nothing of Origen, while in fact 
he had used his main metaphysical arguments and even his doctrine of 
apokatastasis, even to the point of verbal echoes. This is why I hypothe-
size that at the time of his De moribus he did know Origen’s thought, but 
without being aware that it was Origen’s. The most remarkable point 
in Augustine’s initial adhesion to Origen’s thought surely regards the 
apokatastasis doctrine, which he too, later on, condemned as heretical 
and felt the need to recant in his Retractationes.
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