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ABSTRACT

! I will argue that there is an incongruity between God's description of man's free 

will in his Book 3 speech, and the exercise of that freedom in the subsequent poetry. 

This incongruity is the result of the difference between man's limited nature and that the 

infinite nature of God, and the particulars of this difference inform man's eventual fall, as 

well as the mechanism by which man is eventually renewed and redeemed. God's 

existence is one of omnipresence and eternity, omniscience and prescience, 

omnipotence. Adam and Eve have a different existence that radically affects the way 

they respond to situations. Their various limitations mean that Adam and Eve do not 

have the intuitive access to info that denizens of heaven do; instead, they have the 

ability to learn and the desire to do so. However, man is also subject to fits of emotion 

that color, for better or worse, the way that he interacts with different bits of knowledge, 

different elements of the natural world, and the way he responds to different 

circumstances. Recognizing and understanding the paradox of God's infinitude 

presenting a limit -- as well as the necessary gap between the divine and the humane 

that follows from it -- forces us to re-evaluate major issues like freedom (to what extent 

is God free if he is limited?) and major events like the Fall (if man is subject to passions, 

is he still really "sufficient to have stood?"). More crucially, it changes the way we 
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address these issues by making the mechanics as important as their results or their 

reason for being.
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Introduction

! In the temptation scene of Book 9 in Paradise Lost, Eve finds herself confronted 

with a choice between two utterly opposed, but highly appealing options. On the one 

hand, she has been commanded not to touch or eat of the Tree of Knowledge, an option  

made appealing by the fact that it has been authorized by God. On the other hand, the 

serpent has made a rhetorical case to the contrary that seizes her on an emotional and 

appetitive level. Thus she muses to herself, “…if death/ Bind us with after-bands what 

profits then/ our inward freedom?” (9.760-2).1 The act of eating the apple, with its 

incumbent threat of death, will mark both the end of her true freedom and an exercise of 

the very freedom that is lost. In asking her question, she has not discounted the 

possibility that the fruit will be beneficial, but that her freedom of thought and will 

(“inward”) will be so quickly hampered by death that eating may be pointless. In addition 

to this, the mere fact that Eve bothers to ask this and the numerous other questions she 

raises in the course of the temptation illustrate both the extent of her current freedom -- 

that she considers the question of whether or not she should eat in such depth makes 

inescapable the fact that the whole scene hinges on choices -- and the extent of her 

sufficiency, to which God has already attested at length in Book 3: she is made “just and 

right/ Sufficient to have stood though free to fall” (3.98-9). 

! This paper is about the tension inherent in the question Eve asks in Book 9, a 

tension present throughout Paradise Lost. I will argue that there is an incongruity 

between Godʼs description of manʼs free will in his Book 3 speech, and the exercise of 

1
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that freedom in the subsequent poetry. This incongruity is the result of the difference 

between manʼs limited nature and that the infinite nature of God, and the particulars of 

this difference inform manʼs eventual fall, as well as the mechanism by which man is 

eventually renewed and redeemed. 

! At the heart of my argument is the contention that Godʼs very limitlessness, his 

infinitude, is itself a sort of limit on what he can apprehend. Godʼs existence is one of 

omnipresence and eternity, omniscience and prescience, omnipotence . All these 

qualities depend on being “unbounded.” While God can restrain himself, he is always an 

entity of will; he is always in control of himself and his every action is deliberate. Adam 

and Eve have a different existence that radically affects the way they respond to 

situations. Their various limitations mean that Adam and Eve do not have the intuitive 

access to info that denizens of heaven do; instead, they have the ability to learn and the 

desire to do so. The scope of manʼs knowledge is constantly expanding with every 

experience and those experiences are catalogued for reference in future experiences. 

However, man is also subject to fits of emotion that color, for better or worse, the way 

that he interacts with different bits of knowledge, different elements of the natural world, 

and the way he responds to different circumstances. Recognizing and understanding 

the paradox of Godʼs infinitude presenting a limit -- as well as the necessary gap 

between the divine and the humane that follows from it -- has major implications for the 

way we read Paradise Lost. It forces us to re-evaluate major issues like freedom (to 

what extent is God free if he is limited?) and major events like the Fall (if man is subject 

to passions, is he still really “sufficient to have stood?”). More crucially, it changes the 

way we address these issues by making the mechanics as important as their results or 
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their reason for being. This in turn generates a more thorough understanding of Miltonʼs 

poem and the cosmos it contains.

! In Paradise Lost, Milton depicts a God who is a sort of perfect philosopher, an 

entity who, though capable of emotion, is nonetheless perfectly and consistently 

rational. His response to the Satanic contingent is not driven by a personal sense of 

having been wronged but by a clear need for justice: he made a proclamation as ruler of 

Heaven that Satan and his cohorts disobeyed, and they need to be punished. Adam and 

Eve do not have the same capacity for pure rationale, and sometimes their emotions 

cause them to react rather than respond rationally. This process of being involuntarily 

constrained is an experience to which God, by definition, cannot have access, even as 

he necessarily apprehends it conceptually. It is tempting to interject at this point that 

temperance is a responsibility for mankind, that the head, in Miltonʼs cosmology, should 

rule the heart and stomach. Such a counter-argument mistakes my premise. While 

Miltonʼs prose and poetry do suggest such a moral requisite, my concern is not with 

what ought to be, but with what is, and both Adam and Eve are, at various times, 

overcome by their emotions.

! Methodologically, this is a project of poetry, not theology, tempting though the 

latter is. Theology, and especially theodicy, often frames its concerns in terms of “why” 

things happen. In contrast, my guiding question is “how?” Inevitably, my argument will 

make reference to, and use of, the theological and philosophical minds who influenced 

Milton -- Aristotle, Augustine, Calvin. With a poet like Milton and a poem like Paradise 

Lost, this can hardly be avoided. I will also use Miltonʼs Christian Doctrine to support my 

argument on some key points, but Christian Doctrine is not a gloss on Paradise Lost, 
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and my focus will always be the poetic action of Miltonʼs epic. I have done my utmost to 

be mindful of a question posed by Derek Wood in Exiled From Light:  “Can one show 

from the text (or the paratext or the context) that any opinion expressed by any fictional 

character is that of the author?”2 

! My first chapter is focused on analyzing Godʼs conception of human freedom, 

and will work from the premise that God creates man “in his image.”  It is essential for 

my argument that we understand the unlimited nature of Godʼs freedom and the 

peculiarities that inhere in it, as well as the disciplined, directed quality of his emotions. 

As we will see, it is along these lines that the incongruity between man and God is most 

apparent and impacting. In other words, this chapter establishes Godʼs expectations of 

mankind and explains why they are what they are by analyzing the nature of God. 

Consequently, the chapter begins with a thorough discussion of Godʼs freedom, with 

special attention to the relationship between will and goodness. I then transition to the 

way Milton depicts Godʼs emotions in Paradise Lost and how his emotions differ even 

from other heavenly beings, such as the Son. I will demonstrate that God, in contrast to 

angels and men, is free from the overwhelming nature of passion without denying the 

reality of those emotions that are clearly attributed to him. Finally, my first chapter will 

turn to the way that God perceives the fall and why he views it the way that he does. 

This section will focus predominantly on Godʼs speech in Book 3, beginning at line 93, 

in which he lays bare the scheme of will, reason and choice. God admits no flaws in 

man, even as he uses terms like “easily” to describe the Fall, and “frail” to describe man 

himself. Instead, he explains the rationale for grace by highlighting Satanʼs deception, 

4
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and it is essential that we appreciate the totality of this speech. At the same time, if we 

do as Dennis Danielson and treat Godʼs perception as gospel, we risk missing the 

intensely human action that begins in Book 5. It is crucial that we recognize this 

humanity as we move into Chapter 2, or the mechanics of Adam and Eveʼs decisions 

and reactions will not make sense. !

! Chapter 2 will then explore the ways in which the poetry complicates Godʼs vision 

with these human contingencies. This chapter will concern itself exclusively with Adam 

and Eve, and will structurally mirror the first chapter. First, I will focus on the inadequacy  

of human knowledge and a discursive mechanism for learning when it comes to making 

Godly choices, with a view to knowledge as being essential to reason and a godly 

exercise of freedom. I will then turn to the hazards that come with having passions -- 

which are violent, unpredictable, and decidedly corporeal -- in addition to more 

manageable emotions. I will show how passions shape the way Adam and Eve respond 

to phenomena in Eden and exercise their freedom, and how the influence of passions 

can easily come into conflict with recta ratio. In the final section of this chapter, I will 

focus on Book 9, in which Eve and Adam fall, and the role of deception. In doing this, I 

will illustrate the extent and nature of the disjuncture between Godʼs nature and manʼs, 

and demonstrate how these crucial differences contribute to a humankind that falls by 

deception, through one of the most fundamentally corporeal of all actions: eating. 

*      *      *

! Insofar as my argument concerns the nature of God and I believe that my 

reading will support a sympathetic reading of the Father in Paradise Lost, William 

Empson and Dennis Danielson might reasonably be seen as the oppositional 
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cornerstones for the current critical discussion. I am not in direct conversation with 

Empson, but I engage with Michael Bryson, who approaches God from a similar 

direction. Bryson lays out a case for an ironic reading of God the Father, in which God is 

intentionally portrayed by the poet as a tyrant in order to undermine the idea of kingship. 

Bryson then contends that Milton redeems “God” through the person of the Son, though 

in doing so he neglects the anti-trinitarian strain that runs through both Paradise Lost 

and Miltonʼs theology.3 Part of Brysonʼs support comes from the conceit that God is 

angry and lashes out at his subjects; to this end he cites numerous passages from 

scripture alongside the poetry to show how Miltonʼs epic God is wrathful and jealous, 

just like Yahweh. A crucial error in Brysonʼs consideration of Godʼs emotions is his 

discussion of “distempered passions.” In failing to distinguish “tempered” from 

“distempered,” Bryson conflates a host of emotions displayed by vastly different 

characters and treats them as belonging to the same reactionary family: the negative, 

the bad, the destructive. In doing so, he necessarily fails to take account of the idea of 

temperance and its status as a running theme throughout Miltonʼs poetry. Brysonʼs 

argument rests on the premise that Miltonʼs politics can be derived directly from the 

poetry, and his reading proceeds accordingly; at times, it seems as though for Bryson 

the English crown is identical to that of the heavenly monarch, that God is synonymous 

with Charles I. This type of criticism is what Wood cautions against, and what I mean to 

avoid.

6
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! Though my position is opposite to Brysonʼs, it also differs from Danielsonʼs in a 

number of important ways. While his argument is generally compelling in its defense 

against Empsonʼs “bad” God, I read the “good God” of Paradise Lost as being under no 

obligation to be consistent with himself4. While, as I will show, God is consistent, my 

argument highlights his significant Voluntarist tendencies; all Godʼs consistency is the 

result of his particular will. Another important difference lies in our treatment of Godʼs 

speech in Book 3. Danielson writes that “if one fails to understand or remember what 

one has been told in book 3, one is liable to misread what happens”5 in the subsequent 

poetry. My thesis is a direct challenge to this assertion. While I agree with Danielsonʼs 

decision to emphasize Godʼs speech, I believe that misreading occurs specifically as a 

result of relying on that speech to explain Adam and Eveʼs actions and their results. This 

is not to say we should dismiss Godʼs speech as irrelevant, just that it is not the “road 

map” Danielson depicts it as being. Nowhere in Book 3 does God address manʼs 

embodiment, his limited knowledge, or -- most importantly -- his passions, and these 

omitted elements are key to understanding how Adam and Eve fell and how they are 

free (or not). Finally, Danielson rejects felix culpa as being incompatible with the project 

of theodicy and -- especially -- with the presence of free will. I embrace the “fortunate 

fall” but modify the claims that make it felicitous. I will argue that while the Fall itself is 

not a good event, it sets the stage for Grace which restores manʼs freedom while 

simultaneously conveying the experience of corporeality to God through the incarnate 

Son. 
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*      *      *

! ! At the conclusion of this thesis, I will have presented an argument that 

clarifies the dynamics of human free will in Paradise Lost. It will be clear that there is a 

gap between the conceptual model of Eden offered in Book 3 and the poetical reality 

that begins in Book 5 and carries through the Fall. My argument will demonstrate that 

far from being aloof or tyrannical, the God of Paradise Lost is a God of extraordinary 

goodness and mercy who only appears to have such negative characteristics because 

of the profound gulf between his infinitude and the contingencies of corporeal human 

experience. This gulf determines how man falls -- as a function of passions and 

ignorance impossible for God. Yet Godʼs speech in Book 3 also indicates how this very 

contingency provides the means for manʼs salvation. The embodiment of the divine in 

the form of Son -- explained in Paradise Lost and dramatized in Paradise Regained -- is 

the mechanism by which grace “closes the gap” between human and divine, allowing 

man to be renewed and redeemed. The Son will struggle with the same problems that 

befall Adam and Eve, but he will stand, and his experience of passion, imperfect 

knowledge, learning, and general weakness will be intuited by God the Father. 
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Chapter I: Divine Conception

! In Paradise Lost John Milton lays out a complex, nuanced cosmology of spirit 

and matter; of God, Son, and man; of free will, divine omniscience, and predestination; 

of knowledge allowed and forbidden, and reason. As stated in the introduction, my 

purpose in this paper is to demonstrate the gap between Book 3ʼs divine blueprint and 

the Edenic action of the later poetry; I will also show how an appreciation of that 

difference between conception and practice is important for understanding the 

mechanics of free will in Miltonʼs epic. This chapter will focus on how human and 

angelic free will is supposed to work pursuant to Godʼs conception of it. This conception 

is problematic because it derives from a Godly nature that is fundamentally unlike the 

nature of the humans who will be exercising that free will. Much of this chapter will 

therefore focus on God and what makes him God; doing so will help to clarify what 

Adam and Eve are not, while simultaneously providing insight into the “mindset” that 

frames Godʼs speech in Book 3. At the close of this chapter, we should have a clearer 

sense of how a “sufficient” mankind could fall so “easily,” and why Godʼs speech seems 

at the same time black-and-white in its decrees but murky in its explanations. By 

extension, it should shed new interpretive light on the poemʼs oft-maligned God. 

Whether or not one likes God the Father as presented in Book 3 is subject to oneʼs 

interaction with the poem. Without retreating from the nuances or contradictions in the 

poemʼs -- and the poetʼs -- theological stance, it is my intention to show how the God 

that Milton portrays in Book 3 is merciful. 
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! Milton contends in Christian Doctrine I.iii that Godʼs actions are all known to him 

from the beginning of time, and this necessarily means that he had access to the 

knowledge of corporeal being intuited through the incarnation of the Son before 

mankind was created. It also raises the question as to why that appreciation of 

embodied vulnerability was not factored into creation in a way that allowed man to stand 

-- in other words, it asks how my core argument can even exist. Dennis Danielson has 

already dealt with this at length6; when God claims that man “had of me all he could 

have” (3.198), he means that any further action on his part would have encroached on 

manʼs free will, which would have been the greater loss. My argument will begin with 

Godʼs foreknowledge of the Fall; this is the point where the incongruity between Godʼs 

conception and manʼs action first appear. What we will see is that free will is 

fundamental to the way that Milton depicts creation in Paradise Lost, and his concern 

with freedom7 extends all the way to the offering of grace. However, my greater 

argument is not about whether God could have made man better, but about why the 

expectations God articulates in Book 3 regarding manʼs actions are not met. 

!  We are told, both in scripture and in Paradise Lost, that man is created in the 

image of God. It stands to reason from this that mankindʼs freedom should mirror Godʼs, 

at least within the same sort of constrains that frame his literal ʻimageʼ, the body. But 

what is the nature of Godʼs freedom? On that point, Stephen Fallon suggests two major 

camps in the seventeenth-century debate about divine freedom, one dominated by the 

10

6 Danielson, Chapter 4, 92-130. See particularly 98-100 for Tertullian and Augustine as models of the 
Freewill Defense as taken up by Milton; 102-3 for Miltonʼs writing generally; and 111-5 for Danielsonʼs 
reading of Abdiel as an example for Adam and Eve.

7 Throughout this paper, I will use the terms “freedom” and “liberty” interchangeably. Both Milton and 
Isaiah Berlin (to whom I will refer in my extended discussion on the subject) make this conflation of 
freedom and liberty. For Milton, cf. Godʼs speech, beginning 3.98, and Michaelʼs speech beginning 12.80. 



Cambridge Platonists and Jacob Arminius and the other championed by materialists like 

Hobbes and Descartes. The position of the Cambridge Platonists subordinates Godʼs 

will to his goodness and wisdom. While they maintain that Godʼs omnipotence prevents 

his being compelled by an external force, both Arminius and the Cambridge Platonists 

voice the opinion that Godʼs will is ruled by an ʻinternal necessityʼ to do good, and that 

good is relative to an a priori standard. For Hobbes, on the other hand, God is free of 

any such standard; he is the first and ultimate cause of everything, and goodness 

derives from the fact of its origin in him. Both views distinguish significantly between 

divine and mundane freedom, yet neither camp offers a position on divine will that is 

consistent with what the poetry says, or even with Miltonʼs theology as expressed in his 

prose. For example, the God of Miltonʼs epic intones that: 

Boundless the deep because I am who fill

Infinitude, nor vacuous the space.

Though I, uncircumscribed myself, retire

And put not forth my goodness, which is free

to act or not, necessity and chance

Approach not me, and what I will is fate. (7.168-73)

! In his poetry, Milton shifts one part of the debate from a Hobbesian mode in 

which freedom of will is not constrained by a pre-existing ideal of goodness but still 

bound to action, to a Voluntarist one, reminiscent of Augustine or Calvin, in which there 

is no such direct correspondence between will and phenomena, and thus no 

compulsion to act. Simultaneously, he attributes that freedom previously designated to 

Godʼs will to Godʼs goodness, partially engaging the Cambridge Platonists, but refusing 
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to acknowledge the existence of anything prior to God. Hence, “necessity and chance/ 

Approach not me,” including the necessity to be good. 

! Fallon argues for an attractive third option that, in his words, “appears to be an 

incoherent compromise (and a violation of the Hobbesian principle that actions arise 

from either necessity or chance).”8 Fallon finds precedent for this ostensibly Miltonic 

position in the writing of Thomas Aquinas who “provides several proofs for the premise 

that God does not act (and hence create) from natural necessity.”9 The alternative 

maintains the Arminian insistence that God be good according to a pre-existing 

standard when he acts, but also ascribes to him the freedom to do choose whether or 

not to act in the first place. For Aquinas -- as, presumably, for Milton -- the fact of Godʼs 

goodness does not carry with it the necessity that he create merely because creation is 

good. Rather, it is “bound” by what Aquinas calls a “conditional necessity” which is 

“posterior to being.”10 Fallon offers a succinct summary of Aquinasʼ rather knotty 

scheme: “God does not owe any creature existence, but having granted a creature 

existence, he owes the creature that which is requisite to its perfection.”11 This Thomist 

position is obviously closer to what is depicted in Paradise Lost than the purely 

Hobbesian or Cambridge Neo-Platonist views above, but the existence of even a 

“conditional necessity” is at odds with Godʼs proclamation at 3.172-3. Instead, the 

passage suggests a marriage between the Thomist and Voluntarist positions, with the 
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8 Stephen Fallon, "To Act or Not: Milton's Conception of Divine Freedom” (Journal of the History of Ideas 
49.3, 1988) 437.

9 Ibid, 438.

10 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, Trans. James F. Anderson (University of Notre Dame Press, 
South Bend, 1956, 1975) II.29; 83.

11 Fallon, 438.



result that God is good, but his goodness is a function of a consistent choice to be good. 

After all, it is Godʼs goodness, and not his will, that is “free/ to act or not” (3.171-2), 

implying that God may choose to act in a way that is not good, but opts for goodness. 

! Though Fallon does not argue the point explicitly, one might surmise that he is 

right not to push the voluntarist angle because of a line in Christian Doctrine: “In God a 

certain immutable internal necessity to do good, independent of all outside influence, 

can be consistent with absolute freedom of action” (I.iii, emphasis mine). The line might 

be understandably read to mean that God has such an internal necessity, and that the 

Thomist position syncs with Miltonʼs, but to do so would, at the very least, rob Miltonʼs 

argument of important nuance. Nearly half of I.iii in Christian Doctrine is devoted to 

defending the conditional nature of Godʼs decree; in other words, Milton works to 

liberate God from the necessity incumbent in absolute decrees. Additionally, this line is 

the only reference to an internal necessity, and even here, he carefully notes that it is 

“independent of all outside influence,” such as an a priori notion of good. Thus, while 

Milton concludes that because “in the same divine nature each [i.e., internal necessity 

toward goodness and absolute freedom of action] tends toward the same result,” the 

two qualities, freedom and necessary goodness, “can” coexist, he avoids saying 

definitively that such is the case. This rehabilitates God significantly; not only is God 

reliably good, he is voluntarily good. If we judge God by his own standards in Book 3,

Not free, what proof could they have given sincere

Of true allegiance, constant faith, or love,

Where only what they needs must do appeared,

Not what they would? (3.103-6)
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the Thomist-Voluntarist God is a more loving, constant, and admirable one than even 

the strictly Thomist one that Fallon describes. Importantly, this is all due to Godʼs 

complete and utter freedom of action, both in respect to his goodness and his will. 

*      *      * 

! Though Miltonʼs God is completely free and voluntarily good, the practical effects 

of Aquinasʼ “conditional necessity” model are still in play as results of Godʼs goodness. 

According to this method of creation -- and still mindful of Godʼs idea of freedom -- 

mankind must have been made, not just “unite[d] … in soul and body, and furnish[ed] 

with senses, and other like aids,”12 but also appropriately outfitted with both freedom of 

will and the requisite goodness and wisdom to preserve it, assuming that he is to be 

“sufficient to stand.” According to his speech in Book 3, God has indeed been mindful of 

this in creating man:

I made him just and right,

Sufficient to have stood though free to fall.

Such I created all the ethereal powers

And spirits, both them who stood and them who failed;

Freely they stood who stood and fell who fell. (3.98-101)

It is all well and good to claim that man is “sufficient,” but sufficiency does not come 

without its handicaps. Among the “senses, and like aids” with which Aquinas argues 

God is obligated to endow humanity is our emotional apparatus, including its most 

extreme manifestations, the passions. In the epistle to Samson Agonistes, Milton 

implies the distinction to be made between passion and “mere” affect. He writes in 

14
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regard to tragedyʼs power that, having raised fear or pity, tragedy is able “to purge the 

mind of those and suchlike passions, that is, to temper and reduce them to just 

measure,”13 in the process implying that there is a utility to “passions” that have been 

“tempered.”

! Where are the passions of God? Milton does not offer us many direct looks at 

Godʼs emotional state, and even the indirect views are few and far between. We are 

given more access to angelic affect, though the passions as examples of an undesirable 

extreme are usually associated with the fallen angels. We see Satanʼs envy at the Sonʼs 

exaltation, his despair of his fallen state and his contempt for Gabriel and his band of 

angels in Book 4, the various excesses of his Pandemoniac cohort. On the other hand, 

despite his zeal when rebuking Satanʼs rebellious cohort, Abdiel otherwise generally 

lacks untempered passions of the type endemic to Belial or Moloch; the same is true for 

Michael, Uriel, Gabriel, and Raphael. Perhaps the closest we get to the Satanic 

disordered affection is Zephon “answering scorn with scorn” (8.432) after discovering 

Satan whispering to Eve in the guise of a toad. From the angels we can glimpse what 

manʼs emotions might look like; “intelligential” though they are, the angels are still 

defined beings in a way that Adam and Eve are and God is not. That said, if man is 

created in the image of God, and man has emotions, then God must have emotions as 

well. 

! Michael Bryson contends that despite the epic narratorʼs assertion that “heavʼnly 

minds from such distempers foul/ are ever clear” (4.118-9), ire is quite at home in the 

mind of God the Father. There is no refuting the quantity of evidence Bryson cites in 

15
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terms of references to Godʼs ire, but there is also something to be said for the apparent 

distinction between the Satanic affectation that “mars” his complexion and that of the 

Son as he drives the fallen angels out of heaven. The question this raises is what ire is, 

and whether it constitutes a passion -- an excessive, overwhelming emotional response.   

While Bryson seems to believe that it is, his argument contains a series of flaws that 

must be addressed in order to thoroughly determine the extent of Godʼs affective 

faculties. The OED states simply that ire is “anger; wrath,” and cites as an example the 

very line from Book Six that Bryson does: “That wish'd the Mountains now might be 

again/ Thrown on them as a shelter from his ire” (6.843-4). Yet while it is sufficient for 

the OED to use this line for the purposes of illustration, Bryson is arguing about the 

nature of God, and the poetry, bolstered by Christian Doctrine, makes clear that for 

Milton the Son is not God.

! Bryson never addresses Arianism in the course of his paper. Instead, he attempts 

to shift from the indictment of God as irrationally angry to the issue of what he claims is 

an unreliable epic narrator, but in doing so he also tries to deflect the impending 

counter-argument, stating that “the issue is not whether or not the Fatherʼs ire is justified 

(a point many will no doubt wish to argue).”14 Bryson is correct to observe that Godʼs 

justification is beside the point, though I would contend that, in context, the ire of both 

God and the Son does seem justified -- or at least appears as though it is supposed to 

be justified. However, his defense obscures the actual point: there is a qualitative 

difference, visible in the poetic context of each mention of “ire,” between the heavenly 

and the “unheavenly”. There are eight references to Godʼs ire in addition to the mention 
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in Book 6 of the Sonʼs ire; in none of these is it depicted as an excess, and this 

qualitative element is missed in Brysonʼs catalogue of raw words. It is not feelings or 

emotion that is absent from heavenly minds; it is “distempers foul”. The Miltonic 

obsession with temperance, visible in Comus as well as in Paradise Lost, Paradise 

Regained, and Samson Agonistes, distinguishes between modes of expression, 

between the regulated and the unregulated, invariably privileging the former over the 

latter. Passion is unruly, unwieldy, and unexpected. By the rules of Miltonʼs cosmos, 

God cannot be subject to passions -- they represent an impinging force like necessity 

and chance, an element that obscures Godʼs goodness, confuses his wisdom, and 

refracts his will. Even if this were not true, the poetry simply does not portray a God who 

is “off the handle” in his response. If we concede Brysonʼs conflation of the Miltonic 

Father and Son and return to the passage from Book 6 that he uses as his first 

example, we are informed just ten lines later that “Yet half his strength he put not forth 

but checked/ His thunder in mid-volley, for he meant/ Not to destroy but root them out of 

Heaven” (6.653-5). We are told bluntly that the Son withheld a significant amount of his 

wrath, and that he did so deliberately to reach an intended end. This moment is an 

example of temperance, not passion. Compare with Satanʼs “marred visage” in Book 4: 

Thus while he spake, each passion dimmed his face,

Thrice changed with pale -- ire, envy, and despair --

Which marred his borrowed visage and betrayed

Him counterfeit, if any eye beheld (4.114-7, emphasis added)

Satanʼs passionate state overwhelms his intention, albeit briefly. The verbs “dimmed,” 

“marred,” and, especially, “betrayed” indicate that Satan lacks control over his emotional 
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response to his own speech and the subject thereof, and it almost costs him his 

intended goal. After all, one can only be “betrayed” in contrast to oneʼs own will or 

intention. Caught off guard, “passion… marred” Satanʼs “borrowed visage”; unable to 

control that passion, he is “betrayed” as “counterfeit.” Lest we fall back on Brysonʼs 

“unreliable narrator” excuse, we should remember that this is the same narrator who 

provides us with the evidence of God and the Sonʼs ire in the first place; either the 

whole epic is unreliable, or Bryson is cherry-picking. The epic narrator provides the only 

source of information for the poem and we have nothing against which to compare the 

narratorʼs account except paratext like Genesis or the Junius Manuscript (which, as 

paratext, are irrelevant to Brysonʼs point). Nor do we have any reason to doubt the 

intentions of the epic narrator. We can dispute interpretations, sources, and allusions, 

but the narrative terms of Paradise Lost are Miltonʼs, and we either accept them or we 

negate the premise the poem. Curiously, Bryson does exactly this -- “negating the 

premise” -- with regards to his own argument throughout his article, claiming that Milton 

is trying to unseat the Father while simultaneously arguing for an unreliable epic 

narrator with references to Biblical accounts of Yahweh that illustrate not a Miltonic 

departure, but an adherence to the precedent of God-as-King.

! As for Godʼs ire, it is clearly linked to his wisdom (and, indirectly, to his will) in 

Belialʼs speech at 2.155-7 (“Will he, so wise, let loose at once his ire,/ Belike through 

impotence, or unaware/ To give his enemies their wish”); the reference in Book 7 revisits 

the expulsion of the fallen angels; and the mentions after the fall of Adam and Eve 

appear to be consistent with the  depiction of the Son in Book 6. Eve “importunes 

Heaven” that “The sentence from thy [Adamʼs] head removed may light/ On me, sole 
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cause to thee of all this woe,/ Me, me only, just object of his ire” (10.934-6). Later, Adam 

replies “doubt not but God/ Hath wiselier armed his vengeful ire than so/ To be 

forestalled” (10.1022-4). Morally transgressive characters in Paradise Lost provide us 

with most of the insight into Godʼs wrath. Such transgressors are consistently afraid of 

Godʼs ire and aware that it is inescapable, yet the former is a function of his limitless 

power and the latter is tied to his wisdom, as both Belial and Adam are careful to note to 

their companions. If even those who rightly fear a direct experience of divine anger can 

make such observations, it should be clear that ire as experienced by God (and other 

“heavʼnly minds”) are not, as Bryson claims, “distempers foul,” but tempered emotions 

of the sort that Milton considers virtuous for mankind. 

*      *      *

! God in Paradise Lost is an incorporeal being incapable of being swayed, much 

less overwhelmed by passion. He is free from external coercion and free to act or not, 

but when he acts his actions are proscribed by his goodness; he need not act, but his 

acts are always be good. With this information in hand, we come to Godʼs speech in 

Book 3. I cite the whole passage to preserve the distinct impact of its elements when 

they are taken in context: 

For man will hearken to his glozing lies

And easily transgress the sole command,

sole pledge of his obedience; so will fall,

He and his faithless progeny. Whose fault?

Whose but his own? Ingrate, he had of me

All he could have; I made him just and right,
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Sufficient to have stood though free to fall.

Such I created all the ethereal powers

And spirits, both them who stood and them who failed;

Freely they stood who stood and fell who fell.

Not free, what proof could they have given sincere

Of true allegiance, constant faith, or love,

Where only what they needs must do appeared,

Not what they would? What praise could they receive?

What pleasure I from such obedience paid,

When will and reason (reason also is choice)

Useless and vain, of freedom both despoiled,

Made passive both, had served necessity,

Not me? They therefore as to right belonged,

So were created, nor can justly accuse 

Their maker, or their making, or their fate,

As if predestination overruled

Their will, disposed by absolute decree

Or high foreknowledge; they themselves decreed 

Their own revolt, not I. If I foreknew,

Foreknowledge had no influence on their fault,

Which had no less proved certain unforeknown. 

So without least impulse, or shadow of fate,

Or aught by me immutably foreseen,

20



They trespass, authors to themselves in all,

Both what they judge and what they choose, for

So I formed them free and free they must remain

Till they enthrall themselves. (3.93-125)

! The thrust of this passage is that mankind possesses a will that is -- ostensibly -- 

utterly free. God complicates his own case by insisting on manʼs freedom while 

referencing the ease with which our first parents transgress and the way they will 

“enthrall themselves”; nevertheless, the underlying notion of freedom remains. Like 

Godʼs own freedom, though, human freedom is not as simple as “do what you like.” The 

philosopher Isaiah Berlin describes two types of liberty that are possible, which he terms 

negative and positive. For Berlin, negative liberty describes the arena in which one can 

act without interference. In the [third] of his Four Essays on Liberty, Berlin notes that 

“interference” is roughly equivalent to “coercion,”15 and the questions he asks to define 

negative liberty are “why should I obey,” and “if I donʼt, can I be coerced?” As with 

Aquinas, Hobbes, Arminius, and, presumably, Milton, Berlin describes coercion as an 

encroachment on freedom; it is a means by which an authority compels action that is 

contrary to oneʼs will. By contrast, positive freedom describes the desire for an 

individual to be his own master. It is, in other words, a measure of oneʼs ability to 

implement oneʼs own will. While it also has to do with external power interfering with 

oneʼs being, the threat here is that of being a mere appendage to the will of a 

Hobbesian God. Where negative liberty is measured in terms of oneʼs confinement, 

positive liberty is measured in terms of oneʼs independence from othersʼ wills.  
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! In Eden, both types of liberty are in play to different degrees. Adam and Eve 

appear to have negative freedom up to the point of Godʼs “sole command” not to touch 

or eat of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. This is the only instance of 

“coercion” in Eden; the threat of death compels them to avoid a tree and its fruit which 

would otherwise be accessible. It is also the “sole pledge of … obedience” to God 

(3.95). Comparatively, Adam and Eveʼs positive freedom is limitless. Though they are 

earthbound, and lack some other capacities inherent to the angels, the raw ability of 

Adam and Eve to satisfy their own intentions and their freedom from being mere 

vehicles of anotherʼs will is for all intents and purposes absolute. They are the masters 

of Eden. In terms of aptitude, they possess all the physical, mental, and metaphysical 

resources to obey or disobey Godʼs command as they so choose. God can rightly claim 

that they are “authors to themselves in all,/ Both in what they judge and what they 

choose” (3.122-3). 

! William Poole catches out one of the incongruities in what seems like a stable 

scheme and broad license. He cites 3.129-32:

The first sort by their own suggestion fell,

Self-tempted, self-depraved; man falls deceived 

By the other first; man therefore shall find grace,

the other, none. 

then notes that “God is being none too subtle a theologian: man was pushed, he says, 

and that is less culpable than if it had been his own idea.”16 In the next chapter, I will  

address the extent to which Eve and then Adam were pushed and are culpable; for now 

22

16 William Poole, Milton and The Idea of the Fall, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2005), 152.



it is much more pressing to note that, as Poole observes, there is a conflict between the 

supposedly absolute freedom of mankind and the idea that he was pushed. To push is 

to coerce, to interfere, and to rob one of oneʼs freedom (if only in part). Moreover, both 

Father and Son suggest that man is frail, and his fall is easy -- “For man will hearken to 

his glozing lies/ And easily transgress the sole command,/ sole pledge of his obedience; 

so will fall” (3.93-5). Yet God maintains that mankind is “sufficient to have stood,” and 

our first parentsʼ freedom is enshrined by “the high decree/ Unchangeable, eternal, 

which ordained/ their freedom” (3.99,126-8).  

! The poem resolves the tension between freedom and frailty by invoking reason. 

Godʼs freedom, Poole contends, “rests on his eternity”17; since Adam and Eve lack this 

particular quality, they need something else to make up for it and reason is that 

something. “[A]uthors to themselves in all,/ Both what they judge and what they choose” 

is preceded by the declaration that “Will and reason (reason also is choice)/ Useless 

and vain, of freedom both despoiled” could give God no pleasure (3.122-3,108-9). 

Reason is the tool by which mankind is supposed to “judge” and “choose” how to 

behave. Crucially, for Milton this is the means by which grace is secured. In Christian 

Doctrine, Milton describes the “renovation” of man as occurring “out of gratuitous 

kindness” (6:454).18 That is, Godʼs “invitation” to mankind to partake of his grace is 

freely given and not subject to anything that man does. However, Milton also indicates, 

both in his poetry and his prose, that reason is essential to salvation. Of “saving faith,” 
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Milton writes in Christine Doctrine that “implicit faith, which blindly accepts and so 

believes, is not real faith at all” (6:472). Faith must be conditioned by reason, and right 

reason inevitably leads to God. Hence Godʼs reference to the rebel angels as those 

“who reason for their law refuse,/ Right reason for their law” (6.41-2).

! The expectation God has for his new creatures in Eden is that, where a lack of 

power or knowledge fails, reason will keep them true to the good with which they are 

naturally imbued. The speech that dominates Book 3, though, is all about how Adam 

and Eve fail to do just that. This failure has three elements that need to be analyzed to 

understand what God sees when he speaks to the Son in Book 3: the “ease” with which  

man allegedly falls; the question of necessity and mankindʼs goodness; and the idea of 

deceit in regard to manʼs culpability.

! In the beginning of his Book 3 speech, God tells us that man will “easily 

transgress” his command, and here I contend that the poem implies that Godʼs edict is 

easily violated because it is an easy law, not because man is particularly weak. When 

Poole cites the Sonʼs assent to the notion of “frail man” (3.404), he does so in the 

course of presenting a man who is “overcome” by a Satanic attack: “[t]he devils will plan 

to seek out manʼs weakness, and blast the ʻfrail originalsʼ of the ʻpendant worldʼ (2.357, 

375, 1052)”19. Pooleʼs phrasing conjures a mental image of siege and militarism, but 

both he and we know that the poetic action rests not in protracted battle but in a subtler 

attack. In the narrative action between the beginning of temptation and the Fall is a long 

string of choices, most of which are badly made, and God attributes blame on the basis 

of those choices. As I will show in the next chapter, manʼs “weakness” is an extension of   
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his affective strengths in the form of passions, and is the unavoidable result of his non-

divine, corporeal nature. Consequently, the frailty in line 3.404 is a comment on manʼs 

moral and existential status relative to God, but it is not necessarily an indictment of his 

ability to reason and choose well. The OED cites this passage of Paradise Lost as 

example of definition 3, “Morally weak; unable to resist temptation; habitually falling into 

transgression.” I have read the poetry itself as emphasizing the failure to resist 

temptation, but not stressing a habit, except insofar as, as Milton explains in Christian 

Doctrine, the eating of the apple constitutes the enacting of all sins simultaneously --      

“Anyone who examines this sin carefully will admit, and rightly, that it broke every part of 

the law” (6:383). 

 ! In both scripture and epic, the commandment in question is not to eat or touch 

the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil; to obey, Adam and Eve must 

literally do nothing. Conversely, doing anything involving that tree or its fruit is a violation 

of Edenic law. Thus the ease that Milton speaks to in line 94 is the ease with which 

Godʼs command may be either executed or violated, because so little effort is required 

either way. Far from complicating the issue of manʼs freedom, this strengthens Godʼs 

case. Godʼs reference to his prohibitionʼs singularity takes the point of ease even 

further; “sole command,/ sole pledge of his obedience” (94-95) makes clear just how 

little is asked of Adam and Eve. Likewise, “Ingrate” in line 197 functions much as 

Stanley Fish reads it -- not only as a noun, and thus a condemnation, but also as an 

adjective.20 Fish explains that “the emotional content of a word like ʻingrateʼ (if it is felt) is 
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provided by the reader who receives it defensively, his pride resisting the just 

accusation.”21 I join those who would argue that Fish goes too far in asserting the 

psychology of the reader which he has no way of either knowing or demonstrating; 

nonetheless his analysis of the wordʼs affect and effect rests on the assumption that 

while the reader sees a noun -- man is an ingrate -- there is another option. That option 

is that “Ingrate/ he had of me all he could have” paraphrases to “ungrateful, [though] he 

had all of me he could have.” Recognizing this possibility reinforces the notion that God 

is simply explaining the events of the fall, rather than attempting to acquit himself from 

the readerʼs judgment. Fish further elucidates the Godly tone as one of passionless 

description. Where critics like Bryson think he protests too much, Fish correctly 

recognizes that “Godʼs vaunted defensiveness” is “illusory.”22 He continues: “[God] does 

not argue, he asserts, disposing a series of self-evident axioms in objective order.”23 If 

one accepts that, within the confines of the Miltonic cosmos, God is intended to be 

omnipotent and endlessly good, there can be no reason that God protests at all. If one 

rejects that premise, the reading above should demonstrate the lack of evidence to the 

contrary. Instead, the speech reads as an assertion of manʼs condition ever-so-slightly 

tinged with disappointment. In Godʼs view, man, flattered by Satan, is ungrateful for 

what he has been given by God and, as an extension of his free will, chooses to 

disobey the divine command about the Fruit. Vague though it is, it is sufficient that God 

tells us man “had of me all he could have.” A case could be made for reading this 
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passage as either “he had as much as God was willing to share” or “as much as he 

could handle from Godʼs infinite goodness and bounty,” but the first of these options is 

inconsistent with the tone of the speech. It is the second option, which reinforces the 

limitations of man and the endlessness of the divine, that aligns most closely with the 

speech to which this passage belongs, as well as with the descriptive trend in the poem 

as a whole. Finally, understanding the primacy of this first reading lays to rest the 

question of Godʼs self-defense. This simple exposure of the distinction between the 

infinite divine and the limited mundane is enough to acquit God of any wrongdoing. 

 ! If there is cosmological or metaphysical a conflict in Godʼs speech, it exists in 

lines 98 and 105-6. The line “I made him just and right” (98) jars with the idea that in a 

world of necessity “only what they needs must do appeared,/ Not what they 

would?” (105-6). The tension here lies in the idea that man is made just and right -- in 

accordance with Godʼs conception of justice and righteousness, but that in this state he 

is free from necessarily doing such justice or right. Nothing in the intervening lines 

99-104 alludes to an external corrupting force; our only choices are necessity and 

human will (indicated by “would”24), underscoring the idea that a “just and right” being 

would choose to act in a reprehensible manner, that he would be “self-tempted” almost 

as a matter of course (130). Are we to believe that the will of such a being is at odds 

with the moral necessity of upholding Godʼs command? Yet -- and this, I would argue, is 

a recurrent motif in Paradise Lost -- this very tension provides us with the necessary 

“out” to make coherent, and, within the confines of Miltonʼs cosmology, more revelatory, 

inspirational sense of God. For at the same time that the invocation of “would” suggests 
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a conflict, it also, necessarily, suggests the possibility that, having been given all the 

perceptive and rational faculties we know we possess, it is within our will to act in 

accordance with Godʼs decree. This is an empowering possibility. The emergent idea is 

that starting with Adam and Eve we perceive the scope of Godʼs creation and our power 

to do as we choose, and do the “right” thing; there is the potential in man to become an 

Abdiel.

! The “kicker” to this possibility is that Abdiel was unique among those angels 

native to the “northern region” of heaven; every single other fell with Satan. This fact 

underscores two important aspects of non-Godly being that I will discuss at length in the 

next chapter. The first is that Abdielʼs uniqueness points to the difficulty a sentient 

creature has in adhering strictly to recta ratio, which itself points to the existence of 

obstacles or contingencies impinging upon “pure” choice. In other words, that Abdiel 

alone resisted Satan in heaven suggests that other factors are at work besides reason 

alone. The second element of limited being that is highlighted by Abdielʼs situation is the 

way he expresses it. The seraph is described by Raphael as, “Abdiel, than whom none 

with more zeal adored/ The Deity and divine commands obeyed” (5.805-6). It is unclear 

in these and the subsequent lines -- “Stood up, and in a flame of zeal severe/ The 

current of his fury thus opposed,” -- whether Abdielʼs reason informs his zeal (i.e., “it is 

right to stand with God” begets a particularly impassioned speech), or vice verse (his 

zealous regard for God causes him to make the correct choice). Adam and Eve have a 

similar problem, and as I will demonstrate, it is often the case that passion comes first, 

to the detriment of its subject. 

!
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!

Chapter II: Poetic Practice

! In the previous chapter, I discussed God and his relationship to free will, both his 

own and that of his sentient creations, as well as his emotional nature, in order to show 

with some specificity what Godʼs experience is. It is important to illustrate the 

peculiarities of divine infinitude, affect, will, and goodness because they constitute half 

of the system at work in Paradise Lost. Now my focus turns to Adam and Eve, and to 

the way that freedom of will actually functions in the poem, and how Godʼs expectation 

of our first parents, which derives from the qualities I explored last chapter, goes unmet. 

I have insisted that Adam and Eveʼs corporeality presents something of an obstacle to 

God, since having a body impacts oneʼs interaction with “Creation” and oneʼs exercise 

of free will. The most obviously significant manifestation of this problem is the physical 

confinement, and thereby the limitations, that he body impresses on one. “Boundless 

the deep because I am/ who fill infinitude,” (168-9) bellows God in Book 7, but neither 

Adam nor Eve can make such a claim; rather than “boundless,” they are bounded by 

flesh and bones.  Their ability to push, pull, lift, throw, clutch, carry, and crush are all 

likewise constrained. How is a God who is in every way limitless supposed to appreciate 

the implications of being so “frail?” How does God understand and appreciate the notion 

of “canʼt?” For Milton in Paradise Lost, this knowledge is available intuitively to God 

through the incarnation of the Son. However, any attempt to act on such knowledge -- 

which, paradoxically, must be available to an eternal God before creation -- would result 
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in an encroachment on manʼs freedom of will. The problem, then, is not that God cannot 

understand, but that, regardless of understanding, there is simply no more potential for 

action on that front. In creating a free mankind who can resist temptation, God has 

made man as sufficient in potential as he can, and he has freely provided grace to 

rehabilitate fallen man if -- and when -- it comes to that. 

! With that in mind, this chapter will address the problems that confront mankind 

from Book 4 onward -- problems that arise from the the intersection of manʼs limitations, 

Satanʼs subtlety, and Godʼs expectation. As I have mentioned, mankindʼs limitation 

begins with his embodiment. This embodiment informs the other problems he 

encounters, such as the problem of passion; passions, after all, work on the body at 

least as much as the mind, directing oneʼs focus away from God and toward his -- or 

anotherʼs -- physicality. Sexual desire, for example, has obvious physical elements, but 

other passions such as curiosity are equally physical in their concerns. In particular, the 

desire to know leads us to approach, to touch, to smell, to taste, and in Eden such a 

course of action can have disastrous consequences. These and other problems all 

revolve around manʼs reason, and, in one way or another, hinder his ability to “reason 

rightly” and uphold Godʼs “sole command” about the Tree of Knowledge. As we will see, 

this right reason -- recta ratio, conscience, reason that leads invariably to God -- is 

inextricably tied to liberty. Without it, the freedom of Adam and Eveʼs wills erodes, and 

with it their “true liberty.” The freedom which God conceives in Book 3 and which I 

described in the previous chapter depends on the ability to reason rightly, while reason 

itself draws from mankindʼs other faculties, sometimes to its own detriment. 

*      *      *
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! One of Adam and Eveʼs biggest problems in Eden is the problem of knowledge. 

One might say that this is the ultimate problem, since the Fall of Man consists of eating 

the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, but to do so would be imprecise. Rather, knowledge 

represents the terms and the staging ground for the Fall insofar as it informs will and 

reason, and these latter capacities are the real concern in the Fall. Miltonʼs depiction of 

the relationship between these three faculties -- knowledge, reason, and will -- is more 

complex than this linear, Thomist conception. As early as the Prolusions the poet was 

advertising a version of this theme. In the Seventh Prolusion,25 he writes that:

…the human Intellect shines forth as the lord and governor of all the other 

faculties, it guides and illuminates with its radiance the Will also, which would 

else be blind, and the Will shines with a borrowed light, even as the moon does.  

So, even though we grant and willingly concede that Virtue without Learning is 

more conducive to happiness than Learning without Virtue, yet when these two 

are once wedded in happy union as they surely ought to be, and often are, then 

indeed Knowledge raises her head aloft and shows herself far superior, and 

shining forth takes her seat on high beside the king and governor, Intellect, and 

gazes upon the doings of the Will below as upon some object lying far beneath 

her feet… (1.293). 

In short, reason follows from knowledge because “reason also is choice,” (3.108) and 

for Milton (informed by Aristotle), one can only choose based on what one knows -- an 
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irrational or ignorant choice is no choice at all. For Miltonʼs purposes in Paradise Lost, 

failures of reason -- right reason in particular -- and will are what the Fall is really about: 

Eve, followed by Adam, succumbs to failures of right reason, and this leads to abuses of 

their free will. For both figures the failure of right reason, or conscience, is conditioned 

by what they know (or do not know) and how they know it. When, in the beginning of 

Book 8, Raphael counsels Adam to “be lowly wise,” to “[s]olicit not thy thoughts with 

matters hid,” and instead “joy thou/ In what [God] gives to thee,” the seraph is not 

advising Adam to embrace ignorance (8.173,168,170-1). Rather, he is attempting (and 

failing) to impress upon Adam the danger in attempting to take on more than he can 

have -- “can,” both because it is forbidden, and because he is limited in his ability to 

know. As I noted in the preceding chapter, God acknowledges this constraint in book 3 

(“he had of me/ All he could have” [97-8]); it is the difference between “mind your own 

business” and “mind that your reach does not exceed its grasp.” 

! Specifically, Raphaelʼs speech ought to cause Adam (as well as us as readers) to 

remember Eveʼs dream from Book 5 -- how real it was, how tempting, how nearly 

successful -- and to acknowledge that it represented a very real (if vaguely defined) 

threat. When we remember Eveʼs dream, we should remember the horror with which 

she awoke (5.26) and recounted it to Adam -- “me damp horror chilled” (5.65). Adam 

does not do this. He responds to Raphael that his desire for knowledge has been “fully 

… satisfied,” but continues to summarize the speech he thinks Raphael has given: “[to 

know] that which before us lies in daily life/ Is the prime wisdom; what is more is fume,/ 

Or emptiness, or fond impertinence” (8.180,193-5). This is not what Raphael meant; 

rather, the phrase “matters hid” refers to a type of knowledge that Raphael will imply is 
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the domain of heaven (8.67,119) and Satan-as-serpent will attribute to “gods” (9.708), 

and which includes the details of Godʼs creative process and a direct knowledge of evil. 

Regina Schwartz makes a similar observation: “in Miltonʼs universe, an inquiry into 

heavenly economy is no less that an inquiry into divine justice; to presume to question 

the mechanical workings of the universe is to presume to question the theological ones: 

both ask if the universe works right.”26, 27 The questions that Adam poses to Raphael at 

the opening of Book 8 are dangerously close to a reprise of Satanʼs indignation at the 

exaltation of the Son. Both characters overstep with the questions they ask about Godʼs 

actions. The difference is that Adam is speaking to the exact figure who is supposed to 

prevent him from making such a mistake. When he fails to recognize Raphaelʼs warning 

in the terms by which it is given, Adam demonstrates the “frailty” that will cause his fall.

! As alluded to above, the problem of human knowledge first raises its head in 

Book 5 in the instance of Eveʼs dream. Her startled declaration to Adam indicates just 

how intertwined the dream world is with knowledge and the problems of knowing. 

Such night till this I never passed, have dreamed,

If dreamed, not, as I oft am wont, of thee,

Works of day passed or morrows next design
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But of offence and trouble, which my mind

Knew never till this irksome night. (5.31-5)

There are two parts to Eveʼs narration. In the first, she informs us that she is 

accustomed to dreaming about things (like Adam and work) with which she is already 

familiar. In the second, we learn that this dream was a dream of “trouble,” and that she 

has no experience with “trouble” or “offence” prior to the dream. As she tells Adam of 

the gentle voice she heard -- “I thought it thine” (5.37) -- we begin to recognize that Eve 

faces the same problem with regard to her dream that critics have identified in the end 

of Samson Agonistes with regard to Samsonʼs “rousing motions.” It is this question that 

Adam articulates once Eve finishes relating the account of the dream: “Yet evil 

whence?” (5.99) Critics have been unable to pin down whether or not Samsonʼs 

inspiration is from God, and Eveʼs inability to trace her dream back to God is part of 

what terrifies her. As we learn in Book 6, Adam has already had a series of dreams 

through which he is introduced to God, and by God to Paradise, then to Eve. These 

serve to establish the contents of mankindʼs dreams as a vehicle with God as a source, 

but the contents of Eveʼs dream defy that association, being wholly antagonistic to both 

Godʼs edict and our first parentsʼ instincts. This is why, despite speaking for almost 30 

lines after posing the initial question, Adam never actually answers it. The best he can 

come up with is that:

…in the soul

Are many lesser faculties that serve 

Reason as chief; among these fancy next

Her office holds (5.100-3),
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concluding that  “Evil into the mind of God or man/ May come and go, so unapproved, 

and leave/ No spot or blame behind” (5.117-9). 

! Adam dismisses the dream as a will-oʼ-the-wisp derived from their conversation 

the previous evening and his speech cheers Eve, but it leaves unclear the issue of the 

dreamʼs source, a question that Raphael suggests is of utmost importance. Not only 

that, Adam raises two new questions: first, he raises the delicate issue of conceptual 

versus experiential knowledge by citing “evil” generally and roping God into his 

premise;28 secondly, his response to Eve implicitly suggests that it is possible to 

recognize evil as evil -- “what in sleep thou didst abhor to dream” (5.120) -- and that so 

long as one employs right reason to defy or abjure it, oneʼs goodness is secure. This is 

a dangerous position to take. While it seems rational given Eveʼs response to the dream 

as a whole, and especially to the dream-angel plucking the fruit of the Tree of 

Knowledge, the final temptation in Book 9 shows definitively that this is not a reliable 

model, since Satanʼs deception is not easily recognizable.29 

! Adamʼs own “knowledge problem” arises first in talking to Raphael. In Book 5, 

Adam observes the way in which Raphael accepts earthly refreshment as if it were no 

different from heavenly kind, spurring the “wingèd hierarch” to inform him how “one 

almighty is, from whom/ All things proceed and up to him return/ if not depraved from 

good” (5.469,470-2). This speech is revelatory for Adam, and it pertains directly to his 
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questions about knowing. Raphael tells Adam that “manʼs nourishment, by gradual 

scale sublimed” gives 

both life and sense,

Fancy and understanding, whence the soul

Reason receives, and reason is her being,

Discursive or intuitive: discursive

Is oftenest yours, the latter most is ours” (5.483,485-9).

What Raphael has essentially outlined is two modes of knowing: the intuitive, privy to 

God and the other inhabitants of heaven; and the discursive, mainly allocated to 

mankind. The discursive mode is a mode of acquisition rather than spontaneous 

access, and the acquisition of information is precisely what puts Adam and Eve at risk. 

Because they lack both omniscience and prescience, Adam and Eve must evaluate 

information as it is presented, yet their limited nature and their exclusively good 

experience leaves them somewhat credulous as well. For a curious pair like Adam and 

Eve, this situation presents a catch-22. On one hand, Raphaelʼs injunction to “[s]olicit 

not thy thoughts with matters hid” (8.167) seems like a necessary warning about 

deviating from a recta ratio-based mode of assessing new experience; conversely, 

searching for licit answers through discursive means exposes both of them to the 

possibility of being deceived. 

! It is fortunate for Adam that Raphael actually is a seraph and can -- unlike the 

angel that appeared in Eveʼs dream -- provide such licit answers, because Adam 

presses him for answers in an attempt to slake his “thirst” for knowledge. In his 

responses, Raphael attempts on numerous occasions to make stick the tenuous nature 
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of Paradise, as well as both the urgency and potency of the threat that Satan poses. 

Phrases like “If ye be found obedient and retain/ Unalterably firm his love entire/ Whose 

progeny you are” (5.501-3) pepper his discourse with Adam, and at first, Adam seems 

as though he might be getting the point. “Can we want obedience then/ To him,” Adam 

asks, 

or possibly his love desert

Who formed us from the dust and placed us here

Full to the utmost measure of what bliss

Human desires can seek or apprehend? (5.514-8, my emphasis)

Though in context, the lines I have emphasized appear to be rooted in the same 

ignorance that made Adam feel secure of his station, the phrase itself suggests an 

almost intuitive knowledge of the information Raphael will claim is off-limits, and which 

will form the centerpiece of Satanʼs temptation. The lines themselves raise more 

questions than they resolve; while Adam seems to mean them as indicators of how fully 

satisfied he and Eve are in Paradise, they can be easily read as a challenge to that 

statement. The emphasis on desire, in particular -- in such close proximity to Eveʼs 

sensuous dream of smelling, if not tasting, the forbidden fruit -- is worrisome to say the 

least. Adam claims they are sated to “the utmost measure of what bliss/ Human desires 

can seek,” yet he misses the point that desire does nothing but seek (i.e., Adamʼs 

questions to Raphael). Once satisfied on one count desire merely shifts to a new target. 

As for the notion that desire can “apprehend,” Miltonʼs word choice is slippery, 

suggesting simultaneously that desire has secured its object (which, as just noted, 

results in a very temporary satisfaction) and that it has learned, a possibility that 
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massively expands the extent to which desire cannot be satisfied and propels us in the 

direction of Eve, serpent, and Fruit. 

" The temptation to which “apprehension” portends may have gone much 

differently without Raphaelʼs intervention, since freedom was a foreign concept prior to 

this exchange with Raphael. 

Nor knew I not

To be both will and deed created free;

Yet that we never shall forget to love

Our maker and obey him whose command

Single is yet so just, my constant thought 

Assured me and still assure, though what thou tellʼst

Hath passed in Heaven some doubt within me move

But more desire to hear, if thou consent (5.548-55, my emphasis).

Adam understands Raphael well enough to appreciate that he is not as secure as he 

previously believed, and he can see that there is real danger afoot; yet he is 

overwhelmed by his curiosity. Again, desire propels forward what reason or will ought to 

hold in check. Adam is polite (“if thou consent”), but his emotions are hardly tempered 

here. “Doubt” is, like “apprehend” above, a word with two active senses -- first, Adam is 

afraid because of what Raphael tells him, and, second, he questions the veracity of the 

story told to him. The presence of doubt only exacerbates the desire for more 

knowledge, “to hear more,” resulting in a constant struggle for dominance within Adam 

between what he thinks, what he knows, and what he feels. The events of Books 9 and 
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10 will hinge on this struggle and on Eve and Adamʼs ability -- or inability -- to resolve it 

in favor of right reason. 

! The Fall is itself laden with problems of knowing, and the first of these is a reprise 

of an early quandary: “how do we evaluate new knowledge without knowing its source?” 

The answer is that Eve must engage the faculty that Raphael described to Adam, 

discursive knowledge, and acquire information. This necessarily involves asking 

questions, and I concur with John Leonard that “the right questions are within her reach 

if only she would reach for them.”30 Eve does not reach for those questions, though; 

rather, “she attends the serpent,”31 and the result of this is the enthrallment to which 

God refers in Book 3. The process by which Eve is “enthralled” (3.126) is riddled with 

failures of reason to which I will tend later in the chapter. What is fascinating and 

relevant in terms of knowledge is the moment after those failures, when she muses to 

herself on what she has seen and heard. 

“Great are thy virtues, doubtless, best of fruits,

Though kept from man, and worthy to be admired,

Whose taste, too long forborne, at first assay

Gave elocution to the mute and taught

the tongue not made for speech to speak thy praise.

Thy praise he also who forbids thy use

Conceals not from us, naming thee the Tree

of Knowledge, knowledge both of good and evil” (9.745-52).
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These are the things Eve thinks she knows. The fruit conveys speech to beasts and 

even God concedes the relationship between eating and knowledge. These data are 

“doubtless,” in contrast to the doubt-filled conversation that Adam had with Raphael. 

Adam and Raphaelʼs discourse is reprised here, too, in a way that figures Adam as 

Raphael and Eve as then-ignorant Adam, learning for the first time about the 

tenuousness of his position. Adam has apparently processed more of Raphaelʼs speech 

in the intervening period of Book 8, since he educates Eve better than he responded to 

Raphael.

“Secure from outward force; within himself

The danger lies, yet lies within his power.

Against his will he can receive no harm.

But God left free the will, for what obeys

Reason is free, and reason he made right

But bid her well beware, and still erect,

Lest by some fair-appearing good surprised

She dictate false and misinform the will

To do what God expressly hath forbid.” (9.348-56)

Adam eloquently summarizes their condition, but with Satanʼs appearance a mere two-

hundred lines off, Eve does not have the luxury to consider Adamʼs speech. 

Consequently, when she does “meet/ Some specious object by the foe suborned” she 

finds it that much harder not to “fall into deception unaware” (9.360-1,362). From a 

Pauline perspective, though, Adam has done his duty as a husband to Eve. Paul writes 

in 1 Cor 14:35 that “if they will learn any thing, let them ask their husbands at home: for 
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it is a shame for women to speak in the church.”  Accordingly, Eve learned the contents 

of Raphaelʼs speech from her husband, even if she did not ask the specific question he 

answered. 

*      *      *

! These problems of knowledge and how it is known -- complex enough in their 

own right -- are complicated further by Adam and Eveʼs many passions. There are, as 

we saw in the previous chapter, affective responses of one type or another in play in 

many ʻheavenly minds,ʼ yet the passions of Adam and Eve are unique, different even 

from those of such visibly emotional figures as Satan and Abdiel. We have seen how 

Adam, conversing with Raphael, is seized by an uncontrollable curiosity. He must know 

more. Though he says in the opening stanza of Book 8 that the “divine historian” has 

“largely allayed/ The thirst I had for knowledge,” … “Something yet of doubt remains 

which only thy solution can resolve” (8.6-7,7-8,13-4). This is the work of a passion that 

was not present in the heavenly or demoniac minds discussed in the last chapter: 

curiosity. From the moment of Raphaelʼs arrival in Book 5, Adam has been itching to 

know more and more, and it is only when he is told to “be lowly wise” that his curiosity -- 

or the willingness to express it openly -- abates. 

! The desire to know is not unique to Adam, nor is it the only passion that affects 

the rational ability of humans in Eden. If we return to the moment of Eveʼs dream, we 

see that passion dominates her retelling of it in the conflicting forms of wonder (a similar 

sensation to curiosity) and horror. In addition to her “startled eye” when Eve wakes, we 

are told that when the angel in her dream plucks and tastes the fruit of the Tree of 

Knowledge, “me damp horror chilled/ At such bold words vouched with deed so 
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bold” (5.65-6); this, along with the tears she “lets fall” from either eye after Adamʼs 

response to her story, testify not only to the quality of her passions (fear, repulsion, 

grief), but also to their extremity. Eve is overwhelmed by the dream, and she was 

overwhelmed in the dream, too. 

[H]e drew nigh and to me held,

Even to my mouth, of that same fruit held part

Which he had plucked; the pleasant savory smell

So quickened appetite, that I, methought

Could not but taste. (5.82-6, my emphasis)

The grammar of these lines is dense and obtuse, clouding the issue of whether or not 

Eve physically bit into the fruit or not. It approximates a dream dynamic wherein the 

mind anticipates consequences and shifts directly to them without explicitly showing us 

the event that constituted the transition or cause. What is important is that the smell of 

the fruit triggered a desire that Eve has to describe in emotionally laden language; what 

is more, she specifically says her “appetite” is what was “quickened.” “Appetite” 

obviously conjures associations with both cuisine and the Platonic-Socratic “appetitive 

spirit,” and in doing so it makes itself known as function of desire. Not only is desire, as 

mentioned above, necessarily insatiable, but Augustine singles it out as one of the 

major passions that a “wise man,” according to the Stoics, lacks. Of the eupatheiai, 

Augustine writes that “there would be will instead of desire, gladness instead of joy, 

caution instead of fear” (XIV.8).32 Yet neither Augustine nor, apparently, the Stoics 
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themselves, have a place for the other passion to which Eve is subject: wonder. 

Immediately after smelling/tasting the fruit, Eve describes:

With him I flew and underneath beheld

The earth outstretched immense, a prospect wide

And various, wondering at my flight and change

To this high exaltation (5.86-90, my emphasis)

Wonder, which might also be called awe, is a unique passion because of its relationship 

to knowledge. Whereas curiosity is a desire to know more, wonder sprouts from the 

failure of comprehension. Like the apprehension of the sublime, wonder occurs when 

the intellect is overwhelmed, as it is for Eve when she finds herself suddenly aloft. The 

trouble with wonder is that because it necessarily overwhelms the rational faculties, any 

wonder in Eden that is not directly caused by and directed at God constitutes an 

impediment to recta ratio and therefore, ultimately, to freedom itself.                                                         

! Passion results from the relationship Adam and Eve have with each other; both 

figures express an affection for the other on the order of Abdielʼs zeal for God. This 

makes for a particularly stark example of passion interfering with right reason, since the 

magnitude of affection they feel for each other arguably ought to be directed to God. 

Both Adam and Eve view the other in very specific terms as being the completion of 

him- or herself. Eve does this most notably in the dream scene; to him she is “My 

fairest, my espoused, my latest found,/ Heavenʼs last best gift, my ever-new delight,” 

which she reciprocates as “O sole, in whom my thoughts find all repose,/ My glory, my 

perfection,” (5.18-9, 28-9). Adam in particular is notorious for his all-consuming affection 

for Eve. Having recounted his experience of creation to Raphael, he says of Eve that,
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Here passion first I felt,

Commotion strange. In all enjoyments else

Superior and unmoved, here only weak

Against the charm of beautyʼs powerful glance. (8.530-3)

Christopher Tilmouth argues that Adamʼs passion for Eve means that she “exercises 

ʻabsoluteʼ sway over Adamʼs consciousness, usurping his own reasonʼs sovereignty 

there and making her (inferior) ʻwillʼ the determinant of his,”33 and he cites 8.546-56 of 

Paradise Lost as evidence. That is not quite the case. Adam is the subject of a 

profound, passionate response to Eve, but he is not subject to her. And while there is, 

perhaps, an argument to be made in regards to Adam being led by this passion, there is 

no evidence to suggest that he is not still his own master. To the contrary, book 9 

indicates that not only does he try to convince Eve not to go off alone against her will, 

but that his decision to eat the apple is just that -- a decision. Upon learning of her 

transgression, Adam “astonied stood and blank, while horror chill/ ran through his veins 

and all his joints relaxed,” before ultimately eating “against his better 

knowledge” (9.890-1,998) in an act that is described as morally wrong, but also self-

sacrificing. Adam is no mindless thrall; he is a sentient creature who makes ungodly 

decisions as a result of his passions. 

*      *      *

! Distempered passions and incomplete knowledge together weaken reason and 

leave one vulnerable to deceit. If “reason also is choice,” then bad choices imply bad 

reason -- assuming there is evidence of reason at all. Paradise Lost frames reasoning 
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as Godʼs work, as action that brings one closer to Him. In the case of Eve in Book 9, we 

see Satan push her reasoning process out of the realm of knowledge and into that of 

conjecture. With no experience or evidence of what death is to draw on, Eve is unable 

to reason correctly; the “glozing lies” find their target in the same way that Satanʼs 

momentary change of complexion gains him access to the garden. But what then of 

“Authors to themselves in all”, of “sufficient to have stood”? That Eve does the work of 

obedience -- that is, reasoning -- badly does not abrogate the fact that she tried to do 

the work. In the Miltonic universe, effort is more important than success: “To prayer, 

repentance, and obedience due/ Though but endeavored with sincere intent/ Mine ear 

shall not be slow, mine eye not shut” (3.191-3, emphasis added). Thus, Eve is still 

eligible for grace while the unresistant angels of Satanʼs cohort are not.

! Adamʼs case is more complicated. His willingness to eat the apple -- “he scrupled 

not to eat” (9.998) -- is clearly marked in the text as a result of his love for Eve in 

particular. He has, by the fall, already been specifically admonished by Raphael not to 

do this exact thing, yet Book 9 is explicit: “O fairest of creation, last and best/ of Godʼs 

works”; “Should God create another Eve, and I/ Another rib afford, yet loss of thee/ 

Would never from my heart” (9.896-7, 911-13). Though the poem does read such that 

Adamʼs determination to die with Eve makes it seem as though his response was 

inevitable, we must remember his initial horror at Eveʼs transgression. Adam says,

O fairest of creation, last and best 

Of all Godʼs works, creature in whom excelled

Whatever can to sight or though be formed,

Holy, divine, good, amiable, or sweet!
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How art thou lost, how on a sudden lost,

Defaced, deflowered, and now to death devote?

Rather, how has thou yielded to transgress

The strict forbiddance, how to violate 

the sacred fruit forbidden?  (9.896-904).

Adam is clearly astounded by Eveʼs action, yet “he scrupled not to eat/ Against his 

better knowledge” (9.998-9). Adamʼs determination is to fall; he acknowledges the sin of 

her act and his, and the rightness of divine command, even as he violates it. We must 

be careful not to argue in addition to, or instead of, this that Adam is deceived through 

Eve, despite his absurd reasoning in lines 921-960 and his practically automatic 

resolution to sin. In isolation, it seems plausible that once Eve is deceived the whole 

system of Edenic reason compromised, but this undercutʼs Adamʼs free will and 

subjects it to Eveʼs. Specifically, this reading of “vicarious deception” treats the Edenic 

pair as a collective or communal consciousness -- what could be less Miltonic?34 

Rather, Adamʼs decision to fall constitutes an act of self-sacrifice that illustrates a 

positive aspect of passion. His devotion to Eve as a specific person and not merely a 

“woman” interchangeable with the hypothetical replacement God might create 

culminates in this moment of selflessness, and this is only possible because passion 

has overwhelmed reason.

! If we look back to Godʼs speech, which I cited in the last chapter, we will see a 

recurrent “sticking-point” in the penultimate clause, “man falls deceived/ by the other 
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first” (3.130-1). John Leonard has been one of the most insightful critics in regard to this 

passage; he notes that “these words jar with the poetʼs later judgement that Adam is 

ʻnot deceavʼd.ʼ” Leonard argues that Fowlerʼs note, which distinguishes the “intramural 

temptation” that claims the angels, from “temptation from without” breaks down when 

we recognize that Eveʼs temptation of Adam is intramural. Leonard then concludes that 

“it is best to concede at the outset that Godʼs book III pronouncement simply doesnʼt 

work with Adam.” Though there are many ways of reading this clause, I believe the most 

profitable is “man[kind] falls, [having been] first deceived by the other [sort].” Key in this 

version is the ordinal, “first”; mankind -- in the person of Eve -- was deceived, setting in 

motion the process by which the whole race then fell. This reading preserves the 

grouping by “type” that Leonard correctly reads in the use of the word “sort,” while 

resolving the business of Adamʼs non-deception. Adam is not deceived the way that Eve 

is, but neither is he really tempted the way she is. As I have described above, Adam 

makes a deliberate choice to fall with Eve; he might arguably be said to have been 

“deceived” by his feelings for Eve, but his choice is purely his own.

!  The ordinal emphasis in my reading is also important because it limits but also 

reaffirms manʼs culpability. That is to say that in distinguishing between deception and 

fall, God acknowledges that manʼs abilities were compromised while insisting that his 

responsibility was not. Even when Adam and Eve cannot, by definition, reason their way 

back to God, he expects that they will still attempt to reason, and thus choose, as if they  

could. 

! What is reinforced by both the idea of deceit and its ordinal position in the causal 

line of Adam and Eveʼs fall is the primacy of reason. Though the preceding dissection of 
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deceit as it applies to the action of Book 9 focused on the way in which bad reasoning 

led to bad choices, it should be noted that the mere concept of deceit emphasizes 

thought processes, and the fact that Miltonʼs God cites deceit as the reason to offer 

grace is of the utmost importance. In effect, God has highlighted the ability to reason as 

more important than any other single faculty when it comes to oneʼs ability to adhere to 

His law. It is not merely the suggested that Adam and Eve get a pass because they 

were tricked; it is the suggestion that they found themselves trying to do the impossible, 

to reason to a Godly conclusion in a Satanic paradigm. In attempting to reason with 

Satan, Eve in particular is stuck speaking a Satanic language, which always leads away 

from God (though this is true for Adam as well as he works through her report).

! What grace offers is the ability to try reasoning again without the impossible task 

of having to argue directly with Satan. As Milton says in I.xxi of Christian Doctrine 

(entitled “Of Ingrafting In Christ, and Its Effects”), “in the new spiritual life the intellect is 

to very large extent restored to its former state of enlightenment and the will is restored, 

in Christ, to its former freedom” (YP 6:378). Consequently, we see that: 

Man shall not quite be lost, but saved who will,

Yet not of will in him but grace in me

Freely vouchsafed; once more I will renew

His lapsed powers, though forfeit and enthralled

By sin to exorbitant desires;

Upheld by me, yet once more he shall stand

On even ground against his mortal foe (3.173-80).
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Of humankind, they shall be “saved who will” choose rightly as the result of following a 

right reason, when confronted with temptation. This is possible because God has 

“renewed” his “lapsed powers” (11.175,176), i.e., the intellect and will mentioned in 

Christian Doctrine. The tricky bit is “yet once more he shall stand/ on even ground 

against his mortal foe.” The enjambment breaks this into two separate clauses, as 

though man shall stand again (in reference both to forgiveness and the lapsed powers -- 

these are linked for God) and it will be on even ground with Satan. However, we read it 

as a single statement, that that “on even ground” is a condition of “yet once more”, 

which wrecks the whole scheme of impaired reason. Of course, Eve was on even 

ground with Satan when he first approached her; it was only once she “hearkened to his 

glozing lies” that her reason became impaired. 
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Conclusion

!

! What this thesis has attempted to demonstrate is that while the claim “sufficient 

to have stood though free to fall” is an accurate description of Adam and Eveʼs 

prelapsarian state, it is an incomplete picture. Life in Eden is a life blessed by divine 

goodness, but it is also a struggle to balance humanity with the godly demands of recta 

ratio. Being human means learning, desiring, being set upon by oneʼs emotion. It means 

ignorance and vulnerability and occasional error. Yet, God assures us, so long as our 

efforts to adhere to conscience are “endeavored with sincere intent,” all is well. Eveʼs 

attempt to think through the problem of the apple and Adamʼs self-sacrifice on her 

behalf result in violations of Godʼs command, but they are also acts done in good faith 

to bring about good ends. Eve, once deceived by Satan in the serpent, makes the 

wrong choice and sets the Fall in motion, but God offers a reprieve based on their 

specific circumstances. This brings me finally to the matter of grace, a concept which is 

essential to my argument but is almost wholly absent from the poetry of Paradise Lost 

until after the fall. 

! In what follows, it will be clear that my reading of Paradise Lost depends firmly on 

a felix culpa understanding of the Fall. The two fit together in an unconventional way, 

though. The Fall itself is an unmitigated disaster; not only have Adam and Eve 

disobeyed God, and in doing so, ended the paradisiacal nature of human life, they have 

crippled the human race in a fundamental way, as Michael makes perfectly clear: 

Since thy original lapse, true liberty
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Is lost, which always with right reason dwells 

Twinned, and from her hath no dividual being.

Reason in man obscured, or not obeyed, 

Immediately inordinate desires

And upstart passions catch the government

From reason, and to servitude reduce

Man, till then free (12.83-90)

Man bereft of freedom is hardly man at all -- no longer even a shadow of Godʼs image, 

in which he was created. However, the Fall affords God an opportunity for intervention 

which is borne out through grace, the mechanics of which God explicates in Book 3. 

One of the angelic host must volunteer to take human form and die in manʼs place; 

divine justice had already declared death the penalty for breaking Godʼs command. God 

cannot take this role on himself; both infinite and immutable, God can neither assume 

corporeal form nor die. What God can do is intuit the experience of corporeality from the 

Son, closing the gap, as it were, between divine and mundane existence. The Son 

justifies his exaltation by taking the burden of manʼs renewal and redemption on himself; 

as simultaneously divine and human, he allows God access to the one experience 

otherwise impossible. Just as important, the Sonʼs decision to assume corporeal form 

subjects him to all the same trials and contingencies that test Adam and Eve.

! In Paradise Regained we see this divine-as-man experience dramatized by 

Milton. Milton does not write about the crucifixion and the Passion, but of the Sonʼs trial 

in the desert. Here the Son re-enacts the temptation of Adam and Eve as nearly as 

possible, facing their tempter directly, though like our first parents in Eden, he is unable 
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to name Satan as such. Unlike the events of Book 9, though, the Son tempers his 

emotions, overcomes the intellectual limits of embodiment, and demonstrates the way 

that recta ratio ought to work. 

By one manʼs firm obedience fully tried

Through all temptation, and the Tempter foiled

In all this wiles, defeated and repulsed,

And Eden raised in the waste wilderness (1.4-7).35

His consistent mindfulness of God thwarts each of Satanʼs ingenious temptations, and 

by defeating the Adversary in what amounts to a rematch of Eden, man is restored to a 

point from which he can again be called “sufficient to stand” against the temptations of 

post-lapsarian life. 

! In short, the mechanism by which God provides grace not only demonstrates his 

mercy through the rehabilitation of mankind, despite our errors, but through the 

willingness of the divine to take on the rigors of corporeal life. The result of this 

tremendous mercy is that, as God himself says in Book 3, “once more he [man] shall 

stand/ On even ground against his mortal foe.” (3.179). Man gets a second chance with 

regard to obeying God, but the terms this time are far more favorable. Every individual 

has the chance, through the Son, to accept Godʼs grace. One must be ever-vigilant on 

this account, since it is possible, in the Arminian influenced cosmos of Paradise Lost, to 

resist grace initially, or to lapse out of it in apostasy, but this is actually a much easier 

task than Adam and Eveʼs. Superficially, it appeared that our first parents had to do 

“nothing” to obey Godʼs command, but they were humans -- embodied, curious, restless 
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humans -- and doing nothing is more difficult than mere abstinence, since it requires 

suppressing that curiosity and redirecting that restlessness. This makes obedience itself 

an exercise of will, but specifically an exercise in negation. Grace is an inversion of 

Eden, an opportunity to positively direct and express will, rather than to suppress it. 

Postlapsarian man is fortunate that God has made an offer of grace that he may choose 

to accept, and participate in -- participation which is both an exercise of his renewed 

free will and a balm for his restless, passionate corpus. Paradise Lost is framed as a 

theodicy, but the whole poem gestures towards the notion of grace as the resolution to 

theodicyʼs problem, the problem of evil. Grace does not remove the problem of evil, but 

through the merciful provision of man with freedom and conscience, grace is able to 

neutralize evilʼs threat for those who accept it. Just as important -- if not more so -- 

grace “renews” God by solving the paradox of the limitless limit, giving him experiential 

knowledge of the corporeal and the constrained.

! Paradise Regained closes with the Son attending to his hunger with Heavenly 

fruit and drink as Satan tumbles to the earth. At the same time, “angelic choirs” sing:

True image of the Father, whether throned

In the bosom of bliss, and light of light

Conceiving, or remote from heaven, enshrined

In fleshly tabernacle and human form,

…

…now thou hast avenged

Supplanted Adam, and by vanquishing

Temptation has regained lost Paradise,
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And frustrated the conquest fraudulent. (4.593,596-9,606-9).

Much of this project has been focused on one specific speech of Godʼs in Paradise 

Lost, Book 3, a speech which poses the problem I have attempted to solve here. The 

angelsʼ praise, perhaps more than any other single passage in either Paradise Lost or 

Paradise Regained, summarizes my argument. One of the biggest problems in Paradise 

Lost is the fact that Adam and Eve are corporeal beings and God is emphatically not. In 

Paradise Regained, it is precisely the point that the Son is just as “fleshly” as Adam and 

Eve were, and this passage illustrates how the union of the divine and the corporeal in 

the person of the Son is elemental to the restoration of manʼs freedom and the 

completion of Godʼs, granting him the experience of limitation. My thesis has laid bare 

the workings of divine and human nature as they pertain to freedom, and it is such a 

concern about freedom that drives Paradise Lost. Freedom is the means by which man 

may stand and by which he does fall. It is what he loses in that fall, and it -- freedom -- 

is the most important regained through grace, for both God and man. 
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