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The Fall and Milton's theodicy

Milton's presentation of his various literary characters can be controversial
because so many people still believe in, or worry about, the actual existence
of some of his most important ones: Adam, Eve, Satan, Jesus. But Milton's
God is especially controversial. For all Milton's 'language of accommodation' (see PL 5.572-4, 6.893, 7-x7^-9), Milton never presents his God as
if he is not really God, the eternal and almighty Being who created the
heavens and the earth, who reveals himself in the Bible and in the life and
person of Jesus Christ, and to whom all beings owe thanks and worship for
his goodness and greatness. Moreover, to believe or not to believe in this
God is such a fundamental thing that one cannot realistically join the
conversation created by Paradise Lost and expect one's belief or unbelief to
go unaddressed. Nevertheless, Milton does not force the issue concerning
belief in God's mere existence, for that is something he simply assumes; for
him God's existence is a premise much more than a conclusion (see YP 6:
130-2). In spite of the radical polarities of belief about God in Paradise
Lost, its humans and devils and angels are united in this: they all believe
that he is.
The theological apologetic that Paradise Lost does undertake concerns
not God's existence but his nature, or character. Milton ends the first
paragraph of his epic by asking the Muse to raise him 'to the highth of this
great argument' so that he may 'assert eternal providence, / And justify the
ways of God to men' (1.24-6). Milton thus announces that he will attempt
a theodicy, a defence of God's justice. This attempt, in the course of the
epic, requires that Milton perform a series of balancing acts. The so-called
theological problem of evil - the problem that a theodicy sets out in some
degree to solve - can itself be seen as a problem concerning how to balance
three fundamental propositions to which virtually all Christians, and
perhaps others, assent:
1 God is all powerful (or omnipotent).
2 God is wholly good.
3 There is evil in the world.
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The question, some of whose formulations date from antiquity, is: if we
assert any two of these three propositions, how can the remaining one
make any sense? If God is all powerful and wholly good, how can there be
evil in the world he created? But we know there is evil in the world, so how
can we believe God to be both all powerful and wholly good? Is he able to
remove evil but unwilling? Or is he willing but unable?
Historically there have been those who have 'solved' the theological
problem of evil by tacitly abandoning its premises. Some 'dualists' have so
defined and straitened God's power as to deprive omnipotence of its
meaning. Some 'voluntarists' have defined God's goodness merely as a
function of God's will, or power, so that a thing is good merely by virtue of
the fact that God wills it - a manoeuvre whereby goodness as predicated of
God loses its ordinary meaning. And still others, like the eighteenth-century
'optimists' mocked by Voltaire and Samuel Johnson, have defined evil in
the world in such a way that it is not to be seen truly as evil after all but
rather as a necessary part of some universal good. None of these wafflings,
however, is acceptable to Milton, and it is a measure of his theodical
courage that he sets out to tell the story of 'all our woe' in a way that none
the less asserts God's power (his 'eternal providence') and justifies God's
ways.
This philosophical balancing act that Milton knows he must perform
also entails a rhetorical balancing act. For if God's ways are justifiable not
only in the abstract but also to actual human beings ('justifiable to men';
SA 294), then part of Milton's job is to respect, and to avoid alienating,
readers whom he must at the same time accuse of being sinful and limited
in their understandings. To undertake a theodicy at all presupposes that we
have some right or ability to arrive at judgements concerning God's nature
and character. Yet no religious theodicist may ever forget that the God thus
being 'judged' is himself the Author and Judge of all Things. Without the
first assumption, an attempt to explain God's ways to human beings would
be ridiculous. Without the second, it would be blasphemous. So Milton
begins Paradise Lost by declaring our and his solidarity in the Fall of Man,
in its effects, and in the need to be redeemed from its effects (1.1-5). He
also confesses his own 'darkness' and 'lowness' and his need to be
illuminated, raised, and supported before he can adequately tell his story
and present his theodicy (1.22-6). Yet throughout his epic he not only
provides us with repeated reminders that we are fallen creatures ourselves,
but also presupposes and appeals to our ability truly to recognize that
which is good. I will return to some of the ways in which Milton, by
appealing to that recognition of good, draws his readers into his conversation. For now, it is enough merely to recognize how Paradise Lost as a
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theodicy demands of both its author and its reader a delicate balance
between chutzpah and humility.
Now the Fall (traditionally called 'the Fall of Man') refers to the first
human transgression of the divine command. It can be conceived narratively, embodied in an account of the transgression, including both the
events leading up to it, and its consequences; or conceived in doctrinal
terms concerning the cause and nature of humanity's wickedness, suffering,
and estrangement from God. Although the narrative and the doctrinal may
obviously influence each other, historically they have often not been
particularly integrated, and Paradise Lost is remarkable for the extent to
which Milton seeks to establish a balance between the interests of narrative
and those of doctrine, with each enriching the other.
Biblically, the Fall narrative appears in Genesis 2 and 3: the Lord God,
having created man (Adam) and placed him in the garden of Eden,
commands him, 'thou shalt not eat' of the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil, adding, 'for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely
die' (2: 17). After woman is created, the serpent speaks to her, denies that if
they eat of the forbidden fruit they shall surely die, and ascribes to God a
jealous motive for his interdiction: 'God doth know that in the day ye eat
thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods' (3: 5). The
woman then eats of the fruit and gives some also to her husband, who
likewise eats. This eating is followed immediately by their knowing
themselves to be naked (3: 7), and not long after by the Lord God's arriving
to curse the serpent with crawling upon its belly, the woman with sorrow in
bearing children and in being dominated by her husband, and the man with
sorrow and sweat in his obtaining food from the ground (3: 14-19).
Some modernist critics have viewed this story 'as a straightforward
aetiological myth, designed to explain why a man cleaves to his wife and
why he is the senior partner in the union, why he has to labour in the fields
and she in childbirth, why we wear clothes, why we dislike snakes, and
why they crawl on their bellies' (Evans 1968, 9), and, of course, also why
we must die. In any case, the rest of the Old Testament makes no clear
mention of the story of Adam and Eve, and its only biblical interpretation
is given in the New Testament by St Paul, who reads it typologically, thus
amplifying and universalizing the significance of Adam and of his transgression by seeing them as the backdrop for Jesus Christ's acts of redemption.
Adam's sin and its effects are symmetrical with the non-sin and life-giving
sacrifice of Christ, whom Paul calls 'the last Adam' (1 Cor. 15: 45): 'For
since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead.
For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive' (1 Cor. 15:
21-2; see also Rom. 5: 19).
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Although such doctrine and such typology play an important role in
Milton's works, for him the narrative also informs doctrine. His epic
medium is itself narrative; it must respect the details of its ur-narrative, and
must also inevitably impose some concrete, literary limitations of its own
upon doctrine. Particularly because Paradise Lost vastly expands the
biblical story of Adam and Eve, it brings into view narrative details which,
when seen only from afar, might not even appear doctrinally significant.
Milton's magnifying lens, however, focuses attention on a whole series of
questions about the Fall story: how can we talk about the Fall when there
really were two falls, Adam's and Eve's? How can we talk about Adam
being tempted by Satan when Satan tempted only Eve? What motivations
operated in each of their falls? How did it come about that they were
tempted separately? Was Eve's fall inevitable? Once Eve had fallen, was
Adam's fall inevitable? If they were ignorant of good and evil, how could
they have been expected to avoid evil? If God knew they were going to be
tempted, could he not have forewarned them? Why would the serpent have
wanted to have Adam and Eve disobey God anyhow? These and many
other questions which Genesis leaves in the background are brought by
Milton's detailed narrative into the foreground where their answers can be
inspected for both literary and doctrinal coherence.
One of the most notable difficulties Milton encounters in thus seeking
to meld things narrative and doctrinal is the issue of divine foreknowledge
and human free will. A vital component of Milton's theodicy is the 'Free
Will Defence', the model or argument according to which God, for
reasons consistent with his wisdom and goodness, created angels and
human beings with freedom either to obey or disobey his commands. Such
an act of creation represents a self-limitation on God's part: it means that
he cannot manipulate the free choices of angels and humans, though this
claim is no mark against his omnipotence, because the 'cannot' is a logical
entailment of his own exercise of power. The Free Will Defence, furthermore, claims that, although innumerable such free creatures have in fact
disobeyed God's commands and so created an immense amount of evil,
the amount of goodness that presupposes the exercise of freedom ultimately outweighs the total amount of evil. For without freedom, what
value would things such as honesty, loyalty, and love possess? From
Tertullian on, freedom has been valued also theologically as an indication
in human beings 'of God's image and similitude . . . the outward expression of God's own dignity', freedom being the 'primary postulate of
goodness and reason' (Adversus Marcionem 2.6, 2.5). Milton himself
stresses in Areopagitica that freedom is an essential quality for any moral
or rational creature:
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Many there be that complain of divin Providence for suffering Adam to
transgresse, foolish tongues! when God gave him reason, he gave him
freedom to choose, for reason is but choosing; he had bin else a meer artificiall
Adam, such an Adam as he is in the motions [puppet shows]. We our selves
esteem not of that obedience, or love, or gift, which is of force.
(YP 2: 527)
God of course could merely have created automata, puppets. But except in
a depreciated, mechanical way, no honesty or loyalty or love could ever
have been predicated of such beings. Therefore, it is at least plausible to
claim that free will, though also the necessary condition of a huge amount
of moral evil, is worth it - and therefore, too, that God's choosing to make
creatures with that potential for going wrong is consistent with his being
both all powerful and wholly good.
Accordingly, in Paradise Lost Milton's God declares:
I made [human beings] 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.
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.
(3.98-111)

Most readers of Paradise Lost, I think, can accept, provisionally at least,
the logic of the Free Will Defence - can accept it, in other words, as a
reasonable doctrine. However, Milton has the doctrine appear in a speech
delivered by God within a dramatic context. The most obvious problem
that results is that of anthropomorphism, of God sounding like a human
being vociferously defending his own actions. Such a context thus makes it
very difficult for us not to feel the same scepticism regarding this speaker's
motivations that we would feel in any analogous human situation.
But even ignoring what might be called the dramatic problem - even if
we can take God's words simply at face value - we encounter a more
serious clash as we read on: a clash between doctrine and narrative. In
Book 3, God carries on to say that angels and human beings were thus
created truly free, so that if they fall, they cannot blame
149
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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,
They trespass, authors to themselves in all
Both what they judge and what they choose.
(3.113-23; italics added)
The doctrinal or philosophical question of whether God's foreknowledge
and human free will can coexist remains an interesting and keenly debated
one - as it was in Milton's day. For Milton and for many of his
contemporaries, to accept any kind of determinism was to abandon free
will, and to abandon free will was to abandon theodicy. One must
conclude, says Milton in Christian Doctrine, that 'neither God's decree nor
his foreknowledge can shackle free causes with any kind of necessity'. For
otherwise, God himself is made 'the cause and author of sin'; and to refute
this conclusion 'would be like inventing a long argument to prove that God
is not the Devil' (YP 6: 166).
In so defending free will, however, Milton was not prepared to restrict
God's omniscience. In the seventeenth century the Socinians, for example,
argued that just as omnipotence can do only that which it is logically
possible to do, so omniscience can know only that which it is logically
possible to know; future free actions are in principle not knowable; and
what is not knowable is therefore not /breknowable, even by God. By
contrast, orthodox Calvinists saw God's foreknowledge as based on his
decrees, so that if anything is said to be divinely foreknown, one can infer
that it is also divinely decreed, and thus predetermined. Milton denies both
of these extremes: 'We should feel certain that God has not decreed that
everything must happen inevitably. Otherwise we should make him responsible for all the sins ever committed, and should make demons and wicked
men blameless. But we should feel certain also that God really does
foreknow everything that is going to happen' (YP 6: 164-5; CM 14: 84).
However, if God's foreknowledge implies no determinism, why does God
in Book 3 of Paradise Lost say that humankind's fault 'had no less proved
certain unforeknown' (119)? Seventeenth-century theologians carefully
distinguished certainty from necessity, the latter relating to events in
themselves, the former relating to knowledge of the events. Thomas Pierce
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complains about those writers who, failing 'to distinguish necessity from
certainty of events . . . call that necessary which is but certain and
infallible' (1657, 60; see YP 6: 165 and CM 11: 48-50). 'What God
decreed to effect', says Pierce, 'will come to pass unavoidably, and by
necessitation . . . But what he only decreed to permit, will contingently
come to pass; yet. . . with a certainty of event, because his foreknowledge
is infallible' (1658, 128). 'What is contingently come to pass', says Henry
Hammond, 'being done, is certain, and cannot be undone, and God sees it,
as it is, therefore he sees it as done, and so certain, yet as done contingently,
and so as that which might not have been' (Works 1674, 586). An inelegant
but accurate paraphrase of line 119, therefore, would be: 'the fall would
have been known certainly (but not as something necessary) after the fact
even if I hadn't known it certainly (but not as something necessary) before
the fact'.
In this way, for Milton and some of his contemporaries, God's foreknowledge is no more indicative of any kind of determinism than is that certainty
which an event proves to have once it becomes a fait accompli. That we
know an event with certainty does not preclude its having occurred as a
result of free choice. Boethius's Consolation of Philosophy, which contains
what is still the most famous and influential treatment of divine foreknowledge, declares that indeed all of God's knowledge is analogous to our
knowledge of things present - it is properly scientia rather than praescientia, since God dwells in an eternal present that transcends our
categories of time and tense. 'Divine knowledge', says Boethius, 'resides
above all inferior things and looks out on all things from their summit'
(116). And in Paradise Lost Milton tells us that God looks down on the
world, 'beholding from his prospect high, / Wherein past, present, future he
beholds' (3.77-8).
One can thus recognize a Boethian element in Milton's presentation of
divine foreknowledge, and one can accept the possible coherence of
Hammond's and Pierce's and Milton's insistence that God foreknows with
certainty human choices that are nevertheless genuinely free - and yet still
have profound misgivings as one reads, in Book 3 of Paradise Lost, God's
words about the Fall. For as Martin Evans points out, 'the abstract idea of
an "eternal present" is simply not translatable into narrative terms' (Evans
Z
973:> X7$)- The 'mistranslation' Milton thus has to settle for renders a
view of things as temporally present or past and hence already accomplished. In Book 3, where we 'see God foreseeing', God's speech very
quickly shifts into the past tense. We are told that man 'will fall' (95), but
then that he had sufficient means to avoid falling (97), that 'foreknowledge
had no influence on their fault' (118), and so on. Accordingly, the notion of
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free will upon which Milton's theodicy is based takes on an ambiguity that
it would not have possessed had God uttered his judgement only after the
Fall, epic time. Because narrative is a time-bound medium, a God thus
narratively presented cannot help but sound prejudiced when he speaks of
the supposedly 'unnecessary' future Fall as if it were a fait accompli.
Although the difficulty may be literary and not ultimately doctrinal, one
cannot readily justify Milton for placing God in what appears such a
doctrinally awkward situation.
Yet overall, Milton's intrepidity in trying to fuse narrative and doctrine
produces much more clarity than confusion. Quite apart from the issue of
foreknowledge, Milton in justifying God's ways must also render credible
the claim that theologically, psychologically, sexually, and environmentally
the Fall was not necessary. But he must also make credible the Fall's
possibility. Though the latter claim may appear obvious, historically within
Christianity there has been a tendency to glorify the prelapsarian condition
in such superlative terms that one is made to wonder how the Fall could
have happened at all. Clearly, if Adam and Eve's perfection before the Fall
were defined in such a way that they appeared supremely and immutably
good, then the Fall - especially when one tried to imagine it concretely and
narratively - would appear utterly inexplicable. Yet historically within
Christianity there has also been a separate, somewhat lesser tendency to see
the Fall as inevitable (perhaps because of some innate, unavoidable flaw in
human nature), or else as necessary to the greater glory of God and the
fuller development of humankind. For Milton none of these alternatives is
acceptable. If the Fall is in principle inexplicable, then a narrative account
of it will lack credibility, and Milton's reader will either give up hope of
hearing any rational theodicy, or even perhaps cultivate a suspicion that
humankind did not fall but was somehow pushed. Similarly, if the Fall
appears as inevitable, then Milton's reader, in spite of God's disclaimers,
will indeed blame humankind's 'maker, or their making, or their fate'
(3.113) - with similarly disastrous results for theodicy. Finally, of course, if
the Fall appears desirable, then it will not be seen or lamented as a fall at all.
To put the matter technically, Milton had to build into his narrative both
the necessary conditions for Adam and Eve's falling and the necessary
conditions for their standing. One of the main ways he does this is to
expose Adam and Eve to some kind of trial or temptation before they must
face the temptation. Eve, for example, almost becomes infatuated,
Narcissus-like, with her own image in the lake; but she hears and responds
to the Voice that leads her to Adam, and she moves from being attracted to
a two-dimensional image to loving a real person whose image she shares
(4.449-91). Some critics have thought that this episode and others like it 152
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such as Eve's dream and Adam's flutterings of infatuation for Eve - are
evidence that Adam and Eve are 'fallen before the Fall'. But what Milton is
doing is presenting Adam and Eve's potential for falling, their fallibility, not
their fallenness. Without that potential, nothing in the poem would make
sense. And yet even given that potential, the Fall is not inevitable. Indeed,
the discipline and moral exercise occasioned by that potential for evil are
themselves good and help constitute Adam and Eve's potential for not
falling. As Milton puts it in Areopagitica:
Wherefore did [God] creat passions within us, pleasures round about us, but
that these rightly temper'd are the very ingredients of vertu? They are not
skilfull considerers of human things, who imagin to remove sin by removing
the matter of sin . . . This justifies the high providence of God, who though
he command us temperance, justice, continence, yet powrs out before us ev'n
to a profuseness all desirable things, and gives us minds that can wander
beyond all limit and satiety. Why should we then affect a rigor contrary to the
manner of God and of nature, by abridging or scanting those means, which
books freely permitted are, both to the triall of vertue, and the exercise of
truth . . . Were I the chooser, a dram of well-doing should be preferr'd before
many times as much the forcible hindrance of evill-doing. For God sure
esteems the growth and compleating of one vertuous person, more then the
restraint of ten vitious.
(YP z: 527-8; italics added)

In this passage Milton not only recapitulates the Free Will Defence,
according to which the good that presupposes freedom outweighs the evil
that restraint or a deterministic control of human behaviour could prevent;
he also adumbrates what is sometimes called a 'soul-making' theodicy, one
that in part explains possibilities of both natural and moral evil as necessary
ingredients in an environment for what Milton elsewhere in Areopagitica
calls 'the constituting of human vertue' (YP 2: 516). In Paradise Lost
Milton takes this dimension of theodicy much further, for here the demands
of narrative for concreteness and coherence lead him to imagine a prelapsarian environment that is interesting, challenging, even at times frightening. Eve is tempted to fall for her own image, Adam is tempted to fall for
his image, and both Adam and Eve are told the story of how Satan does fall
for Sin, who is his image. They hear how Abdiel resists the temptation of
Satan, who also enters Paradise and inspires in Eve a bad dream, which
makes Eve cry and for which Adam and Eve must seek at least a partial
explanation. They must work in the garden, organize their chores, and
show hospitality to angels. They converse with, and compose poetry for,
God, the angel, and each other. Adam must name the animals, and Eve the
plants. And of course, again, there is one plant whose fruit, on pain of
death, they are forbidden to eat. In this environment they thus face
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'challenges, dangers, tasks, difficulties, and possibilities of real failure and
loss' (Hick 1967; 3: 139) - which God is nevertheless justified in allowing
them to face because of the conspicuous richness of life that such an
environment makes possible. Milton imagines an unfallen life for Adam
and Eve that seems very far indeed from what E. M. W. Tillyard
unaccountably calls 'the hopeless position of Old Age pensioners enjoying
perpetual youth' (quoted in Evans 1968, 244).
For Adam and Eve before the Fall, Paradise was a beginning, not a dead
end. Their perfection was a perfection capable of enrichment and increase.
One of the most exquisite examples of that perfection is provided by their
sexual relationship with each other. Throughout history, many commentators have seen sexual intercourse as a result of the Fall, or have seen the Fall
itself as resulting from sexual temptation. However, Milton not only
assumes but also boldly presents prelapsarian sexual relations that take
place fully within the divine plan of creation. The goodness Adam and Eve
enjoy is from God. 'Their blissful bower . . . was a place / Chosen by the
sovereign planter, when he framed / All things to man's delightful use'
(4.690-2). And we are reminded by the couple's evening prayers, which
immediately precede their gentle love-making, that their union is at once
significant for the rest of humankind and conducive to the further declaration of the goodness of God, who has 'promised from us two a race / To fill
the earth, who shall with us extol / [His] goodness infinite' (4.732-4).
The connection between sex and theodicy is clear: we have no trouble
seeing the abuses of sex as postlapsarian; but if also the glories of sex are
envisaged as resulting from the Fall, then how can we look on the Fall as
regrettable, and how can Milton declare the goodness of a Creator who
would withhold so great a gift from his sinless creatures? In trying to depict
the Fall and life before it concretely and narratively, Milton had to assume
that if every good gift came from the very God whose goodness and power
he was setting out to declare, then loving physical union between man and
woman must be an essential component of Paradise.
Furthermore, though prelapsarian sex was good, and better than postlapsarian sex (compare 9.1011-58), it could have become better still - as
could all of human enjoyment. As Milton presents it, the scope of unfallen
experience was to expand as Adam and Eve grew and persisted in
obedience. Raphael tells them:
Your bodies may at last turn all to spirit,
Improved by tract of time, and winged ascend
Ethereal, as we, or may at choice
Here or in heavenly paradises dwell;
If ye be found obedient, and retain
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Unalterably firm his love entire
Whose progeny you are.
(5.497-503; see also 7.155-61)

This unfallen scenario includes a great increase in humankind's mobility
and spirituality. And part of what Raphael implies is that Adam and Eve's
bodies may become more like his body and those of the other angels, who
even as spiritual beings enjoy all the pleasures of the body - eating, for
example, and also sexual union.
In one of the most remarkable scenes in Paradise Lost Adam asks
Raphael how angels express their love. And Raphael,
with a smile that glowed
Celestial rosy red, love's proper hue,
Answered. Let it suffice thee that thou know'st
Us happy, and without love no happiness.
Whatever pure thou in the body enjoy'st
(And pure thou wert created) we enjoy
In eminence, and obstacle find none
Of membrane, joint, or limb, exclusive bars:
Easier than air with air, if spirits embrace,
Total they mix, union of pure with pure
Desiring; nor restrained conveyance need
Asfleshto mix withflesh,or soul with soul.

(8.618-29)

Contrary to popular idiom, human beings in coitus do not go all the way.
But Milton's angels do - and so eventually might Adam and Eve and their
progeny, were it not for the Fall.
In constructing his theodicy, then, Milton's imagination is at work
seeking to present recognizably good things - both actual joys and
prospects of even greater - as the Creator's gifts, and so also to establish
the undesirability of humankind's falling. 'Soul-making' and Free Will
Defence work together to explain how the relative riskiness and decisiondependence of Adam and Eve's perfection create the necessary (though not
the sufficient) conditions of their falling; the Fall is conspicuously possible.
And at the same time, through Milton's dynamic presentation of life in
Eden, they provide grounds for believing that the risk may have been
worth it.
Yet the Fall did take place - as God knew it was going to. Was God thus
simply thwarted? Or was the Fall really, at some secret level, something he
willed? Perhaps the most famous response to these questions is the socalled paradox of the Fortunate Fall, according to which the sin of Adam
and Eve was a happy fault, a felix culpa, because 'if it had never occurred,
the Incarnation and Redemption could never have occurred' (Lovejoy,
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164). Without fully entering the debate here I would simply suggest that
this theory has become an unfortunate cliche of Milton criticism. When
Adam in Book 12 hears of the Redemption and glorious future that God
will make available to the fallen human race, he confesses:
Full of doubt I stand,
Whether I should repent me now of sin
By me done and occasioned, or rejoice
Much more, that much more good thereof shall spring,
To God more glory, more good will to men
From God . . .
(12.473-8)
To read Adam's confession of doubt as a normative expression of
doctrine, and to read the rest of Paradise Lost in the light of that doctrine,
is highly uncritical. For here too Milton performs a balancing act. The
future that God will provide is a glorious one, and he is much to be praised
for providing it. That future may even offer something more glorious and
happy than Adam and Eve's original condition (12.464-5). Yet the unfallen
scenario Milton presents in Paradise Lost suggests that, however great our
future, it will never match the still greater future that Adam and Eve and
their offspring might have enjoyed in a world without sin. God in his mercy
and might does bring good out of evil, but 'the alternative might have been
more glorious' (Mollenkott, 3). As the words of God himself indicate in
Paradise Lost, things would have been still 'Happier, had it sufficed [man]
to have known / Good by it self, and evil not at all' (11.88-9).
Nor should the Fall be seen as necessary to God's greater glory. For, as
Milton's contemporary John Goodwin puts it:
God is not so poorely or meanely provided, in, and of himself, for the
exaltation of his Name and Glory, as to stand in need of the dunghill of sin to
make a foot-stoole for him whereby to ascend into his Throne. If the
goodnesse and righteousnesse of man be nothing unto God, profit not him,
much lesse can the sins of men claime part and fellowship in such a businesse.
So then the sins of men [are] . . . contriveable to his glory, but no wayes
requisite or necessary hereunto.
(Redemption Redeemed 1651, 40)
God is to be glorified. He is all powerful. He is wholly good. But there is
evil in the world - evil that no juggling with optimistic paradoxes can
rationalize away.
For Milton, a large proportion of the evil that persists in the world is
represented by the loss of real human beings who will not accept the
salvation that God offers them by grace through the work of his Son.
Although free will is impaired by the Fall, Milton, in accordance with his
belief in God's justice, declares that 'prevenient' grace (11.3) 'to all / Comes
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unprevented, unimplored, unsought' (3.230-1), grace that enables the
fallen will to turn to God. Some, of course, will 'neglect and scorn' God's
sufficiently and universally offered grace, though 'none but such' will be
excluded from mercy (3.185-202). In this way Milton suggests that God,
both before and after the Fall, does everything he can for the sake of
humankind short of violating free will or the conditions necessary for 'the
constituting of human vertue'.
In this way too Milton confronts the problem of evil at the practical
level. His theodicy responds not only to the concrete demands of narrative,
but also to the spiritual needs of human beings. The goodness of God has
to be asserted not simply out of a kind of theological purism, but out of a
recognition that actual worship of God, if it is to have any integrity, is
predicated on a conviction that the object of worship is wholly worthy of
being worshipped. Moreover, if such worship, along with obedience, is
essential to human felicity, then to encourage it is also to perform a pastoral
ministry. The preface to God's Goodness Vindicated, a pastoral theodicy
published by Richard Baxter in 1671, puts the issue thus:
How much the Glory of God and the Salvation of Men is concerned in the
right understanding of his Goodness . . . is evidently seen by all that have any
true Notion of the Divine Excellency and Mans Felicity. God's Goodness is
his most solemnly proclaimed Name and Glory. It is his Goodness duly
known, that leads Sinners to Repentance, and unites their Hearts to fear his
Name, and excites . . . that Love which is our Holiness and Happiness to
Eternity. It is also too well known, how much this amiable Divine Goodness
is denied or doubted of.
(The Practical Works 1707, 2: 923)
Milton's theodicy similarly has an evangelical and pastoral dimension. It
performs this role not merely by declaring the goodness of God, but by
doing so in the face of evil, which experientially is theodicy's first datum, as
it is of Paradise Lost: 'first disobedience', 'mortal taste', 'death', 'woe',
'loss'. Poetically and actually, we are thrust not only into the midst of
things but into the midst of evils - including, of course, the evil of sin.
Integral with Milton's theodicy, therefore, is his attempt to help us to
come to grips with sin. In this attempt, his narrative and pastoral and
rhetorical skills are all essential. As Baxter says in God's Goodness
Vindicated, 'with the Melancholy' - with those worried about the problem
of evil - 'the greatest Difficulty lieth in making them capable to receive
plain Truths: For [the truth] will work, not as it is, but as it is received' (2:
924). Theodicy therefore needs to address the problem of evil not just from
above, abstractly, but also from below, from the point of view (so to speak)
of the consumer, addressing what Stanley Fish has called the 'defects' of the
reader (1-22). Again, that is one of the reasons why those last two words
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of the first invocation are so important. For, at least in Milton's theodicy,
the job is to 'justify the ways of God to men' - to human beings with real
needs and real sins.
Finally, Milton provides us with literary models, pastoral examples, of
characters who in the midst of their fallenness come to remember the
benevolence of the one who created and judged them. But just as a
recognition of God's benevolence facilitates Adam and Eve's confession of
sin, so the confession of sin in turn enhances their freedom to confess God's
goodness. The first words we hear Adam speak in Book n , after his and
Eve's prayers of repentance are heard, emphasize the divine benevolence.
'Eve', says Adam,
easily may faith admit, that all
The good which we enjoy, from heaven descends;
But that from us aught should ascend to heaven
So prevalent as to concern the mind
Of God high-blest, or to incline his will,
Hard to belief may seem.

(11.141-6)

If Adam was earlier surprised by sin, he is here also in a sense surprised by
forgiveness. Clearly, the spontaneity of the unfallen Adam - who in Book 8
leaps to his feet and declares at once God's 'goodness and power preeminent' (279) - is gone; but then so is ours. We recognize this more tentative
Adam and perhaps also feel with him that, after the acknowledgement of
our own sin, the next hardest thing is to believe that a holy God would
forgive it.
Here then, once more, is the balancing act between chutzpah and
humility. In a peculiar way, in Milton, these two apparently opposed
attitudes end up nurturing each other. As Job's demand to put his case to
God ends with his repenting in dust and ashes, and as Charles Wesley's
'And can it be that I should gain an interest in the Saviour's blood' leads to
'Bold I approach th'eternal throne', so Adam's recognition of divine goodness leads to an astonishment at the gulf that separates us from it; and so
an acknowledgement of humankind's fallen condition, as in the first
paragraph of Paradise Lost, can eventuate in a project of theodicy. The two
attitudes - like doctrine and narrative, like the potential for evil and the
potential for good, like prelapsarian innocence and experience - can be
integral. Perhaps naturally, a consideration of the Fall humbles, whereas
theodicy emboldens. But as we know, Milton undertakes the two simultaneously. And it is an indication of the wholeness he aims at, that in
concerning himself with the justification of God, he is also concerned with
the justification of sinners.
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