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Milton's effort to "justify the ways of God to man" 
r "What pleasure I from such obedience paid, 

When Will and Reason. 
Useless and vain, of freedom both despoil'd, 
Made passiye both, had serv'd necessity, 
They therefore as to right belong'd 
So were created, nor can justify accuse 
Their maker, or their making, or their Fate; 
As if Predestination over-rul'd" . 

. John Milton was a great classical scholar. He combined in himself the learning of 

a scholar with the genius of a poet. But his scholarship did not in any way interfere 

with, or detract from his creative power; in fact he pressed his classical learning to 

service of his poetry. He devoted himself to study and meditation, and aspired to 

write a great epic poem that ''the world will nit let die ". 

He dreamt of immortality and he aspired to rank with Homer and Virgil. Milton 

had intended to write an epic most of his life, for to men of the Renaissance the 

greatest poetic form was that of the epic. Milton had originally planned to use 

King Arthur as the subject of a poem that would glorify England as Virgil's 

"Aeneid" glorified Rome. 

He changed his mind, however, and chose a topic of wider significance: a topic 

that included in its span the whole human race, since we are all children of Adam, 

and which glorified not a nation but God Himself We do not know the exact date 

at which Milton began his greatest work, but we do know from Milton's comment 

within the poem that it was written after he had become blind. Milton composed 

his poem in his mind in segments, having trained himself to remember them. 

Then he dictated these passages to his daughters. " Paradise Lost " was originally 

published in ten books in 1667. In its second edition, that of 1674, two of the 

original ten books (Book vn and X) were divided to form the twelve book poem 

we know today. 

At the very beginning of the poem, in a traditional and conventional manner, 

Milton states his intention and makes dear the magnitude of his task: 

"Of man's first disobedience, and the Fruit 

Of that for bidden tree, whose mortal taste 

Brought death into the world, ............ . 

I may assert eternal providence, 



And justify the ways of god Fen" -T.rt'. 
Since Milton announces the theme in book I of "Paradise Lost", he wants the !? 
reader to think about what it means throughout. He intends to "Justify the ways of 

God to men". The word "Justify" simply means that Milton intends to prove that 

God is just, that His decision to drive Adam and Eve out of Paradise is not unjust. 

But Satan has said that if God, 

Out of our evil seek forth to bring good, 

Our labour must be to pervert that end, 

And out of good still fmd means of evil; 

Hence, Satan will win if Adam and Eve are merely punished no matter how well 

deserved that punishment may be. To defeat Satan, God must bring good out of 

evil. God must tum all Satan's attempt to do evil into something really good. 

Otherwise, God's justice will not be complete, and Satan will truly win. It is in 

Book (III), that the justification of God is stated. First of all, God is not 

responsible for the fall of either Satan and his followers or of Adam and Eve. For 

one thing, God has given them all the gift of Free-will. The danger of free-will is 

that one who is free to choose is also free to choose wrongly. Yet to deny so great 

a gift to his creation will be unfair on God's part than to grant him free-will even 

though God knows that it will be abused. 

God's action of throwing Satan and his followers out of the Paradise is not 

unjust because Satan sinned out of his own free-will.· Like the other angels, Satan 

was given the power to withstand any temptation from within and without. The 

other archangel remained firm in their loyalty to God. Only Satan cut the bond of 

love by his own free-will. He knows that there is no other way in escaping this 

tragedy except submission to God. True repentance will win back the grace of God 

which Satan has lost by his disobedience to God, but this idea is bitterly hateful to 

his self esteem. Nothing good in left in him as he himself says 

All good to me is lost 

Evil, be thou my good. 

Therefore, will is Satan's highest good and it satisfies this thirst for vengeance. He 

dares to put up a battle against God and never once asks for His forgiveness. 

Though sometimes he feels sorry for his state but very soon his evil thoughts 

overcome him. His regrets are very short lived, and are destroyed by this evil 



intention of taking revenge on God. Therefore God is just to throw him out. God's 

first attempt to bring good out of evil is evident here, when He creates a new 

world in reply to Satan's rebellion. The new race of men were to fill the places in 

Heaven, which the fallen angels have deserted. 

God cannot be h�ld responsible for the sin or the fall of Adam and Eve. 

Adam was made perfect, able to with stand any kind of temptation. Adam and Eve 

were not asked to do any strenuous work; they were merely forbidden to do one 

thing. At least one thing must be forbidden so that their obedience to God might 

become evident. God had warned them not to eat of the fruit from the "Tree of 

knowledge". When God heard about Satan's plan to �duce 9fe Adam and Eve, 

God sent Raphael, one of His angels, to warn the human pair so that, they could 

not complain later on that they were not forewarned. Raphael warned the human 

pair of their need to be obedient to God. He warned Adam against his 

�riousness and told them about the fall of Satan so that they realize that it is 

possible to succumb to temptation. After so much of warning, they fell: Eve fell 

through weakness of reason and Adam fell through weakness of will. Part of the 

sin in the act of their fall was a desire for knowledge equal to God or of 

knowledge of things purposely placed beyond man's comprehension. But unlike 

Satan, Adam and Eve were repentant and asked for God's forgiveness. 

They confessed, 

Humbly their faults, and pardon begged, with tears, 

Watering the ground ........ . 

Satan wanted to destroy the new world by seducing Adam and Eve, and he also 

succeeded, but soon he found out that all his success has J;;; in vain because God 

retaliated against Satan by giving the human pair the grace to repent their sin. He 

also promised them that they would be able in spite of Satan's malice, to gain 

Paradise. The most convincing way, God brings good out of evil is by the 

development of the characters of Adam and Eve. After the fall, they learned about 

their limitations and discovered through bitter experience that they were weak. 

The discovery brought them the compassion, and the humility they lacked in them 

in paradise. 

In Book XI, God wants Adam and Eve to leave tl)e Paradise. He says that 

He was given them two gifts when he created them: happiness and immortality 
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since they have lost the first one, second one was only make their woe everlasting. 
-

Go�decision to drive them out of Paradise is not harsh. To let them stay in 

Heaven and eat the fruit of "The Tree of Life" would be kindness but cruelty. 

Their life, tainted by sin and sorrow must end, otherwise it would be unbearable. 

Thus death becomes man's final remedy. Since men are subject to old age and 

diseases, they welcome death as Adam learns from Micheal, one of the angels in 

Book XII. 

In justifying God's ways, Milton could not help being theological and he 

could not help asserting and implying on things that were just as debatable in 

Milton's time as they were for centuries and still today. The first of these things is 

the relationship of God's foreknowledge to Man's freedom. In fore knowing all 

the events God did not cause them and this is evident when He says. 

They themselves decreed 

Their own revolt, not I: for if I foreknow 

Foreknowledge had no influence on their fault. If we think that God is unfair in 

this matter, it is wrong because it was Adam's will and Eve's faulty reason, which 

caused their fall. In Book XII, we see God giving foreknowledge to Adam about 

what will happen to his grandchildren, and Adam knowing it, cannot prevent but 

can only feel pain just as God did in foreknowing about their fall. This 

foreknowledge has nothing to do with predestination and the readers must be 

careful not to link them. Milton never believed in predestination in its special 

Calvinistic sense that -God decided beforehand which individual is damned and 

which saved.' Alike, Milton, Sir Muhammad Iqbal, a poet, did not believe in 

predestination but gave importance to Man's will power and said, 

Endow your will with such power 

That at every turn of fate it so be. 

That God himself ask of His slave 

"What is it that pleases thee?" 

Milton thought that God's greatest gift to man was reason, and the freedom to 

exercise reason in the act of choosing. It would be illogical to make man free to 

choose and at the same time not free to choose wrongly. Man's will is free as long 

as it obeys reason. Justifying His own ways, God said in book (III), that both act 



of will and act of reason are forms of choice, implying on that when one chooses, 

both reason and will are involved, while in animal, it is only the act of will. 

Another thing, which questions the justification of God, is Adam's and 

Eve's sin which are borne by their children. It seems rather unfair of us to 

complain that God made us bear the sin of Adam and Eve because His son, Christ 

himself volunteers to come on the earth to redeem us from the sin of our first 

parent. Before Christ's appearance on earth, God has also given us a second 

chance as discussed in Book (XII) the rescue of Noah, by whom a·new race would 
t¥ 

appear with chance to live righteously. But the people fail to do so and started to 

choose the wrong path and this time Christ appears as man on earth and suffered 

to be crucified to restore the mankind. This is known as the doctrine of vicarious 

suffering. Christ's death is seen as the price paid as a ransom to free man from the 

bondage of Satan, Sin and Death into which Adam sold himself and his progeny 

by his disobedience. In this act of atonement, Christ has given man the chance to 

have eternal life (as in Paradise) and freed him from the inherited fault of Adams 

sin and made him more aware of God's infinite love than he had seen before. 

Therefore the final justification of God's ways is in the manifestation of His Grace 

in the redemption of man through incarnation and Crucifixion of Christ. 

Furthermore, the question which is still unsolved is, why should all men 

suffer for a sin only committed by Adam and Eve? Why born with a blot of sin on 

their head? And why God has allowed a new race with the punishment pre

destined on them? Adam asks 

o miserable Mankind, . . . . ; . . . . . .  . 

Better end here unborn. 

Is God really just here? And again there is a question of God's being purely just. 

In one of the earlier books, we come to know that God has His favourites: 

Some I have chosen of peculiar grace 

Elect above the rest; so is my free will: 

As the eternal father, Should God have any favourites? It rather seems that God 

has been somewhat unfair here. 

Why should some peoplelfborn with the grace of God and some as misfortunate 

without any reason but just for God's will? 



One subtle way in which good can come out of evil is in Milton's comments 

on his blindness, in his prayer of light at the beginning of Book (III), Milton sees 

his blindness, as evil, but because he is blind, he can fix his attention without any 

distraction, in that inner light, that inspiration, by means of which he writes his 

poem. Therefore, in the end God's ways and His Providence are made just. And in 

the end, as Addison points out, "Satan is represented as miserable in the height of 

his triumph, and Adam's in the height of his misery." 
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