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Abstract 

In Paradise Lost, John Milton offers a Christian re-interpretation of the Fall of Man, intertwining both Puritan 

theology and Renaissance humanism to address the complex nature of human sin, free will, and divine justice. This 

paper explores how Milton reshapes traditional Christian teachings on the Fall, particularly the idea of original sin, 

through a blend of Puritan doctrinal beliefs and the intellectual ideals of the Renaissance. It argues that Milton 

redefines the biblical Fall of Adam and Eve by integrating Renaissance notions of human autonomy and reason, 

while simultaneously critiquing the Renaissance’s focus on individualism and human potential through his Puritan 

lens. By examining the tension between Puritan total depravity and Renaissance humanism's optimism about human 

nature, this paper provides a nuanced interpretation of Milton’s portrayal of humanity’s first disobedience, 

emphasizing the moral consequences of free will, the nature of redemption, and the complex relationship between 

human agency and divine sovereignty. 
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Introduction 

John Milton's Paradise Lost is a monumental work of literature that has shaped not only the epic tradition but also 

theological discourse, particularly in its treatment of the Fall of Man. The poem, first published in 1667, presents an 

intricate narrative that explores the biblical story of Adam and Eve's disobedience and expulsion from the Garden of 

Eden. However, Milton’s retelling of the Fall is not simply a restatement of the Genesis account but a profound re-

interpretation of traditional Christian doctrine, shaped by his unique theological perspective, influenced by both 

Puritanism and Renaissance humanism. 

Milton, deeply immersed in the religious and intellectual currents of the 17th century, uses the story of the Fall to 

address core Christian themes such as sin, redemption, human nature, and divine justice. However, his depiction of 

these themes is not without innovation. By incorporating Puritan theology, particularly the belief in total depravity 

and the necessity of grace for salvation, Milton critiques certain aspects of Catholic doctrine while engaging with 

the Renaissance's emphasis on human autonomy, reason, and individualism. This dual influence allows Milton to 

craft a narrative in which free will becomes the central theme, highlighting the moral responsibility of Adam and 

Eve for their actions, a stance that both aligns with Puritan belief in human fallibility and contrasts with the 

Renaissance celebration of human potential. 

The Fall of Man in Paradise Lost serves as a re-interpretation of traditional Christian doctrine, integrating the Puritan 

rejection of Catholic rituals, predestination, and divine sovereignty with the Renaissance’s reevaluation of human 

nature and the capacity for reason and choice. Through this synthesis, Milton presents a theodicy that addresses 

human free will, the inherent flaws of human nature, and the implications of moral choices within the context of 

God’s justice and mercy. By examining the interaction of these two intellectual movements, this paper argues that 

Milton’s portrayal of the Fall is not only a theological exploration but also a cultural critique, reflecting the tensions 

between the Puritan emphasis on divine control and the Renaissance’s celebration of human autonomy. In doing so, 

Milton invites readers to reconsider humanity’s relationship with God and the significance of individual 
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responsibility in the unfolding of history and salvation. 

The Christian Doctrine of the Fall 

The concept of the Fall of Man is one of the most significant theological themes in Christianity. Rooted in the 

Genesis account (Genesis 3), the Fall refers to the moment when Adam and Eve, the first human beings, disobeyed 

God’s command not to eat from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Their act of disobedience, which 

introduced sin into the world, marks the moment when humanity falls from a state of innocence into a state of 

corruption. This event is foundational to Christian teachings on original sin, salvation, and the nature of humanity. 

Traditional Christian Teachings on the Fall 

The traditional Christian doctrine of the Fall, as outlined in Genesis, teaches that when Adam and Eve ate the 

forbidden fruit, they incurred spiritual death, became alienated from God, and subjected the entire human race to 

the consequences of sin. Original sin, as it is known in Christian theology, is the belief that the sin of Adam and Eve 

is inherited by all of their descendants. According to the doctrine, all human beings are born with this inherent sinful 

nature, which separates them from God. The Fall not only corrupted human nature but also had cosmic repercussions, 

bringing suffering, death, and disorder into the world, affecting both human relationships and the natural world itself. 

The theological implications of the Fall are profound: 

1. Sin and Separation from God: The Fall signifies the first act of sin—human disobedience against God’s 

command. This sin led to a severed relationship with God, as Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden 

of Eden. This separation is seen as the foundational rupture in humanity’s relationship with God, one that 

can only be healed through redemption. 

2. The Introduction of Death: Death, both physical and spiritual, entered the world through the Fall. In 

Christian theology, death is understood as the consequence of sin, a punishment that Adam and Eve, and 

by extension, all humanity, must face. The apostle Paul affirms this in Romans 5:12, stating that sin entered 

the world through one man, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all people because all sinned. 

3. The Need for Salvation: The Fall is the reason for the need for salvation in Christian doctrine. It sets the 

stage for the coming of Jesus Christ, who, in Christian belief, is the second Adam, who came to redeem 

humanity by reconciling them with God through his death and resurrection. Christ’s atonement is seen as 

necessary to restore the fallen state of humanity and provide a path to salvation. 

The Fall as a Pivotal Moment in Christian Theology 

In Christian theology, the Fall of Man is viewed as a pivotal moment in human history, fundamentally altering the 

condition of humanity. The Fall establishes the need for divine intervention and a redemptive plan, which culminates 

in the gospel of salvation through Jesus Christ. It is a central event that influences several key doctrines in 

Christianity: 

1. The Doctrine of Original Sin: Original sin asserts that all humans inherit the sinful nature of Adam and 

Eve. It teaches that human beings are born morally corrupt, incapable of achieving salvation on their own. 

This doctrine explains why humans are predisposed to sin and why all individuals need divine grace to be 

saved. 

2. Salvation through Grace: Christianity teaches that salvation is a gift from God, offered through grace. 

Grace is understood as the unmerited favor of God, which humans cannot earn through their own actions 

or works. In the wake of the Fall, salvation can only be achieved by divine intervention—specifically 

through the sacrificial death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The Fall underscores humanity’s inability to 

save themselves and their need for a Savior. 

3. The Nature of Humanity: The Fall reshapes the Christian understanding of human nature. Initially created 

in the image of God, humans were designed to live in harmony with God, each other, and the natural world. 

However, after the Fall, human nature became tainted by sin, and the relationship with God was broken. 
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Theologically, this means that humanity now lives in a fallen, sinful state, characterized by moral and 

spiritual weakness, and is subject to suffering and death. 

The Puritan View of the Fall 

The Puritans, a radical group within the broader Protestant Reformation, inherited much of their theology from John 

Calvin and the Reformed tradition. Puritan beliefs regarding the Fall were shaped by the doctrine of total depravity 

and the necessity of redemption through grace alone. These beliefs were foundational to Puritan theology, which 

emphasized the total corruption of human nature due to sin and the absolute need for God’s grace in salvation. 

1. Total Depravity: According to Puritan theology, the Fall of Man resulted in total depravity, meaning that 

every aspect of human nature—mind, will, emotions, and body—was corrupted by sin. This corruption left 

humans incapable of seeking God or doing good without divine intervention. As a result, Puritans believed 

that all humans were born in a state of spiritual death, separated from God, and incapable of saving 

themselves through their own efforts. 

o Jeremiah 17:9 is often cited to illustrate total depravity: “The heart is deceitful above all things, 

and desperately wicked: who can know it?” 

o This belief highlighted the Puritan view that human nature, after the Fall, was so thoroughly corrupt 

that the only way for humanity to be redeemed was through God’s grace, and not through any 

action or merit on the part of the individual. 

2. The Need for Redemption through Grace: In Puritan theology, the Fall established the necessity of 

redemption through grace alone. Grace, according to Puritans, was the means by which God saves the 

elect, those whom God has predestined to eternal life. They rejected any notion of salvation through human 

effort, such as works or merit, insisting that only divine grace could restore a fallen humanity. This is in 

stark contrast to the Catholic view of salvation, which emphasized a combination of faith, good works, and 

the sacraments. The Puritans adhered to the sola fide principle—that faith alone, granted by God’s grace, 

was the means of salvation. 

3. Divine Sovereignty and Predestination: Puritans believed that God’s sovereignty meant that God had 

predestined some individuals to eternal life (the elect) and others to eternal damnation (the reprobate). The 

Fall, in their view, had sealed humanity’s fate, and only through God’s sovereign will could salvation be 

attained. The idea of predestination further highlighted the Puritan belief that human beings had no control 

over their ultimate fate, underscoring the importance of accepting God's will and seeking His grace through 

faith. 

In Paradise Lost, Milton presents a vision of the Fall that resonates with Puritan views on total depravity and grace, 

but it also challenges certain aspects of Puritan theology. For example, Milton emphasizes the moral responsibility 

of Adam and Eve in choosing to disobey God, suggesting that free will, despite the Fall, still plays a central role in 

human life. While Milton adheres to the idea that humans are fallen and in need of redemption, his treatment of free 

will contrasts with the Puritan belief in divine predestination and the notion that human beings are entirely passive 

in the process of salvation. 

In conclusion, the traditional Christian doctrine of the Fall lays the foundation for understanding humanity's sinful 

nature, the necessity of salvation, and the complex relationship between divine justice and mercy. Puritan theology 

builds on this doctrine, emphasizing the total corruption of human nature and the absolute dependence on God's 

grace. Through the lens of Milton’s Paradise Lost, we see these theological beliefs come to life in a narrative that 

reinterprets the Fall, integrating traditional Christian teachings with a nuanced portrayal of human agency and divine 

providence. 

Renaissance Humanism and its Impact on Milton’s Fall Narrative 

The Renaissance, spanning from the 14th to the 17th century, brought about a revival of classical learning and the 
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exploration of human potential. Humanism, a central intellectual movement of the period, placed emphasis on 

individual autonomy, reason, and the capacity of humans to shape their own destiny. Humanists like Petrarch, 

Erasmus, and Montaigne celebrated the potential of human beings to achieve greatness through intellectual and moral 

development. This shift in thinking profoundly reshaped views on human nature, autonomy, and reason, moving 

away from the medieval mindset that often subordinated human agency to divine will or fate. 

Milton, educated in the classical humanist tradition, was deeply influenced by Renaissance thought. His engagement 

with humanist ideals helped shape his portrayal of key Christian themes in Paradise Lost, particularly the Fall of 

Man. While Milton’s Puritan beliefs emphasized divine sovereignty, predestination, and the corrupt nature of 

humanity post-Fall, he also incorporated Renaissance ideals of human agency and free will into his epic narrative. 

This integration of Renaissance humanism with Puritan theology created a dynamic tension in his depiction of the 

Fall, where human freedom and individual choice are central, even as divine providence and justice remain critical 

to the overall narrative. 

Renaissance humanism reshaped traditional views on human nature by reintroducing the classical concept of human 

potential. Unlike the medieval worldview, which often viewed human beings as inherently flawed and subject to 

divine fate, Renaissance humanism emphasized the capacity for self-improvement and moral autonomy. Humanists 

believed that through education, reason, and the study of classical texts, individuals could achieve moral virtue and 

wisdom. This was a dramatic departure from the medieval belief that human nature was fundamentally corrupted by 

original sin, and that salvation was largely determined by God’s will. 

Humanism’s focus on autonomy and reason also had significant theological implications. Humanists like Erasmus 

argued for the importance of individual judgment in both secular and religious matters. This thinking contrasted 

sharply with the medieval Church’s emphasis on doctrinal authority and the role of the clergy in interpreting divine 

will. Renaissance thinkers championed the individual’s ability to reason and make moral decisions, leading to an 

emphasis on personal responsibility in both earthly and spiritual matters. 

Milton, as a scholar and poet of the Renaissance, would have been acutely aware of these shifting views on human 

nature and autonomy. His engagement with classical texts and humanist thought helped him shape a view of 

humanity that, while acknowledging the fallen nature of humans, also affirmed the importance of individual choice 

and moral responsibility. 

Milton’s treatment of human free will in Paradise Lost can be seen as a direct response to the ideas of both 

Renaissance humanism and Puritan theology. While Puritanism emphasized the total depravity of humanity and the 

need for divine grace to achieve salvation, Renaissance humanism celebrated the idea that humans have the capacity 

to make moral decisions and exercise reason. 

Milton’s narrative in Paradise Lost reflects this tension by portraying Adam and Eve as individuals with the freedom 

to choose between obedience and disobedience to God. In the poem, Adam and Eve’s fall is not presented as a 

preordained event or as the result of a divine plan to punish humanity; rather, it is the outcome of their own free will. 

This approach reflects the Renaissance humanist emphasis on individual choice and moral agency, even in the face 

of divine sovereignty. 

In Paradise Lost, Milton presents God as a just and omnipotent figure who allows Adam and Eve to exercise their 

free will, fully knowing that their choices could lead to the Fall. God’s decision to give Adam and Eve the freedom 

to choose reflects the Renaissance humanist view that true moral responsibility can only exist when individuals have 

the ability to choose their actions. By granting humans the freedom to choose, even at the cost of their own fallibility, 

God affirms human dignity and moral responsibility, as emphasized by Renaissance humanists. 

However, Milton does not fully embrace the humanist ideal of unbounded autonomy. While he acknowledges human 

freedom, he also stresses the importance of obedience to divine will. The Fall, in Milton’s narrative, serves as a 

cautionary tale about the dangers of misusing human free will. Adam and Eve’s decision to eat the forbidden fruit is 

a tragic exercise of their free will, which leads to their fall from grace and the subsequent suffering of all humanity. 

Puritan Response to the Renaissance in Paradise Lost 

Milton’s Paradise Lost reflects a complex relationship between Puritan theology and Renaissance humanism, 

particularly in its portrayal of human nature, free will, and the Fall of Man. The Renaissance, with its emphasis on 
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humanism, celebrated the potential of human beings, their autonomy, and their capacity for reason and personal 

achievement. Renaissance thinkers such as Erasmus and Petrarch celebrated individual freedom and intellectual 

pursuit, promoting a vision of humanity in which humans could shape their own destiny through reason, education, 

and virtue. However, the Puritans, deeply rooted in the Reformation tradition, reacted strongly against these 

Renaissance ideals, particularly the focus on human autonomy and reason, viewing them as potentially dangerous 

and contrary to Christian teachings on divine sovereignty and human sinfulness. 

Puritan theology emphasized the total depravity of humanity as a result of original sin, underscoring that human 

beings, left to their own devices, were incapable of achieving righteousness or salvation without divine grace. In 

their view, the idea that human beings had the power to shape their own destiny through reason or individual choice 

was not only misleading but also heretical. The Puritans believed that salvation was predestined by God and that the 

human will, corrupted by sin, could not choose the good without God's intervention. This stands in stark contrast to 

the Renaissance humanist view that individuals were capable of moral and intellectual improvement through their 

own efforts and choices. 

In Paradise Lost, Milton integrates the Puritan rejection of Renaissance humanism while still engaging with some 

of its core concepts. Through his portrayal of Adam and Eve, Milton critiques the Renaissance ideal of autonomous 

human agency. Adam and Eve are depicted as having the free will to choose, and their eventual downfall is a direct 

consequence of their individual decisions. This representation of free will in the epic is informed by the Renaissance 

humanist tradition, which emphasized the power of personal choice and moral responsibility. 

However, Milton, grounded in Puritan thought, ultimately critiques the humanist celebration of human autonomy by 

showing the tragic consequences of free will when it is exercised outside of divine guidance. The Fall of Man in 

Paradise Lost serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of placing too much emphasis on human reason and 

autonomy. The fruit that Adam and Eve eat in their act of disobedience is not a symbol of enlightenment but a 

representation of the failure to submit to divine will. Milton's portrayal of their fall highlights the fragility of human 

nature and the consequences of overreaching human potential without acknowledging God’s sovereignty. 

Moreover, the Puritan skepticism of the Renaissance’s intellectual freedom and individualism is evident in the way 

Milton depicts Satan in Paradise Lost. Satan’s rebellion against God is driven by his pride and desire for autonomy, 

which mirrors the Renaissance celebration of the individual’s right to self-determination. Yet, Satan’s defiance is 

ultimately portrayed as a tragic flaw. His desire to overthrow divine authority and assert his own will results in his 

eternal damnation. In this way, Milton critiques the Renaissance humanist ideal of self-sovereignty, presenting it as 

both dangerous and ultimately destructive when it opposes God’s will. 

Milton’s treatment of free will in Paradise Lost thus serves as a dialogue between Renaissance humanism and Puritan 

theology. While he acknowledges the Renaissance's emphasis on individual choice, he also aligns with the Puritan 

belief that human beings are incapable of moral autonomy without divine grace. Through his depiction of Adam and 

Eve, Milton shows that human free will is a double-edged sword—capable of leading to salvation when aligned with 

divine will, but also capable of leading to destruction when exercised in defiance of God's sovereignty. This nuanced 

portrayal illustrates the Puritan skepticism toward Renaissance ideals, as Milton critiques the idea that humans, 

through reason or individual agency, can achieve moral greatness apart from God’s intervention. 

Conclusion 

In Paradise Lost, John Milton intricately weaves together Puritan theology and Renaissance humanism, offering a 

nuanced reinterpretation of the Fall of Man. By incorporating Puritan beliefs about total depravity and divine 

sovereignty, alongside Renaissance ideals of human agency and autonomy, Milton redefines traditional Christian 

doctrines. His depiction of Adam and Eve's fall illustrates the dangers of unchecked free will and the necessity of 

divine grace, highlighting the tension between human potential and the need for redemption. Milton’s work critiques 

Renaissance humanism while affirming the Puritan emphasis on divine providence, ultimately suggesting that true 

moral responsibility lies in submission to God's will. This synthesis provides readers with a profound exploration of 

human nature, sin, free will, and salvation, marking Paradise Lost as a key text that bridges two intellectual traditions. 
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