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Abstract: 

The Renaissance, an era of intellectual revival and transformation, profoundly impacted European thought, including 

religious doctrine and culture. This paper explores the influence of Renaissance humanism on John Milton’s 

Paradise Lost and how it rseflects broader shifts in Christian culture during the early modern period. Focusing on 

Milton’s treatment of key Christian themes, such as the Fall of Man, free will, and divine justice, the paper argues 

that Milton’s work embodies the tension between Renaissance humanism and traditional Christian theology. 

Specifically, it examines how Renaissance ideals of individual agency, reason, and classical learning shaped Milton’s 

portrayal of the human condition and the divine order. The paper also highlights Milton’s blending of classical 

mythological elements with Christian doctrine and explores how the Reformation’s emphasis on scripture and 

predestination influenced his religious views. By examining Milton’s synthesis of Renaissance humanism and 

Reformation theology, this paper sheds light on Paradise Lost as both a product and critique of its cultural context. 
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Introduction 

The Renaissance, spanning from the 14th to the 17th centuries, marked a period of profound cultural, intellectual, 

and artistic transformation in Europe. It was a time when classical antiquity was revived, bringing a renewed focus 

on the works of ancient Greece and Rome, which emphasized the importance of human reason, individual potential, 

and moral agency. Humanism, a central intellectual movement of the Renaissance, placed humans at the center of 

thought, challenging the medieval emphasis on divine determinism and religious authority. This era encouraged a 

reevaluation of religious beliefs, leading to the questioning of traditional dogmas and the authority of the Church. 

Renaissance thinkers, such as Erasmus and Petrarch, began to reexamine Christian teachings by returning to original 

texts, promoting a more personal engagement with faith and reason. These shifts not only influenced secular spheres 

but also reshaped religious thought, eventually contributing to the Protestant Reformation. The religious landscape 

during this period became increasingly dynamic, as new theological ideas arose, challenging centuries-old religious 

doctrines and fostering a more individualized approach to Christian belief. 

One of the most significant literary works to emerge during this time is John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), an epic 

poem that embodies both the intellectual influences of the Renaissance and the religious upheavals of the 

Reformation. Written in the aftermath of the English Civil War and Milton’s own Puritan beliefs, Paradise Lost 

explores fundamental themes of human existence—such as free will, divine justice, and the nature of good and evil—

through the lens of Christian theology. Milton, drawing on his Renaissance education, integrates classical learning, 

humanist principles, and Christian doctrine into his depiction of the Fall of Man. As a key text of the early modern 

period, Paradise Lost reflects the complexities of the cultural and religious milieu of the 17th century, offering a 

nuanced portrayal of Christian themes through the language and ideas of Renaissance humanism. 

In this paper, the focus is on how the Renaissance, with its emphasis on individual agency, reason, and classical 

learning, shaped Milton’s portrayal of Christian themes in Paradise Lost. Specifically, the paper will explore 

how the humanist values of the Renaissance—especially those concerning human free will, the autonomy of the 

individual, and the critical role of reason—are woven into Milton’s depiction of the Fall of Man, the nature of human 

free will, and the operation of divine justice. By analyzing Milton’s work through the lens of Renaissance thought, 

it becomes clear that Paradise Lost is not just a retelling of Biblical stories but also a reflection of the tensions 

between the intellectual currents of the Renaissance and the evolving Christian culture of the time. Through Milton’s 

engagement with classical mythology, his critique of predestination, and his exploration of human agency, the epic 
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presents a complex, multi-faceted view of humanity's relationship with God and the moral consequences of 

individual choices. 

The Renaissance and Humanism 

The Renaissance, which began in the 14th century and lasted until the 17th century, was a cultural movement that 

sought to revive the classical learning and values of ancient Greece and Rome. This era of intellectual rejuvenation 

is known for its deep engagement with the study of classical texts, which formed the foundation of humanism. 

Humanism in the Renaissance was not merely a scholarly interest in classical antiquity but also a philosophical 

outlook that emphasized human agency, reason, individual dignity, and the belief in the potential for human 

achievement. Humanists, such as Petrarch, Erasmus, and others, believed that the study of the classical world, 

especially its philosophical, literary, and rhetorical works, could provide a blueprint for a better and more virtuous 

life. Humanism celebrated human beings as capable of shaping their own destiny through reason, intellect, and 

personal effort, in contrast to medieval traditions that often subordinated human agency to divine will or fate. 

Core Principles of Renaissance Humanism: 

• Focus on Classical Texts: Renaissance humanists sought to recover and study the works of ancient Greek 

and Roman philosophers, historians, and poets. Figures like Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and Virgil were seen 

as exemplars of intellectual virtue, and their writings provided models for human conduct, ethics, and 

politics. 

• Human Agency and Reason: Central to humanist thought was the idea that human beings are endowed 

with the capacity for reason and agency. Rather than viewing humans as passive recipients of divine grace 

or fate, Renaissance humanism placed emphasis on the individual's ability to reason, make decisions, and 

act in the world. This was in stark contrast to the medieval worldview that had been dominated by religious 

determinism. 

• Individual Dignity and Potential: Humanism emphasized the inherent dignity of the human person and 

the possibility of personal growth and achievement. Humanists believed that humans were capable of 

greatness through intellectual and moral development, and that education, rooted in classical texts, could 

unlock this potential. It was a celebration of individual talent, ambition, and self-improvement, grounded in 

the belief that the human mind was capable of achieving both earthly and spiritual greatness. 

The Renaissance's Challenge to Medieval Scholasticism: 

Renaissance humanism represented a profound shift away from the medieval scholasticism that had dominated 

intellectual thought in Europe for much of the Middle Ages. Scholasticism, which was deeply influenced by the 

works of Thomas Aquinas and other theologians, sought to reconcile Christian doctrine with Aristotelian philosophy. 

It relied heavily on the authority of the Church and sought to systematize knowledge through theological reasoning 

and rigorous academic methods. Scholastics typically subordinated human reason to divine revelation and often 

worked within a framework of fixed religious dogmas. 

Humanism, in contrast, challenged scholasticism’s rigid structure by emphasizing the importance of individual 

reason and personal judgment. The Renaissance thinkers questioned the Church's monopoly on interpreting religious 

texts and argued that direct engagement with the original Biblical texts, combined with reason and critical thinking, 

could lead to a more profound understanding of faith. Humanists, like Erasmus, critiqued the medieval emphasis on 

tradition and authority, advocating instead for a return to the original languages of the Bible (Hebrew and Greek) 

and a more direct interaction with the scriptures. This was a key turning point that eventually contributed to the 

Protestant Reformation, as figures like Martin Luther used humanist scholarship to question the authority of the 

Church and its teachings. 

Milton’s Background as a Scholar of the Renaissance: 

John Milton, as a scholar of the Renaissance, was deeply influenced by the humanist principles of the age. Milton’s 

education at Cambridge University, where he studied Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, played a critical role in shaping his 

intellectual development. He was exposed to the classical texts of both the pagan philosophers and the Church 

Fathers, which provided him with the tools to engage with and critique religious and political thought. 

Milton’s education was rooted in humanist ideals, which emphasized the study of classical languages, literature, and 
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philosophy. His writings reflect a deep familiarity with the works of Virgil, Homer, and the Roman poets, as well as 

Christian scholars like Augustine and Aquinas. Milton’s love for classical texts, especially in their original languages, 

is evident in his writing style, his use of epic conventions, and his references to classical mythology, such as his 

portrayal of Satan as a tragic hero akin to figures from Greek mythology like Prometheus. 

In addition to his classical learning, Milton’s humanist education instilled in him a belief in human agency and the 

moral responsibility of individuals. This is evident in his treatment of free will and moral choice in Paradise Lost, 

where he presents Adam and Eve as morally responsible for their actions, reflecting the Renaissance humanist belief 

in the power of human decision-making. Moreover, Milton's exposure to Protestant theology, shaped by his Puritan 

beliefs, allowed him to critique Catholic doctrines and present a more individualistic approach to salvation and divine 

justice, reflecting the theological shifts brought about by the Reformation and the Renaissance. 

Milton’s personal philosophy, shaped by his humanist education, allowed him to engage deeply with Christian 

theology, reinterpreting biblical stories in a way that emphasized human choice and individual moral responsibility. 

This humanist influence in Paradise Lost reflects not only Milton's classical learning but also his belief in the power 

of human reason and individual agency, which were central to the Renaissance worldview. 

The Fall of Man and Human Free Will 

In Paradise Lost, Milton’s portrayal of the Fall of Man serves as a key illustration of the tension between human free 

will and divine predestination. This tension is deeply informed by the intellectual currents of the Renaissance, 

particularly humanist ideas about individual agency, reason, and moral responsibility. In this section, we will explore 

how Milton's treatment of human free will in Paradise Lost reflects Renaissance ideals, especially the belief in human 

autonomy and individual responsibility. We will also examine how Milton contrasts free will with the theological 

concept of divine predestination, which was a key element in the Reformation, and how this contrast underscores the 

humanist focus on personal accountability. 

The Renaissance's Influence on Milton's Treatment of Human Free Will in Paradise Lost 

During the Renaissance, humanism revived the classical emphasis on individual autonomy, personal responsibility, 

and the capacity of humans to shape their own fate. This philosophical shift encouraged an understanding of the 

individual as an agent capable of making decisions independent of external forces, including divine or supernatural 

influence. Renaissance humanists such as Petrarch, Erasmus, and Montaigne championed human reason, suggesting 

that through intellectual development and virtue, individuals could cultivate their moral and spiritual lives. 

Milton’s treatment of human free will in Paradise Lost reflects this Renaissance influence by emphasizing that Adam 

and Eve’s fall is the result of their own choice. This autonomy is presented as a central aspect of Milton’s Christian 

theology, as he believes that for humans to be truly moral, they must be able to choose between good and evil. The 

fall does not happen because Adam and Eve were destined or preordained to sin. Instead, their choices reflect their 

inherent free will, a concept that Milton valorizes. This contrasts with certain theological interpretations of original 

sin in which the fall is viewed as inevitable, as it would be in the concept of predestination. 

Milton’s insistence that Adam and Eve fall due to their own choice is a direct reflection of Renaissance humanism, 

which champions human beings' ability to reason, make decisions, and take responsibility for those decisions. In this 

sense, Paradise Lost can be seen as both a religious and humanist text, where Christian themes are interpreted 

through a humanist lens. 

How Milton Contrasts Human Free Will with Divine Predestination and the Renaissance’s Emphasis on 

Autonomy 

Milton’s portrayal of free will in Paradise Lost contrasts sharply with the theological concept of divine 

predestination. Predestination is a doctrine that became central in the Reformation through figures like John Calvin, 

who argued that God had already chosen who would be saved and who would be damned, regardless of human 

actions. In contrast, Milton, influenced by both the Renaissance humanist movement and his Puritan beliefs, rejected 

the notion that humanity’s choices were entirely determined by divine will. While Milton acknowledges the existence 

of God’s ultimate sovereignty, he maintains that human beings, by virtue of their creation in the image of God, 

possess the freedom to choose their actions. 

In Paradise Lost, this is evident in Milton's depiction of the fall of Satan and his rebellion. Satan’s rebellion in 

Heaven is portrayed not as the result of God’s preordained will but as a conscious decision made out of pride and a 

desire for autonomy. Similarly, when Adam and Eve are tempted by Satan, their fall is not an act of fate or 
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predestination, but rather a product of their individual decisions. The free will that humans possess in Milton's world 

allows them to choose both good and evil. Milton uses this contrast between free will and predestination to emphasize 

the moral significance of Adam and Eve’s choice. If their fall had been predestined or forced upon them, it would 

undermine the Christian virtue of responsibility that Milton believes is key to human nature. 

In the dialogue between God and Satan (Book III), Milton explicitly addresses the tension between free will and 

divine omniscience. Even though God is all-knowing, Milton suggests that humanity must still have the ability to 

choose in order to be morally accountable. In this sense, free will is essential to the structure of Milton’s universe, 

as it underpins both the human experience and the Christian doctrine of salvation. Unlike the deterministic universe 

envisioned by proponents of predestination, Milton’s Christian cosmos is one in which humans are morally 

responsible for their actions because they have the freedom to choose between good and evil. 

Milton’s Portrayal of Adam and Eve’s Fall as a Result of Their Choice (Not Preordained) 

One of the most profound aspects of Paradise Lost is Milton’s portrayal of Adam and Eve’s fall as the result of their 

individual choices, not divine predestination. In the narrative, Satan, who has fallen from Heaven due to his pride 

and rebellion, seeks to corrupt humanity by tempting Eve to eat the forbidden fruit. His arguments to Eve hinge on 

her autonomy: he insists that she can choose her own fate and transcend the restrictions imposed by God. Eve’s fall 

is portrayed as an act of self-determination, as she decides, based on Satan’s persuasion, to defy God’s command. 

Similarly, Adam’s decision to follow Eve and partake in the sin is also portrayed as a conscious choice, made out of 

love for her and a shared desire for the knowledge offered by the fruit. 

Milton’s emphasis on free will is key to his understanding of the moral consequences of Adam and Eve’s fall. If their 

actions were predestined or forced upon them, they would not be morally responsible for their sin, and there would 

be no basis for the idea of redemption or the need for Christ’s sacrifice. Milton’s theology, influenced by both his 

Puritan upbringing and Renaissance humanism, insists that moral responsibility can only exist if individuals have 

the freedom to choose. The Fall, therefore, is not the result of a predetermined cosmic plan, but rather a tragic 

outcome of individual autonomy exercised in the wrong direction. 

This focus on human responsibility is a direct reflection of Renaissance humanism, which asserts that human beings 

are rational creatures capable of understanding the consequences of their actions. While Milton’s Paradise Lost is 

fundamentally a Christian epic, it incorporates the humanist belief that individuals must be free to make their own 

decisions, even if those decisions lead to fallibility and sin. In this way, Milton uses the Fall of Man as a moral lesson 

about the importance of free will and personal accountability. By placing the blame for the Fall on Adam and Eve's 

choices, Milton underscores the humanist belief that the capacity for moral decision-making is at the heart of human 

dignity. 

Classical Influence and Milton’s Depiction of Biblical Figures 

The influence of classical mythology and epic conventions plays a significant role in shaping the characters and 

themes of John Milton's Paradise Lost. Milton, deeply educated in classical literature, intertwines classical themes 

with Christian doctrine, using the traditional forms of the epic poem to explore and elevate Christian narratives. This 

blend of classical influence and Biblical content allows Milton to engage with both mythological traditions and 

Christian theology, enriching the narrative while exploring complex ideas like fate, destiny, and heroism. In Paradise 

Lost, we see the classical influence in Milton’s portrayal of Satan as a tragic hero and in the epic conventions he 

adopts, which are deeply rooted in works by Homer and Virgil. 

The Role of Classical Mythology in Paradise Lost (e.g., Satan as a Tragic Hero akin to Figures in Greek 

Mythology like Prometheus) 

One of the most striking classical influences in Paradise Lost is Milton's portrayal of Satan as a tragic hero, a figure 

reminiscent of mythological characters like Prometheus from Greek mythology. Prometheus, a Titan, defies the gods 

to bring fire to humanity, symbolizing the heroic quest for knowledge and individual freedom. While Prometheus is 

ultimately punished for his transgression, he is viewed by many as a symbol of rebellion and individuality. Similarly, 

Satan in Paradise Lost is depicted as a figure of rebellion against the divine order. His pride and defiance of God’s 

authority lead to his fall, but, much like Prometheus, Satan’s ambition and suffering grant him a tragic grandeur. 

Milton draws on these classical themes to elevate Satan's character from a mere villain into a more complex figure. 

In Book I of Paradise Lost, Satan famously declares, "Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven," which echoes 

the heroic ideal of autonomy and defiance against oppressive authority. This rhetoric of rebellion and the suffering 
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it entails places Satan in the realm of tragic heroes of classical literature. His subsequent fall is not just a defeat but 

also a transformation, as he becomes a tragic figure with a distorted sense of honor and pride. 

This tragic aspect of Satan mirrors the suffering of classical heroes like Hector, Achilles, and Prometheus, whose 

grand aims ultimately lead to their downfall. However, while classical heroes often retain a sense of nobility or 

redemption, Milton’s Satan is a figure of hubris—his rebellion against God is ultimately misguided, and his grandeur 

is undermined by his inability to achieve his ultimate aim. Satan’s portrayal as a tragic figure thus exemplifies the 

influence of classical mythology on Paradise Lost, adding a layer of complexity to the Biblical story. 

The Connection Between Classical Ideas of Fate and Destiny with Milton’s Christian Narrative 

Classical literature often emphasizes the idea of fate and destiny, with figures like Oedipus in Sophocles’ Oedipus 

Rex or Achilles in Homer’s Iliad struggling against an inevitable, predetermined outcome. These classical ideas of 

fate are deeply embedded in the epic tradition, where the characters are often bound by forces beyond their control, 

despite their heroic efforts to change their destinies. 

In Paradise Lost, Milton contrasts this classical idea of fate with the Christian idea of free will. While characters like 

Satan and Adam may appear to be driven by fate or divine predestination, Milton insists that their downfall is the 

result of individual choice. For example, Satan’s rebellion is not fated but rather a result of his choice to reject God’s 

authority, a choice that reflects the Renaissance humanist belief in human agency. Similarly, Adam and Eve's fall is 

presented as the tragic result of their own decisions, not a preordained outcome. This contrast between fate and free 

will challenges the classical notion that destiny is an unavoidable force and instead presents a narrative in which 

human beings are accountable for their actions. 

However, Milton does incorporate the classical concept of fate in his portrayal of Satan’s rebellion. Satan’s pride 

and his defiance of God can be seen as the consequences of his character—a fate determined by his own choices. In 

this sense, Satan’s eventual downfall is a tragic fulfillment of his own choices, rather than a fated event beyond his 

control. Milton’s God, while omniscient and all-powerful, allows for free will to operate, which suggests that destiny 

in the Christian sense is not a fixed outcome but one shaped by the decisions made by individual beings. 

Thus, while classical mythology might suggest that fate is an unalterable force that dictates the lives of the characters, 

Milton’s Christian narrative offers a different vision: one where human agency plays a central role in determining 

outcomes. This tension between fate and free will is a central theme in Paradise Lost, as Milton negotiates the 

classical tradition with the theological principles of Christianity. 

Milton’s Use of Epic Conventions and the Influence of Ancient Epic Poets like Homer and Virgil on His 

Writing Style and Content 

Milton's Paradise Lost is deeply indebted to the epic tradition, and its style, structure, and themes reflect the influence 

of ancient epic poets such as Homer (author of The Iliad and The Odyssey) and Virgil (author of the Aeneid). Milton 

adopts many of the formal conventions of the epic genre, which originated in ancient Greece and Rome, and adapts 

them to tell a Christian story. 

Epic conventions include the invocation of the muse, the heroic journey, the use of elevated language, and the 

presentation of grand themes such as the battle between good and evil, fate, destiny, and the consequences of divine 

intervention. Milton’s opening lines of Paradise Lost mirror the Homeric invocation, calling upon the "Heav'nly 

Muse" to assist him in his task of telling the story of humanity’s fall. This is a direct reference to the classical epic 

tradition, where the poet would invoke a muse to guide their writing. 

Like Homer and Virgil, Milton’s poem also includes divine interventions and superhuman characters, such as God, 

Satan, and the angels. These figures play roles similar to the gods in the Greek and Roman epics, who often intervene 

in human affairs, shaping the destiny of mortals. Milton’s Satan, as mentioned earlier, functions as a tragic hero akin 

to Prometheus, while the human characters of Adam and Eve are depicted as having tragic flaws, similar to characters 

in classical epics who are flawed by their own hubris or shortcomings. 

Moreover, Milton’s use of grand epic similes—long, detailed comparisons that reflect the magnitude of the events 

being described—further aligns Paradise Lost with the style of Homer and Virgil. In the Book I description of Satan 

and his fallen angels, Milton employs epic similes comparing them to figures from classical myth, such as the 

Leviathan (in the Bible) and giant Titans from Greek mythology, emphasizing their monumental, almost godlike 

status. 

In addition to structure and style, Milton’s themes resonate with those found in Homer and Virgil. Like Homer’s 
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Iliad, Paradise Lost is concerned with the struggle between gods and mortals, though in Milton’s case, this conflict 

is spiritual, rather than martial. Similarly, Milton’s treatment of Satan’s rebellion echoes Virgil’s Aeneas, who is also 

a hero tasked with founding a new destiny, albeit in a pagan context. Milton’s Adam and Eve, like Virgil’s Aeneas 

and Dido, are caught in a cosmic struggle for virtue, knowledge, and divine favor, giving Paradise Lost the same 

moral weight as the classical epics. 

The Reformation’s Influence on Milton’s Christian Ideals 

The Reformation was one of the most significant religious movements in European history, initiating profound 

changes in Christian theology and practice during the 16th and 17th centuries. Spearheaded by figures like Martin 

Luther, John Calvin, and Huldrych Zwingli, the Reformation sought to reform what its leaders saw as corrupt 

practices within the Catholic Church. The Reformation's influence on Protestant thought shaped a new approach to 

Christianity that was more focused on scriptural authority, individual salvation, and a rejection of certain traditional 

Catholic doctrines. These theological shifts had a profound impact on John Milton’s Christian views, as he was 

influenced by both Puritanism and the broader Reformation movements. In Paradise Lost, Milton reflects and 

critiques several key ideas from the Reformation, such as sola scriptura (scripture alone) and predestination, while 

also using his theological perspective to challenge Catholic doctrines and the hierarchical structure of the Church. 

Overview of the Reformation’s Influence on Protestant Thought and How This Influenced Milton’s Religious 

Views 

The Reformation was driven by a desire to reform Christian belief and practice, with a focus on returning to the Bible 

as the ultimate source of authority. Reformers like Martin Luther rejected the authority of the Catholic Church, 

especially its reliance on Church traditions and papal decrees, advocating for sola scriptura, the belief that scripture 

alone was the foundation of Christian doctrine. This principle asserted that salvation could be attained through faith 

in the Bible’s teachings, rather than through the Church’s sacraments or intercession. 

John Calvin, another key figure in the Reformation, emphasized the doctrine of predestination, asserting that God 

had already chosen who would be saved and who would be damned, regardless of human actions. This doctrine 

challenged the traditional Catholic view that salvation was attained through both faith and works, instead focusing 

on God’s sovereign will and grace. 

Milton’s worldview was deeply shaped by these Protestant ideas, particularly in terms of the authority of the Bible 

and the emphasis on personal salvation. Milton, a Puritan, embraced the Reformation's rejection of Catholic rituals 

and hierarchical structures, particularly the notion that salvation could be mediated by the clergy. His embrace of 

sola scriptura led him to champion the idea that individuals should have direct access to the Bible and interpret it for 

themselves, a belief that was central to his religious identity. 

In Paradise Lost, Milton presents a theological vision that reflects Reformation ideas about scriptural authority, 

salvation by faith, and God’s sovereign will, while also criticizing Catholic practices that he believed distorted the 

Christian message. Milton’s theological stance aligns with the Reformation’s emphasis on individual accountability 

and the direct relationship between the believer and God, free from the intermediaries of the Church. 

Puritanism’s Impact on Milton’s Worldview and His Criticism of Catholicism and Episcopacy 

Milton’s religious beliefs were strongly influenced by Puritanism, a movement that emerged from the Reformation 

but took a more radical stance in its opposition to the Church of England, which, though Protestant, still retained 

many Catholic traditions and hierarchical structures. Puritans sought to "purify" the Church of England by removing 

any vestiges of Catholicism, advocating for a simpler, more biblically centered form of worship and governance. 

They rejected the episcopal system, where bishops held significant power, and instead promoted a more 

congregationalist structure. 

Milton, raised in a Puritan environment, was deeply critical of Catholicism and the episcopacy. He viewed the 

Catholic Church as corrupt and as a political institution that wielded too much power over people’s lives, both 

spiritually and socially. Milton saw papal authority as a distortion of true Christian teachings and a form of idolatry 

that had led to spiritual degradation. His critique of Catholicism is evident in Paradise Lost, where he portrays the 

fallen angels and Satan as figures who mirror the corruption of Church authority. In the epic, Satan’s rebellion against 

God is symbolic of his rejection of divine authority, just as Milton rejected the authority of the Catholic Church and 

its clergy. 

Furthermore, Milton’s criticism of the episcopacy in England—especially the bishops who held power in the Church 
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of England—was a continuation of his Puritan beliefs. He viewed the hierarchical church system as an 

institutionalized form of tyranny that stifled religious freedom. In Paradise Lost, the contrast between God’s 

righteous sovereignty and Satan’s rebellious desire to overthrow divine authority can be seen as a metaphor for the 

struggle against ecclesiastical tyranny. 

Milton's Puritanism also emphasized personal piety, the direct relationship between the individual and God, which 

was central to the Reformation’s rejection of the Catholic Church’s intercessory role. This is mirrored in the narrative 

of Paradise Lost, where human beings are portrayed as ultimately responsible for their choices, with Adam and Eve 

making decisions that result in their fall from grace. 

How Milton's Theological Views in Paradise Lost Align with or Critique the Reformation’s Doctrines, Such 

as Sola Scriptura and Predestination 

Milton’s theological views, as reflected in Paradise Lost, both align with and critique key doctrines of the 

Reformation—particularly sola scriptura and predestination. 

1. Sola Scriptura (Scripture Alone): 

o Sola scriptura, the doctrine that the Bible is the sole authority for Christian faith and practice, is a 

cornerstone of Protestant thought and a key principle for Milton. His Puritan background 

reinforced the idea that individuals should read and interpret the Bible for themselves, free from 

the interference of the clergy or church tradition. 

o In Paradise Lost, Milton explores the idea that human beings must engage with the word of God 

directly. Adam and Eve are given the freedom to choose to obey God’s command not to eat the 

fruit, thus making them responsible for their fall. This theme echoes the Protestant belief that 

individuals are responsible for interpreting Scripture and acting according to it. 

o However, Milton’s critique of certain Reformation aspects is evident in his depiction of the Satanic 

rebellion. While the Reformation emphasized the literal interpretation of the Bible, Milton’s 

writing suggests that a deeper understanding of God’s providence and human free will must also 

be considered. The notion of personal interpretation, while central to sola scriptura, is complex and 

often leads to theological conflict, as evidenced by the fall of Satan and the resulting chaos in the 

world. 

2. Predestination: 

o The doctrine of predestination, especially in the teachings of John Calvin, suggests that God has 

already determined the fate of every individual—whether they will be saved or damned—before 

the foundation of the world. This idea, which denies human free will in matters of salvation, was 

heavily critiqued by Milton, who believed in the importance of human choice. 

o In Paradise Lost, Milton rejects the notion that the Fall of Man was a predestined event, instead 

emphasizing that Adam and Eve's fall is a result of their own free will. Milton presents a universe 

where humans are given agency and are accountable for their actions. This rejection of 

predestination aligns with the humanist ideals of the Renaissance, which placed importance on 

individual responsibility and free will. 

o Milton critiques the Calvinist view of predestination by demonstrating that God’s justice allows 

humans to act freely within the boundaries of divine providence. In Paradise Lost, God’s creation 

of free will allows for the possibility of sin, and therefore, redemption. This framework of moral 

responsibility provides a more dynamic understanding of salvation than the fatalism inherent in 

predestination. 

Milton’s religious views in Paradise Lost reflect his deep engagement with the Reformation’s influence on Protestant 

thought, especially regarding sola scriptura and predestination. While his Puritan background and Reformation ideals 

shaped his belief in the authority of Scripture and the individual’s moral responsibility, he also critiques certain 
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aspects of the Reformation, especially the doctrine of predestination, emphasizing the significance of free will in 

salvation. Milton's Paradise Lost can be seen as both an affirmation of Protestant beliefs and a critique of certain 

theological positions, providing a complex reflection on the nature of divine justice, human freedom, and moral 

responsibility. 

Conclusion 

In Paradise Lost, John Milton integrates the intellectual currents of the Renaissance with the theological ideas of the 

Reformation, reflecting and critiquing the cultural and religious transformations of his time. The Renaissance’s 

emphasis on humanism, individual agency, and reason profoundly shaped Milton's portrayal of human free will, 

divine justice, and the Fall of Man. By adopting classical learning and humanist ideals, Milton presents a narrative 

in which human beings are morally responsible for their actions, emphasizing personal autonomy and moral 

accountability. At the same time, Milton’s critique of predestination aligns with his Puritan beliefs, offering a vision 

of salvation that prioritizes free will over theological determinism. Through his integration of classical mythology, 

epic conventions, and Christian doctrine, Milton not only reinterprets Biblical themes but also reflects the tensions 

between Renaissance humanism and Reformation theology. In doing so, Paradise Lost becomes both a product of 

its cultural context and a nuanced critique of the intellectual and religious debates of the 17th century, ultimately 

offering a complex meditation on human agency, divine sovereignty, and moral responsibility. 
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