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     Milton’s primary objective in Paradise Lost is to “justify the ways of God to men.” (Bk I, 26)  He wishes to wed reason and Christianity by showing God’s actions to be reasonable.  Traditionally, the most central source of enmity between God and philosophy is the problem of evil.  In the vast field of arguments for or against the existence of God, it alone seems to have much strength or possible validity.  A simple version of it could be stated thus:

     1. God is an omnipotent, omnibenevolent being.

     2. An omnipotent being has the power to prevent all evil, and an omnibenevolent 

         being has the will to prevent all evil.

     3. Therefore, if God exists, he would prevent all evil.

     4. Evil exists.

     C. God does not exist.

Arguments of this type have been most important in the debate of God’s existence, and this is why Milton wants to provide us with a defense for the actions of God.  What he provides is not a direct attack on the logic or premises of the problem of evil, it is a theodicy, an attempt at explaining the source of evil and why God permits it to endure.

     The first question one might ask is, if God is not the source of evil, then what is.  This starts us on the typical road to defend Christianity against the problem of evil, the free will defense.  Milton answers by telling us that God has created beings with a free will, that created beings have the possibility of doing wrong, therefore bringing the possibility of evil into existence.  One might then ask, “Why would God give his created beings such a weakness?  Would they not be more perfect if they couldn’t possibly do wrong?”  This difficulty seems to be pretty easily overcome.  Milton addresses it in Book III,

          I made him just and right, 

          Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall….

          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? (98-106)

So, without personal freedom the world would be a world of automata, in which love or “true allegiance” would be impossible.  This seems to ring true, for necessitated praise and obedience seem to be cold and empty.  It is only with a choice that these actions gain meaning.  One could still wonder whether it is worth the price of all of the pain and evil in order to attain love and obedience, but it does seem freedom is necessary for them to be attained.

     One could then consider foreknowledge as a problem.  If God is omniscient then he knows what a certain free agent will do (by most definitions of omniscience).  So, before he created Satan, he knew that Satan would fall.  So why then did he create Satan, knowing that in creating him he was dooming a creature to eternal damnation?  This really is just a different angle on the same problem and I think Milton answers it as well.  

          …nor can justly accuse

          Their maker, or their making, or their fate,

          As if predestination overruled

          Their will, disposed by absolute decree

          Or high foreknowledge.  They themselves decreed

          Their own revolt, not I.  If I foreknew,

          Foreknowledge had not influence on their fault,

          Which had no less proved certain unforeknown. (Bk 3, 112-119)

He points out that, though it appears to at first, foreknowledge has no effect on freedom.  Satan was “sufficient to have stood, though free to fall.”  So, as far as the creature is concerned, foreknowledge does not limit freedom.  But, Milton seems to present us with another idea concerning this question of foreknowledge.  It is subtler and not as well developed, but he hints that it is part of God’s plan for man to fall, so that God’s love can be most fully expressed.  This is seen in Book III,

          O unexampled love!

          Love nowhere to be found less than divine!

          Hail, Son of God, Savior of men!  Thy name

          Shall be the copious matter of my song 

          Henceforth… (410-414)

and in Book XII when Adam sees the future of mankind,

          O goodness infinite, goodness immense!

          That all this good of evil shall produce,

          And evil turn to good; more wonderful

          Than that which by creation first brought forth

          Light out of darkness!  (469-473)

So it seems that greater good may be achieved through the redeeming of Adam’s race, than if mankind had lived in Paradise forever without falling.  This is more controversial but it seems to be a decent representation of things from God’s point of view.  There is an apparent dissonance between God planning man’s fall, and man falling freely, but they do not seem altogether incompatible.  Perhaps it is best perceived as the same situation,  taken from differing vantage points, the view of man (freedom), and the view of God (predestined).  

     A third concern would be the endurance of evil.  Why is it that God has allowed evil to be around for so long?  Milton doesn’t directly address this but in presenting the “future history” of mankind he gives us some platform from which to proceed.  We know that ultimately evil is vanquished and those who accepted grace are restored into a new Paradise.  In any conceivable scenario in which Christ dies to pay for man’s sin, and man repents to receive grace, a certain amount of time is required.  Seeing that some time is required, it becomes fairly easy to justify endurance of evil; for, a long time and short time are not that different in the framework of eternity.  So, although he doesn’t give an explicit answer to this objection it seems that we can easily begin to explain the endurance of evil using his foundation.  

     Does it therefore seem that Milton has presented us with a successful theodicy?  Well, the main objections left are those that are objections to all types of free will defenses to the problem of evil.  One could certainly question whether personal free will can exist in a reality with an omnipotent being.  Free will at least necessitates a more complex definition for omnipotence than, “in possession of all power,” for the free being possesses a power outside that of the omnipotent one.  Also, as mentioned above, one might ask whether the positive goods attained through free will are enough to offset the horrendous evils that certainly have occurred throughout history.  Is the existence of a genuinely God-loving creature worth the Holocaust?  While these are important questions, overall Milton’s theodicy is fairly complete and successful.  These are controversial issues, but certainly, if one is willing to accept a free will defense of the problem of evil, Paradise Lost is a coherent and respectable theodicy.

