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The Poetry of John Milton: Milton’s View of Redemption 

“What can a person do to be saved?” For Milton and for Puritans like him, the answer is 
“Nothing.” Puritans believed that all humans are so tainted with the Original Sin 
committed by Adam and Eve that there is nothing they could ever do to be saved and 
that humans are so depraved in their wills that even if they could do something to be 
saved, they wouldn’t want to. Then, how can anyone go to Heaven? Puritans believed 
that all Sin (Original or otherwise) could be completely cleansed from people not by their 
own actions, but by the Grace of God, that is, by the actions of their Savior, Jesus, on 
their behalf. Because he lived a sinless life, was crucified on a cross, and especially 
because he rose again from the dead, Jesus took the metaphorical bullet of Sin for 
humankind. So then is everyone to be saved? No. To be saved, people must accept 
God’s gift of Salvation, surrender the control of their lives to God, and therefore be 
adopted (Milton uses the term “transplanted”) into the family of God. By making Jesus 
their Savior and Lord in this manner, people become Christians for the first time and are 
supernaturally transformed from a state of spiritual deadness and depravity to a state of 
spiritual life and vigor. They are “Born Again” as “New Creatures.” So for Milton on the 
issue of Salvation, it is about doing enough Good Works to earn one’s way to Heaven, 
but it is about being permitting oneself to be adopted into God’s family through no merit 
of one’s own.   
   
However, in the Salvation process, does God choose people (a concept called 
“Calvinism”) or do people choose God (a concept called “Arminianism”)? This is  a 
long-running in-house debate among Christians going back to at least the 5th century. 
Occasionally in Paradise Lost, Milton articulates the Calvinist position (also called 
“Election”) such as when God the Father states, “Some I have chosen of peculiar grace 
/ Elect above the rest; so is my will” (3.183–184) or when Milton points out in Book One 
that Satan could not even rise from the Lake of Fire if not by the express consent of 
God. However, the overwhelming theological preponderance of Paradise Lost is that of 
Arminianism. Milton himself advocates Arminianism in some of his other writings. To put 
it simply, it is up to Lucifer, Adam, Eve, the angels, and humankind whether to choose 
God or not. This prerogative of choice is called “free will.” God the Father asserts this 
position clearly when of speaking of Adam: “he had of mee / All he could have; I  made 
him just and right, / Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall” (3.96–99).  At times, 
various characters in Paradise Lost claim they did not have Free Will or that to some 
degree it was diminished. Satan claims that God the Father manipulated him into falling, 
Adam blames Eve, Eve blames the serpent, and at various times both Adam and Eve 
blame their physical separation as the cause of their Fall. But this is merely fallen 
creatures doing what they do best: shifting the blame. When they are being honest with 
themselves, all three characters admit they had the ability to choose goodness, and that 
their Fall was their own fault and no one else’s. For each, this is the poignant moment of 
“Tragic Recognition” that makes so much of Renaissance drama mimetically powerful, 
inciting in the audience or the reader Aristotle’s catharsis of Pity and Fear. 
 


