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The Poetry of John Milton: 

Athens and Jerusalem:  
The Intermingling of Classical/Pagan and Christian Elements 

Two great streams flow together to form the river of Western Civilization: the Greco-
Roman stream and the Judeo-Christian stream. Tertullian, the early 3rd-century 
Christian theologian once asked a pertinent question: “What does Athens  have to do 
with Jerusalem?” In other words, what does the worldview of the pagan Greco-Romans 
(of mythical deities, strange monsters, scholarly philosophies, and elaborate dramas) 
have to do with the worldview of Judeo-Christians (of a Monotheistic and Moralistic 
God, a single supremely holy book, sober theology, and sacred rituals)? In the 17th 
century, there were Puritans who  believed that Christians should not degrade their 
minds and souls with the study of pagan blasphemy. Milton was not among them. Milton 
often tried to fuse the two. For example, Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and 
Samson Agonistes are a fusion of Biblical subject matter and Classical Genre (Epic and 
Drama). In Paradise Regained, Satan implies that Jesus knows nothing of Greek 
Philosophy, but Jesus casually refutes Satan by summarizing the philosophies of 
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle in one line each (4.293–95). Almost any passage of 
Milton’s poetry is infused with allusions to Greek Mythology, often even when describing 
Biblical events. It was common for scholars and writers in the Renaissance to do this 
because they saw in classical gods a kind of dim reflection of the truths of the Christian 
faith. As examples, Zeus/Jupiter as King of the gods was often associated with God the 
Father; Apollo, god of Light and Truth, was associated with God the Son, but so was 
Dionysius, whose death and Springtime rebirth were a foreshadowing of Easter. 
Intermingling the divergent streams in this manner makes Milton’s poetry remarkably 
complex, rich, and deep. 
 
 


