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AN ECHO OF GRACE: PLATO’S DOCTRINE

OF GIFTS |

The interpreter that undertakes to compare the works of Plato with
the gospel must begin somewhere. Here I attempt to set out Plato’s
view on gifts and divine dispensation, and would ask that you con-
sider the two following texts:

“And this [grace] is a gift from God; not from you nor your deeds, so
that no one should boast.”

Ephesians 2:8-9"

“Then according to our argu-
ment, Meno, it appears that if
we become virtuous, we do so
through a gift from the gods.”

Meno 100b2-3, cf., 99e4--100a3>

Recognizing the similarity be-
tween these two passages de-
pends on an understanding of
Plato’s deep and abiding interest
in education (mawdeia). This in-
terest echoes throughout all his
work, and although it should be

1. Kai todto ovx €€ Dpdv, @eod 10 ddov- oUx € Eoymv, iva ) Tig xavyfontat.

2. Here are the two texts: Meno 100b2-3: 'Ex pgv to{vov 100T00 100 MOYLOHOD, O
Mévav, Osig poiog Uiy paivetal magayryvopévn 1) ¢oet) oig dv maoylyvntal;
99e5--100al:  dpetn) Gv ein obte ¢voel ovte ddantdv, arhd Oeiq poloq
nagayLyvopévn dvev vod oig v magaylyvnray, and cf. Republic 418e4—6. These
translations and the ones that follow are my own. Scriptural passages rely on the Nestle-
Aland critical text Novum Testamentum Graece (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft,
1993). The passages from Plato rely on various Oxford critical texts: Platonis Opera, in
5 vols., ed. John Burnet (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1903); with the exceptions of R. S.
BlucK’s critical edition of Meno (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961); and S.
R. Slings’ edition of Republic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
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admitted that he sharpens the focus in certain dialogues more than in
others (e.g., Meno, Republic, Protagoras, Gorgias, and Laws), it is not
difficult to draw out observations and teachings that concern moudeta
from all his texts. Comprehensive exegesis on the topic would over-
run the bounds of the space permitted to me here, but a general sense
of the matter can be achieved with a few judiciously selected texts.

I am interested in pointing out
some similarities between the
gospel doctrine of grace and gifts
and Plato’s philosophy for vari-
ous reasons, but most generally in
the hope of coming to a greater
understanding of God’s sovereign
rule. It is my opinion that Greek
philosophy helped to prepare the
ground where the seed of the gos-
pel was to be sown.® That is to say
that the gospel message fell on
ears that were in significant ways
primed to receive it, and was artic-
ulated in concepts and categories
already familiar to them. Plato’s
propositions concerning educa-
tion, of which the notion of gifts
plays an important part, derive

3. This is not an original idea by any stretch of the imagination. Tertullian was one of
the first to ask “what has Jerusalem to do with Athens?” (De praescriptione haereticorum,
chap. 7), and since then many authors have vigorously pursued the question. I would
recommend two recent works on the subject: see George Karamanolis’ The Philosophy of
Early Christianity (Slough: Acumen Publishing Ltd, 2013), which also contains a help-
ful bibliography; and also the winsome work of Abraham J. Malherbe in the collection
of essays in Light From the Gentiles: Hellenistic Philosophy and Early Christianity, ed. Carl
R. Holladay, John T. Fitzgerald, Gregory E. Sterling, and James W. Thompson (Leiden:
Brill, 2015).




from natural philosophy. Of course the gospel’s doctrine of grace is
not revealed in the same way; yet Plato’s account of gifts and what we
might construe as similar in some aspects to grace may be compared
to the gospel’s with some benefit, especially in the sense that one may
see the preparatory providential hand of God at work in the develop-
ment of key concepts that were certainly part of the cosmopolitan
education of the Hellenized Mediterranean.

Plato’s account of education is dependent on his more general account
of human nature. Human beings have the capacity to be educated
(Republic 518b--519b). The body of a human being can be “educat-
ed”in the sense that it can undergo training (yYvpvaota), but Plato’s
pressing interest and the central focus of his account is the education
of the soul (YOym). It seems to me that this primary interest pre-
cedes and gives rise to propositions or accounts (in both cases, AoyoL)
that can summarize significant insights and conclusions that Plato
reached. The following three propositions are on the order of conclu-
sions. Through his study of both human nature and nature writ large,
Plato established that:

1) Humanity is radi-
cally separated from
the divine.

2) The law of the di-
vine is written on the
human heart.

3) The fundamental
desire of the human
heart is reconciliation
with the divine.

will change their consequences in any way. Human beings are not
free to do so.

Consider the first proposition, that humanity is radically separated
from the divine. The sense of separation follows from Plato’s famous
distinction concerning the separate realms of the things that are and
the things that are coming to be and passing away. The objects of
human understanding are of two general types: the intelligible and
the perceivable. The qualities of the two types are significant. The
intelligible objects are none other than Plato’s paradigms, variously
translated as forms, models, or patterns (nodderypa) or the ideals
(i8¢ag €ldiou); and they are divine, immortal, immutable, immate-
rial, invisible, stable, predictable, orderly, good, etc.® They are objects
grasped only by the intellect (vodg). The perceivable objects, on the
other hand, are grasped first by the five senses and then “processed”
by the powers or capacities of the human soul in a complex system of
manifold judgments, memory, imagination, and advanced reasoning.
Of special note in regards to this division between types of being

is the corresponding
between
knowledge (¢miotfpm)

distinction

and opinion (06Ea),
and the consequences
of that distinction.
The intelligible, stable
objects are objects
of knowledge, while
the objects of percep-
tion are the objects of
opinions.® If we have
a human to examine,
we have a material
creature that inhabits

THE FALL DEPICTED IN THE SISTINE CHAPEL BY MICHELANGELO

These propositions de-

rive from empirical observation of worldly phenomena and by specu-
lation concerning the antecedent causes of these phenomena. This is
a method and paradigm common to human existence, and in its most
rigorous application, constitutes the formalized practice of scientific
investigation. We commonly understand this to be natural philosophy,
or in Reformed terms, natural revelation. Plato’s arguments for these
propositions derive from his empirical experience, his study of nature,
and his speculation concerning the causes (or perhaps single cause)
that generate(s) the phenomena of nature.

I do not expect the Reformed to balk at any of these propositions.
Those who wish to examine texts that establish these propositions
should begin with the texts noted below.*

All three propositions are universal statements concerning human na-
ture. Each and every human’s condition is determined by these natu-
ral facts. There is no individual choice or special circumstance that

4. 'This note cites different texts offered in evidence for the propositions. The first propo-
sition is established through study of Plato’s accounts concerning the Forms and Love.
Texts that focus on the Forms and are often cited can be found at Republic 504d--517e,
595¢--599b; Timaeus 27c¢--29d, 51b--55¢, 69a—d, 89d--90d; Phaedo 73a--83c, 100c-
-102a. The most significant text on Love can be found in Symposium. 1 highly recommend
it in its entirety, but particularly the famous sequential speeches of Agathon 194¢--198a
and Diotima 201d--212c. Also see Phaedrus 244b--252¢, which is also valuable as evi-
dence for my argument. As to the third proposition, all of the texts mentioned above in
this note can be taken in evidence. Among them the most concise texts to consider are
Timaeus 89d--90d and Symposium 201d--212c.

a material realm con-

stantly in flux, within
a manifold of sensible objects coming to be and passing away. The
very furniture of human existence is unstable. The human cannot have
certain reliable knowledge of the objects (including himself!) that sur-
round him. He can only express opinions about them. The objects of
knowledge, on the other hand, are not material. They are grasped by
the mind through reason (A0y0g), especially in the act of discovering
and establishing the definitions of things. These intelligible objects
have the quality of eing in the fullest sense given their immutability.
They are stable, predictable, and eternal. Conversely, the human expe-
rience, experienced as profoundly unstable and mortal, is fundamen-
tally separated from divine things. The news of man’s separation from
the divine (fallenness) was not news to Plato.

As to the second proposition, that the law of the divine is written
on the human heart, we see proof for this by comparing the order-
ly human life with its opposite. The orderly human life most often
leads to happiness (e0daipovia), generally construed as “living well.”
Happiness is an outcome of education that depends on a complex

5. Similar to the attributes of God mentioned in The Westminster Confession of Faith 2:1,
5:1-V,etal.

6. Knowledge is knowledge simply, with all the qualities mentioned. Opinion, however,
comes in a variety of types; simple opinion, the sort of opinion that is newly formed and
unexamined; right opinion (000000&0¢), the sort of opinion that accurately predicts
outcomes and is the product of examination, study, instruction, and the like; and also
belief or faith (mioTig). All of these (and the list is by no means complete) have as theirs
objects things that are in flux, things that are coming to be and passing away.



set of necessary conditions; the most important of these is success
in judgment--that is to say, managing well, hitting the mark (as op-
posed to missing it, i.e., fpoQTla, most often translated as “sin” in
the Greek New Testament). This is particularly so in the context of
managing an orderly household that is self-sufficient and produces
orderly, educated citizens of the state; honoring and caring for one’s
parents; managing the affairs of the city well, and benefitting its citi-
zens; and behaving in a pious (evogf)g) manner. Such persons have
wisdom (codia, podvNOoLg, AOYOG, etc.), and in this sense they are
blessed (paxdouog). These types of persons will be rewarded in the
afterlife, and in this case we see the sort of salvation that Plato de-
scribes.” In this life and after one can be happy, but how one is happy
is not up to the individual. Happiness is achieved by living in such a
way that corresponds to the divine, moral pattern which informs every
human heart. It is not an unstable pattern; and although Plato makes
concessions, as he must, for individuation, he argues that one cannot
be happy unless they willingly allow the lawful pattern to reign over
their souls.®

On the other hand, the disorderly life, one that does not conform to
the pattern, results in the opposite, i.e., wretched-
ness (xanta). The reason for the disorderly man’s
wretchedness lies in the conflict between his actual
behavior and the law written upon his heart; they
are not consonant (ovppwvia, “in harmony”) with
one another (7imaeus 89d--90d; Laws 652a--673a;
this second citation is translated below).’ This dis-
sonance operates in both a conscious and uncon-
scious mode. Whether this dissonance results from
some misguided line of reasoning or some disor-
derly, hidden desire (cf. Republic 439e--440a for an
example), lack of harmony with the divine in the
human soul leads to sin and wretchedness.

It is worth noting a particular aspect of Plato’s method that leads to
this evaluation of happiness and wretchedness. First, Plato believes
that a person’s happiness is observable in a reliable, scientific way;
and therefore, if you wish to know how people become happy, then
you observe and study happy people in order to discover both what
qualities they most often possess (in terms of virtues), and how they
come to possess them (education). The result of this extended inves-
tigation was a comprehensive, persuasive account of human nature
accompanied by a prescription for education that helped shape west-
ern civilization. Importantly for our focus, the account is one that
addresses uncertainty concerning choice and merit. What makes you
happy is not the result of some free choice, but you are certainly re-
sponsible for fulfilling the necessary conditions for happiness that are
dictated by human nature, all of which concur with the law written
upon the heart. Human nature has a pattern, and those who are happy
or blessed conform to that pattern.'

7. Cf., among others, “The Myth of Er,” in Republic 614b--621d; Timacus 42a—d, 89d-
-90d; Phaedo 63e--68b.

8. I think the most succinct text available to us to establish proposition 2 is Timaeus
89d--90d (also mentioned in n4 above).

9. Laws 652a--673a is translated in n13 below.

10. The second proposition would be familiar to scholastic philosophers as the phe-
nomenon of synderesis. An interesting and informative account can be found in Douglas
Kries’ Origen, Plato, and Conscience (Synderesis) in Jerome’s Ezekiel Commentary (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

A PATTERN, AND
THOSE WHO ARE
HAPPY OR BLESSED
CONFORM TO THAT
PATTERN.

Taking up the third proposition requires a description of the education
of the blessed. The matter can be put quite simply. The blessed human
(1) has gifts and (2) the opportunity to develop those gifts. The conse-
quence of this conjunction (which is in fact a wildly confused and un-
predictable manifold of conjunctions) is that the separation between
the divine and the individual is reduced; that the individual lives in
accordance with the law written upon his heart; and that the desire for
reconciliation is partially satisfied in this life (especially when one is
able to contemplate divine objects without distraction) and a virtuous
life is rewarded in the next. Such is the consequence of grace in the
sense of divine dispensation (Ogla poipa) or blessedness in the fullest
sense one may find in Plato. The blessed are so because divine agency
has granted them a set of innate gifts and has also granted them the
circumstances in which those gifts may develop and thrive. Blessed
people have a natural inclination for the good, the beautiful, the ben-
eficial, etc.; but education is required to actualize their potential, and
according to Plato, education consists of the process of turning them
toward the correct things, the things worthy of study and veneration.
It is an upward path, and as one travels that path one approaches di-
vine things (Republic 514a--519b). The overwhelming force or cause

of this need to approach the divine is love (¢gog,

Ay, puhics; Symposium 201d--212c¢).

HUMAN NATURE HAS

Plato names a set of gifts that are necessary for
correct education by means of lists found at sev-
eral different locations in the corpus. These lists
do not match exactly, but most include the follow-
ing: a person who can be educated to blessedness
is by nature (¢pUoLg) retentive (pvipwv), intelli-
gent (evpabng), magnificent (peyalonoenic),
and graceful (eUyaQtg). These natural capacities,
when developed by the correct sort of education,
may eventually result in the possession of the car-
dinal virtues: wisdom (codia), moderation (6mwdEOGVVN), courage
(avdpela), and justice or righteousness (d1xaLoo0VY).

A representative passage that includes such a list and emphasizes the
language of necessity can be found at Republic 486e--487a. The ex-
change is between Socrates and Glaucon and comes towards the end
of the description of the education of the philosopher kings.

(S) Does it seem to you that any of the things we’ve discussed
are unnecessary or inimical for the soul intent on grasping Being
adequately in the end?

(G) No, they are surely necessary.

(S) How can anyone criticize a practice like this, one that no
one can pursue adequately unless he is by nature retentive, in-
telligent, magnificent, graceful, endeared and akin to the truth,
justice, courage, and moderation.!

11. Republic 486¢1--487a5:

T( obv; ph am doxodpév cov obx dvayraio Exaota diehAnhvOéval
nal émopeva aAholg T pelhovon tov Ovtog iravids Te nal TeAéwg Yuyh
petalnypecbal;

AvVOoyralOTATO UV OVV, EP.

"Eotwv obv 8 péppn tolodtov émndevpa, O p) ot dv Tig 0tdg TE
vévorto inavg emtndedoal, el ) GpooeL ein pvipwv, edpadig, ueyalo moemg,
ey aoLs, pihog te val ouyyevig dindeiag, diralooivng, dvdpeiag, cwdpooivng;

cf. Republic 433b, 591b; Laws 639a~b, 964b--965d; Meno 88a~b; Gorgias
492a; Phaedo 69b—c



The combination of the natural capacities and good education enables
the soul that eagerly desires to be unified with the divine, the soul
driven by love to “grasp Being adequately in the end,” the hope of
doing just that. It is, however, only a hope. The conjunction of the nec-
essary conditions just mentioned is not in itself sufficient for blessed-
ness, and divine agency plays a part in at least two ways as far as gifts
and grace are concerned. All normal humans are born with the ca-
pacities of memory, reason, and the capacity to be educated, but they
are not equally capable (Republic 370a). Some receive gifts, we might
call them talents, in a degree that might distinguish the gifted from
others. But these gifts require development, and that development
is also a gift. Plato warns that those persons born gifted who do not
receive the correct sort of education, those that are allowed to develop
“in the midst of evil images like cattle in bad grass, plucking tufts all
the day long, so that little by little a great evil comes to reside in their
souls” (Republic 401b—c) are dangerous and miserable. The description
of the poorly educated and, as a result unjust soul, is described at Re-
public 588b--590d, and such people are possible enemies of the state
and bear watching (Republic 495a,
518e--519a; Laws 661b—c, 766a).

The possession of the cardinal vir-
tues is an intermediate end (given
that happiness or blessedness is
the ultimate end) and counted as
a successful educational outcome,
but Plato adds to this set and in-
cludes other virtues such as the
love of learning (Republic 376b—c,
411d, 475c, 485d, 490a, 535d,
581b), love of the noble, fine, beau-
tiful (all of which collapse into the
Good; Republic 400d--403c¢), the
love of truth (Republic 485c-d),
gracefulness (Republic 400c--401e,
486d, 588a; Laches 182d), and sim-
plicity (Republic 400e; cf. Laws
679¢c). The most complete sort of
good education results in a conso-
nance (ovpdwvia) residing in the mature soul that recognizes how
fortunate (g0tvyfg ) he has been. Consider the following passage
found at Laws 653a5—c4:

I say that the first childish perception of pleasure and pain in
the young accompanies the nascent formation of virtue and vice
in the soul. As to prudence and steadfast true opinion, one is
fortunate to come by them even in old age. Indeed, only the
perfect man comes to have these things and all the goods they
entail. I reckon that education attends the first formation of vir-
tue in a child. Clearly, when pleasure, love, pain, and hate are
bred correctly in souls not yet capable of rational thought, then
once they are so capable, those souls agree that they have become
correctly accustomed to the proper habits. This agreement is the
whole of virtue; but the portion that fosters the correct relation
to pleasures and pains, so that one hates what it is necessary to
hate from beginning to end, and likewise to love what should be

EL GRECO'S VIEW OF MOUNT SINAT

loved, if this is taken as a definition and called “education,” then
I think that you have defined it correctly.'

That which is true shares in divinity even if it is true opinion (GAnOeig
06Eag), and one has an obligation to act correctly (000@¢) as one be-
comes “accustomed to the proper habits” (000@¢ eibioBat...£00V), to
love and hate things that are necessary (here %01, elsewhere dvéyxzn)
to love and hate. Truth is stable, and therefore necessitates consonance

” «

with the human soul and itself. The words “correctly,” “proper,” and

“necessary” are terms denoting obligation, not freedom.

We are now in position to compare Plato’s notion of grace and gifts
with that of the gospel’s conception of them. There is some advan-
tage to be gained from comparing Greek terms. The use of ydotg
and eVyaoLg (grace) differs significantly in the works of Plato when
compared to the Greek New Testament. In Plato these two terms
most often refer to the phenomena surrounding musical education. In
context, grace is a gift, indicating
both a quality of innate, physical
grace, especially when describing
both the movements of a naturally
graceful dancer, as well as the con-
sequent graceful character of one
who has received a correct musi-
cal education. The arguments for
the benefits of a correct musical
education, and the harmful effects
of a bad one, are consistent across
the corpus. Evidence for this can
be found by comparing Repub-
lic 376e--403c, a work written in
Plato’s middle years, with Laws,
his last work, at 652a--673a (of
particular interest is the discussion
of ya0(g at 667d--668a). There is
nothing explicit that differs from
this teaching that occurs in the
earlier “socratic” dialogues. To the
Reformed ear, such a teaching might echo a familiar teaching con-
cerning gifts. This is not to say that one could not make an argument
for a stronger relationship between the Platonic use of these terms
with a Reformed doctrine of grace, but such a task would require

shouldering an interpretive burden beyond the scope of this article.

More closely akin might be the idea conveyed by the term paxdolog
(blessedness). For Plato this would describe a person who (1) has been
blessed with the natural capacities mentioned above; (2) has received
the sort of education that properly developed these gifts; (3) has lived
a life in accordance with the pattern written upon the human heart;

12. Laws 653a5--c4: A®. Aéym Tolvuv TOV Taidwv mandixiv elval mpdmv aioOnow
NOOVIIV ®al Ay, xal €v olg GEETH Yuxf %ol xaxio ToQOY(YVETAL TQMTOV,
TadT eival, pedvnow 8¢ nai aAndeig d6Eag PePaiovg evTuyis 6TW %Ol TEOS TO
yioag mageyévetor Téheog & ovv £0T dvOQwIog TadTA Kol TA £V TOVTOLS TEVTA
REXTNUEVOG AYaOd. ondelary 01 AEY™ TNV TQAYLYVOUEVIV TTOMTOV TTALOLY GQETNV:
Noovi) &M xol Gprhio xal Ao xal ptoog av 0000 év Yuyals Eyyiyvovtal phmw
duvapévov Loym hapBdavery, hafoéviov 8¢ tov Loyov, ovpupoviiomot T Aoy
0000¢ €iBioOaL V7O TOV TEooNROVTIWYV 00V, bty 60 ) oupdwvia odpTacw pEv
aeti), TO O¢ mepl Tag Ndovag xol AMimag tefoaupévov avtig 600ms Mote ol
uev @ yom woelv ev0Vg EE doyfc péxol Téhovg, otéQyewy 8¢ & oM otéQyeLy, TodT
0UTO ATOTERDV TO AOY® %al Tadelay TQOCAY0QEV®Y, ®atTd Ye TV émy 0000
AV TEooayoEelOLS.



(4) and has been liberated from the body (the flesh) and drawn near to
the divine. The same passages cited just now pertain, along with those
that describe the blessed after life, in particular the famous Myth of
Er (Republic 614b--621d).

Even more closely aligned is the use of the words o®gm (to save from
death) and odg (safe), and there are other etymologically related
words. There are twenty-five uses of 0gw in Republic and thirty-five
uses in Laws, but to my mind the most interesting comes at the end
of the aforementioned Myth of Er and close to the conclusion of the
Republic. There we are told that the myth was not lost, but preserved,
and if we paid heed to it and were persuaded by it, )pdig av o oeLeV,
it would save us (Republic 621c1). The Greek New Testament uses this

word 138 times, its first occurence found at Acts 2:21.

Even more profitable than a comparison of terms is the comparison
of concepts. Therefore, considering the concepts I've described above,
here is what I argue Plato and the gospel have in common: on both
accounts divine agency is the source of gifts, and the dispensation
of these gifts is ultimately unpredictable,
ineffable, immutable, and freely given (in
every metaphysical and practical sense).’
The works of providence are, and will ul-
timately remain, beyond the ken of hu-
man beings. Human beings are separated
from the divine, yet they love the divine
and long to be united with it, but to do so
requires harmony and kinship between
the human soul and the divinely estab-

lished, lawful pattern.

Philip Melanchthon argued that Plato
was less beneficial than Aristotle insofar
as the latter was much more straightfor-
ward when presenting his method and
teaching. He did not mean that the two
arrived at wildly different conclusions. In
fact Melanchthon asserts that they agree
on most points (they certainly agree on
education). What Melanchton recommends is that the novice begin
with Aristotle, and by doing so he will grasp more readily Plato’s con-
voluted presentation. Melanchthon duly warns that Plato is not to be
confused with the gospel on the grounds that natural revelation can-
not discover the mystery of salvation, but he does describe what Plato
accomplished. He tells us that the conclusions of “true philosophy”
(like Plato’s) have some notion of, or kinship with, divine laws. Such
a philosophy, he writes,

[R]ecognizes that there is a God, it judges on civic morals, it sees
that this distinction between worthy and vile acts is implanted
in us by divine providence, it considers that horrid crimes are
punished by God, and it also has some presentiment of immor-
tality.™

13. Pace Westminster Confession of Faith, 2:1.

14. Philip Melanchthon, “On Plato,” in Orations on Philosophy and Education, ed. Sachiko
Kusukawa, trans. Christina F. Salazar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999)
203.

WHAT PLATO DOES NOT ALLOW
FOR IS THE POSSIBILITY THAT THE
UNIVERSAL HUMAN LOVE
FOR THE DIVINE IS
RECIPROCATED BY THE DIVINE
ITSELF. WE LOVE GOD AND
DESIRE TO BE RECONCILED WITH
HIM, BUT PLATO IS SILENT ON THE
POSSIBILITY THAT GOD WOULD
DESIRE TO RECONCILE WITH US.

I agree. Plato successfully worked his way to these conclusions, as well
as the propositions I set out earlier. I also agree, as I must, that natural
revelation cannot discover the doctrine of salvation.'

There is, however, another very important way that Plato diverges
from the gospel. As I've shown, the love of the divine and the human
desire to approach it are taught by Plato. I've described the education
that takes one on an upward path, increasing in understanding and
wisdom (think sanctification), striving for reconciliation. What Plato
does not allow for is the possibility that the universal human love
for the divine is reciprocated by the divine itself. We love God and
desire to be reconciled with him, but Plato is silent on the possibility
that God would desire to reconcile with us. It is true that the creator/
craftsman/god of Timacus is “without jealousy” in his creative act, but
he is motivated by his love for the forms to create (to imitate the
Good, primarily), not for the love of the world (v6opog).*

More significantly, the gospel story would appear to be a logical im-
possibility for Plato in a very fundamental way; he explicitly denies
the possibility of the incarnation. The reason
for this can be found (most succinctly among
others) in Republic 381b—e, where Socrates
argues against the traditional prevailing
myths that portray the gods as conniving,
lustful, false, and mutable. His view on this is
stated during an extended critique of poetry
vis a vis the kind of stories the young will
be told in the course of their education.
Stories that feature the gods behaving like
humans (but assisted in their crimes by pos-
sessing supernatural shape-shifting powers)
will only serve to corrupt the characters of
the young, and they should not be raised on
such harmful ideas. The traditional popular
notion that the gods change shape and take
on different forms in order to do wicked
things is harmful to the souls that hear it.
Being good in the most complete way, gods
are by nature unable to change from that
state. Furthermore, they could not willingly become something lesser
and still be good. They could not logically relinquish or change their
perfectly good natures and still be perfectly good. Socrates declares
that the gods are good, and that being good, they would never reduce
themselves to something that was lesser in nature.'®

This notion, however, directly contradicts Scripture at Philippians
2:5-7:

[Christ Jesus] who, though as in the form of God,
Did not consider equality with God

To be like a prize to cling to

But instead relinquished his privilege

Taking for Himself the form of a slave

15. Pace Westminster Confession of Faith, 1:1.

16. Timaeus 29d--31a.

17. This is the predominant subject matter of Republic Books IT and III.
18. Cf. Timaeus 41a—d.



Becoming in image like men

And was revealed in the form of a man."

This cannot be reconciled with Plato’s philosophy concerning divine
dispensation, nor with Aristotle’s description of the famous unmoved
mover. The divergence is plain. The concept of God’s love for his cre-
ation, the incarnation of Christ and his sacrifice, the resurrection,
and the salvation that flows as its consequence, is not only foreign to
Plato’s thought, it is directly denied. Furthermore, these things cannot
be discovered by “the light of nature.”

Plato’s notion of grace follows a logical sequence, one of necessary
and sufficient conditions intimately connected with his corresponding
logic of education. Education, generally speaking, is conjunction of
the innate gifts with the experiential process that determines an indi-
vidual’s character. Good education is well-guided experience (instilled

19. Philippians 2:6-7:  0¢ €v noo¢f) Oeod vmdoywv
0Vy GITAYUOV TYNOATO
10 etvol loa Oed,
AAAG EQVTOV EnéVoeV
pnoed1 dovthov hapmv
£V OpoLOpaTL AvOQOTWV YEVOUEVOG
nol oynuatt eveebelg g avhommog.

by habituation and formal teaching) that correctly orients the pupil
toward the Good, and in the process teaches the pupil how to discern
the Good from its opposite on his own. The truly blessed person has
both the initial gifts and the opportunity and perseverance to actual-
ize them.

The distinctions between the Platonic doctrine of grace and that of
the gospel could not be more obvious. There are perhaps some fea-
tures of Plato’s account that are more distant from the gospel and the
Westminster Confession of Faith than others. Plato’s work, however,
is the effort of a man of good will. His philosophy evinces a love of
both humanity and the divine, as well as a desire to benefit his fellow
man in the best spirit of agape. It can teach us much; and its argu-
ments, as well as Aristotle’s, can readily be deployed and brought to
bear in the practice of apologetics.

Patrick Harmon (Ph.D., 2009, The Catholic University ofAmerica) is an
Adjunct Professor at Valdosta State University where he lectures on Logic,
History of Philosophy, Ancient Philosophy, Cosmology, and Aesthetics. He
lives with his wife and son in Live Oak, Florida.

A DISCOURSE ABOUT CIVIL GOVERNMENT

BY JOHN COTTON, EDITED BY STEPHEN WOLFE

From 1631 to 1691, the Massachusetts Bay Colony limited voting rights
and civil-office holding to men who were official members of the estab-
lished church. As immigration increased and the second generation came
of age, these limitations were repeatedly challenged, especially by notables
in England (such as Lord Say)? who conditioned their immigration on
having the franchise. Objections to this law arose in the colony as early as
the late 1630s. John Cotton (1585-1652), a prominent New England
minister, wrote A Discourse about Civil Government o defend the vor-
ing policy against an unknown New England author who, according to
Cotton, “misstated” the question and hence sought to ‘prove that which is
not denied.” In the excerpt below, Cotton takes pains to properly state the
question before making his case for the voting policy. The Discourse was
well-known in both Massachusetts and the New Haven Colony, having
been circulated in part by Cotton’s friend and fellow minister John Dav-
enport (1597-1670), and was referenced at least to the time of Cotton
Mather (1663-1728).3 It was officially published in 1663. In this excerpt,

1. The text is taken from the Samuel Green and Marmaduke Johnson edition, published in
1663 in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Spellings, capitalizing, and grammar are modernized
(ed.). Cotton emphasizes importance with italicized text.

2. John Cotton responded directly to Lord Say in 1636 in a now well-known letter titled
“Letter to Lord Say and Sele.”

3. Much of this information is provided by Isabel M. Calder in “The Authorship of a
Discourse About Civil Government in a New Plantation Whose Design Is Religion,” 7he
American Historical Review 37 no. 2 (Jan. 1932).

we see Cotton’s heavy reliance on the work of continental Reformed scholar
Franciscus Junius (1545-1602).

The members of the churches of Christ are considerable under a
twofold respect answerable to the twofold man, which is in all the
members of the church while they are in this world, #he inward and
the outward man (2 Cor. 4:16). Whereunto the only wise God has fit-
ted and appointed two sorts of administrations, ecc/esiastical and civil.
Hence, they are capable of a twofold relation, and of action and power
suitable to them both, viz., civi/ and spiritual, and accordingly must be
exercised about both in their seasons, without confounding those two
different states, or destroying either of them, while what they transact
in civil affairs is done by virtue of their civil relation, their church-
state only fitting them to do it according to God.

Now that the state of the question may appear, I think it seasonable
and necessary to premise a few distinctions, to prevent all mistakes,
if it may be.

First then, let us distinguish between the two administrations or poli-
ties, ecclesiastical and civil, which men commonly call the church and
commonwealth. I incline rather to them who speaking of a Christian
communion, make the communion to be the genus, and the state eccle-



siastical and civil to be the species of it. For in a Christian communion
there are these different administrations or polities or states, eccle-
siastical and civil. Ecclesiastical administrations are a “divine order
appointed to believers for holy communion of holy things” [and] civil
administrations are “a humane order appointed by God to man for
civil fellowship of humane things.” Thus [Franciscus] Junius* defines
them and makes order zhe genus of them both, God the efficient and au-
thor of them both, God’s glory the last end of them both, man the common
subject of both, and so they agree very well in the general nature, efficient
[cause], end, and subject, yet with a difference in all. For,

1. Though both agree in this, that there is order in their adminis-
trations, yet with this difference that the guides in the church have
not a despotical, but economical power
only, being not lords over Christ’s heritage,
but stewards and ministers of Christ and of
the church;® the dominion and law-giving
power being reserved to Christ alone, as
he only [is the] head of the church.® But in
the other state he has given lordly power,
authority, and dominion unto men.

2. Though both agree in this, that man is
the common subject of them both, yet with
this difference, man by nature being a
reasonable and sociable creature, capable
of civil order, is or may be the subject of
civil power and state. But man by grace
called out of this world to fellowship with
Jesus Christ, and with his people, is the
only subject of church power; yet so, as
the outward man of church members is
subject to the civil power in common with
other men, while their inward man is the
subject of spiritual order and administra-
tions.

3. Though they both agree in this, that
God is the efficient [cause] and author of
them both, and that by Christ, yet not eadem ratione [for the same rea-
son]. For, God as the Creator and Governor of the world is the author
of civil order and administrations. But God as in covenant with his
people in Christ is the author of church administrations. So likewise
Christ, as the essential word and wisdom of God creating and govern-
ing the world is the efficient [cause] and fountain of civil order and
administrations.” But as mediator of the New Covenant and head of
the church,8 he establishes ecclesiastical order.

4. Cotton relies on Franciscus Junius’s Ecclesiastici sive de Natura et Administrationibus
Ecclesiae Dei (Frankfurt, 1581) for much of his argument in this excerpt. These definitions
are Cotton’s translations of Junius’s Latin text in Ecclesiastici, 186. Later in his text (which
is not included here), Cotton calls Junius a “learned and godly man.” In support of the
central contention of Cotton’s argument, he later translates Junius saying, “We affirm that
the magistrate to whom the civil administration is committed is or ought to be not only in
the church, but also taken out of the church” (Ecclesiastici, 199).

5. John 1:23; Matt. 3:11; 1 Cor. 3:5, 21; 2 Cor. 1:24; 4:5; 5:20; 1 Pet. 5:1[-3] (C.) Junius
(pp. 191-92) cites these as well and in the same order (ed.).

6. Luke 22:25; John 19:10; 1 Pet. 2:13 (C). Junius (p. 190) cites these as well (ed.).
7. John 1:1, 3, 10; Col. 1:17; Heb. 1:2, 3; Prov. 8:15 (C).
8. Eph. 1:22; 5:23 and 4:8, 11 (C).

JOHN COTTON

4.Though they both agree in this, that they have zhe same last end, viz.,
the glory of God, yet they differ in their next ends; for the next end of
civil order and administrations is he preservation of humane societies in
outward honor, justice, and peace. But the next ends of church order and
administrations are the conservation, edification, and salvation of souls,
pardon of sins, power against sin, peace with God, etc.

5. Hence arises another difference about the odjects of these differ-
ent states. For though both agree in this, that they have the com-
mon welfare for their aim and scope, yet the things about which the
civil power is primary conversant are bodies, To. flwtind (1 Cor. 6:4)
or Té oG TOV Plov,” “the things of this life” as goods, lands, honor,
the liberties and peace of the outward man. The things whereabout the
church power is exercised are T@ mEOG
oV Bedv, “the things of God” (Heb. 5:1)
as the souls and consciences of men, the doc-
trine and worship of God, the communion
of the saints. Hence also they have differ-
ent laws, different officers, [and] different
power, whereby to reduce men to order,
according to their different objects and
ends.

Now that a just harmony may be kept
between these two different orders and
administrations, two extremes must be
avoided. [The first is] that they be not
confounded, either (1) by giving the spiri-
tual power, which is proper to the church,
into the hand of the civil magistrate, as
Erastus would have done in the matter
of excommunication. If any magistrate
should presume to thrust himself by his
authority or otherwise into a work which
properly belongs to a church officer, let
him remember what befell Saul and Uz-
ziah for so doing. Or (2) by giving civil
power to church officers, who are called to
attend only to spiritual matters, and the
things of God, and therefore may not be distracted from them by secu-
lar entanglements. I say, church officers, not church members; for they
(not being limited as the officers are by God) are capable of two dif-
ferent employments, suiting with two different men in them, in differ-
ent respects, as has been said. And as they may lawfully be employed
about things of this life, so they are of all men fittest, being sanctified
and dedicated to God to carry on all worldly and civil business to
God’s ends, as we shall declare in due time....1°

The second extreme to be avoided is that these two different orders
and states, ecclesiastical and civil be not set in opposition as contrar-
ies, that one should destroy the other, but as coordinate states in the
same place reaching forth help mutually each to other, for the wel-
fare of both, according to God. So that both officers and members
of churches be subject, in respect of the outward man, to the civil

9. This phrase is not in the New Testament, though it is in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics
(IX.6.2). Cotton could simply be juxtaposing t¢ meog tOv 0edv, which is in Hebrews 5:1
(ed.).

10. Cotton then discusses “the devolving of civil power upon pastors of churches,” which
“gave rise” to the Pope.



power of those who bear rule in the civil state according to God, and
teach others so to do. And that the civil magistrates and officers, in
regard of the inward man, subject themselves spiritually to the power
of Christ in church ordinances, and by their civil power preserve the
same in outward peace and purity; and this will best be attained, when
the pastor may say to the magistrate, as Gregory Nazianzen wrote to
the magistrate of Nazianzum, “I know thou art a sheep of my flock,
a holy sheep of a holy flock,” [and] again, “You rule with Christ, and
administer to Christ; you have the sword from him: let this gift which
you have received from him be kept pure for him.” And [it is attained]
when the civil magistrate in his church-state answers Ambrose [ac-
cording to] his description of a good emperor: “A good magistrate is
within the church, not above it.”

Lastly, [it is attained] when according to Junius his [ Junius’s] descrip-
tion of the power of the Christian magistrate in church matters, he
[the civil magistrate] accounts it his duty to embrace in fellowship
with the whole church (uz verum Christi & Ecclesiae membrum),** the
laws given by God in the church and the means sanctified by him to
nourish the inward man and to protect and defend the same, zamquam
magistratus a deo ordinatus.'> For he says, as he is a Christian, he is
sancta ovis de sancto Christi grege (i.e. “A holy sheep of Christ’s holy
flock”). But as a magistrate he is custos ordinis vindexque publici, that

11. “as the truth of Christ and as a member of the Church” (ed.).
12. “as a magistrate having been appointed by God” (ed.).
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is, “a preserver of public order.”’® Such were (besides the good kings
of Judah) Constantine, Theodosius, etc. in some measure, though very
defective....1*

The end of all civil government & administrations...is the public and
common good, whether natural, as in the preservation of life and safety;
or moral, as justice and honesty in human societies; or civil, as peace, lib-
erty of commerce; or spiritual as fo protect the church in spiritual, though
outward, order and administrations in peace and purity. And this last is
principally to be attended unto, and therefore such as are entrusted
with this care are called the ministers of God, to note the principal end
whereunto they serve, viz., the things wherein God is most directly
and immediately honored, which is in promoting man’s spiritual good,
so far as they are enabled by their civil power.

Stephen Wolfe is a PhD Candidate in political theory at Louisiana State
Uniwversity. His dissertation is on continuity in early American political

thought.

13. Cotton closely follows Junius in Ecc/esiastici, 203. The Gregory of Nazianzen and
Ambrose quotes are found in Junius’s Ecclesiastici, 201-2 (ed.).

14. Cotton provides further distinctions that lead to the “true state of the question,” which
ultimately is whether “free burgesses have the only power of choosing from among them-
selves civil magistrates.” He affirms and proceeds with his argument. The final paragraph
in our excerpt, concerning the ends of civil government, supports (according to Cotton) this
form of government.
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