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The ancient and classical Greeks (ca. 800-300 B.C.) had no
sacred scripture. Rather, in epic poems, dramas, and philosophical 
treatises that encompass all Greek mythology they explored 

emergence of the gods and the meaning of good and evil. M ost of the 
Greek population heard the myths from itinerant poets or experienced 
them in large, outdoor theaters as part of festivals that celebrated the 
gods and the agricultural seasons. From these stories they learned 
that it was unwise to challenge Fate and that worship of the gods and 
loyalty to family and community were necessary for survival.
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In the following scene, Hesiod (ca. 700 B.C.) dramatizes 
one story of the emergence of Zeus as the most powerful 
god in the Greek pantheon:

T h e  bound less sea echoed terribly, ea rth  resounded  
w ith  th e  g re a t  roar, w ide heaven trem b led  and  
g ro an ed , and  h igh  O lym pus w as shaken from  its 
base by th e  o n s la u g h t o f  the  im m orta ls; th e  quakes 
cam e th ick  and  fast and, w ith  th e  d read  d in  o f  the  
endless chase and  m ig h ty  w eapons, reached  dow n 
to  g loom y  T a rta ru s .

T h u s  th ey  h u rled  th e ir  deadly  w eapons ag a in st 
one another. T h e  cries o f  b o th  sides as th ey  
sh o u ted  reached  up to  s ta r ry  heaven, fo r th ey  cam e 
to g e th e r  w ith  a g re a t  clam or. T h e n  Z eus did n o t 
hold back his m ig h t any  longer, b u t now  im m edi­
ately  his h e a r t  w as filled w ith  s tre n g th  and  he 
show ed clearly  all his force. H e  cam e d irec t from  
heaven and O lym pus h u r lin g  p e rp e tu a l l ig h tn in g  
and  th e  bo lts  w ith  flashes and  th u n d e r  flew in 
succession  fro m  h is s to u t  h an d  w ith  a den se  
w h ir l in g  o f  h o ly  flam e. E a r th , th e  g iv e r  o f  life, 
roared , ev ery w h ere  aflame, and on all sides 
th e  v a s t w oods c rack led  lo u d ly  w ith  th e  f ire .1

T hus, in battle  th a t lasts  ten  years Z eus n o t only 
overcom es his ch ild -eating  father, C ronus, a long  w ith  the  
o th e r te rrib le  T itans, he also establishes his r ig h t to  re ign  
in pow er and g lo ry  on M o u n t O lym pus, from  w hich 
he con tro ls th e  skies. C ronus and  his co h o rts  are  chained 
in T a rta ru s , deep in the  earth , w here  they  rum ble  the ir 
p ro te s ts  in earthquakes and  volcanic eruptions.A s descendants o f the Judeo-Christian tradition, we find 

in the  Z eus/C ronus sto ry  a rem inder o f G od casting 
Lucifer and his unfaithful leg ions o u t o f  heaven, 

condem ning  them  to  everlasting  ban ishm ent while allow ing 
them  access to  the  ea rth  and its inhabitants. However, G od, 
as absolute ru ler o f  heaven and the  universe, is infinite, all 
pow erful, and  all know ing , and  th e re in  lies one o f  th e  key 
differences betw een  th e  Judeo -C hristian  G o d  and  Zeus.

Z eus is c rea ted  from  th e  ea rth . H e is n o t all-pow erfu l 
o r  a ll-know ing , th o u g h  acco rd ing  to  th e  G reek s he is 
im m o rta l and  m o re  pow erfu l th a n  th u n d e r  and  lig h tn in g . 
T h e  o th e r  g o d s  fea r h is pow er, w h ich  is g re a te r  th a n  
th e ir own, b u t th ey  use th e ir ow n pow er bo th  to  challenge 
Z eus and  to  m ed d le  in  life on  e a r th .

T h is  is m ade especially  c lear in H o m e r’s Iliad, in 
w hich b a ttle  ou tcom es are  d e te rm in ed  as m uch  by th e



w ill o f  th e  gods as by  th e  skill o f  th e  w a rrio rs  th em ­
selves.'2 Z eus declares his in ten tio n  to  be im p artia l in the  
w a r ag a in s t T roy . H is dau g h te r, A thena , and  his wife, 
H era , m ake no  p re ten se  o f  im partiality . T h e y ’re  m ad at 
T ro y  for a perceived  sligh t, and  w hen  it serves th e ir  p u r­
poses th ey  cause th e  c ity ’s forces to  lose ba ttles.3

F u rth e r , w e see th a t in sp ite  o f  im m o rta lity  and 
pow er to  in te rfere  in th e  lives o f  m en, all gods— includ ing  
Zeus-—are u n d e r th e  ru le  o f  Fate, w hich is n o t personified 
as th e  g o d s are, b u t is w idely recogn ized  as th e  real force 
in  th e  w orld . H era  a t one p o in t rid icu les Zeus, rem in d in g  
h im  th a t even if  he w an ted , he could  n o t save any  m an 
th a t  F a te  w ished  to  destroy.4

Ju s t as Zeus is n o t the  equivalent o f  the  O ld 
T e stam en t G od, n e ither is C ronus the  m oral equivalent o f 
the  Devil. Certainly, the  eating  o f his ow n children in an 
effort to  ensure  his la s tin g  pow er is an abom inable act, but 
C ronus is n o t po rtrayed  as the  incarnation  o f evil, n o r is he 
the  cause o f m an’s fall. In fact, G reek  m y tho logy  contains 
no s to ry  o f  the  Fall, no r is there  a s to ry  o f redem ption. 
M an  em erges from  a subhum an sta te  instead o f falling.

A lth o u g h  e v e n tu a lly  Z eus com es to  be v iew ed as 
th e  e th ic a l go d  and  th e  p ro te c to r  o f  h u m an  com m unity , 
a c c o rd in g  to  th e  e a r lie s t  G re e k  p la y w rig h t, A eschy lus 
(525-426 B.C.), Z eus is th e  g o d  w h o  tr ie s  to  keep  m an  
in  a su b h u m a n  s ta te . In  h is p lay  Prometheus Bound, 
A esch y lu s  a s s e r ts  th a t  P ro m e th e u s , one  o f  th e  T ita n s  
w h o  h as n o t  been  b o u n d  b en ea th  th e  e a r th , takes p ity  
on  m an  in  h is  su b h u m a n  c o n d itio n , and , g o in g  a g a in s t 
d ire c t o rd e rs  o f  Zeus, he  g ives m an  all it  takes to  be 
fu lly  h u m an : fire, k n o w led g e , an d  c o m m u n ity .5

F o r his disobedience P rom etheus is bound  to  a rock 
w ith  a w edge th ro u g h  his chest, and Z eus prom ises him  
th a t for all e te rn ity  an eagle w ill pick at his liver. Suffering 
b u t u n rep en tan t, P rom etheus hurls  his ow n se t o f th rea ts

at Zeus, te lling  him  th a t he know s a secret th a t w ill cause 
his downfall. T h e  end  o f  the  s to ry  is n o t available to  us 
because tw o plays have been lost in the  tr ilo g y  o f  w hich 
Prometheus Unbound is one part. However, the  fact th a t the  
th ird  play is titled  Prometheus Unbound suggests  th a t dif­
ferences betw een the  god and the  T ita n  are settled.

P ro m e th eu s  rem ains in m y th o lo g y  th e  he ro  w ho  
m ade m an  hum an, and  Z eus re ta in s  his pow er and  g lo ry  
for several m o re  cen tu ries  o f  G reek  th o u g h t.

As th e se  s to r ie s  reveal, G re e k  m y th o lo g y  has no  
m oral equivalent to  the G rea t Controversy. Rather, 
the controversies am ong gods w ere m any and ongo­

ing. In the  C hristian view, it is difficult even to  talk  in te rm s 
o f  good and evil w ith o u t ta lk ing  about G od  and Satan  in 
opposition. How then was it possible for the G reeks— having 
gods w ho connived against each other, w ho carried  the ir 
O lym pian s trugg les in to  hum an  life, and w ho could behave 
w orse  than  hum ans because they  never had to  pay w ith  
their lives— to  develop a m ature  sense o f r ig h t and w rong?6

It m ig h t seem  to  us, w hose idea o f  d o in g  r ig h t  is tied 
closely to  sin and salvation , th a t th e  an c ien t and classical 
G reek s w ould  have had no clear concep tions o f  th e  dif­
ference be tw een  good  and  evil. T h is  is w ro n g . G reek  
n o tio n s o f  good  and evil w ere  h igh ly  developed and  en d ­
lessly  ex p lo red  in th e ir  stories. T h e  w o rs t evils include 
b reak in g  th e  sacred  t ru s t  betw een  g u e s t and  host, m u r­
d er— especially  m u rd e r o f  fam ily m em bers— refusal to  
com ply w ith  Fate, and  e x tre m e  behav io r o f  any  kind.
T h e  G reek s believed in m o d era tio n  and  loyalty.

H o m e r’s f irs t epic poem  deals w ith  th e  w a r betw een  
G reek s and  T ro ja n s  and  exp lo res  m any  fo rm s o f  evil and  
re su ltin g  pun ishm en ts. B etrayal o f  th e  co u rte sy  a h o st 
show s his g u e s t beg in s an ag o n iz in g  w a r th a t fo rm s the  
basis o f  th e  Iliad. T h u s , w hen  Paris, son  o f  P riam , k in g  o f



T roy , b e tray s  th e  t r u s t  o f  h is g en ero u s host, M enelaus, 
and  seduces his wife, H elen , th e  G reek s go to  w ar 
ag a in s t T ro y  to  b r in g  H elen  hom e, believ ing  th a t only  
w ar can co rre c t th is  evil. T e n  years and  th o u san d s  o f  
lives later, T ro y  sm o lders  in ru in s  as th e  w ayw ard  H elen  
is re tu rn e d  to  h e r husband . B u t in th e  G reek  ideas o f 
good  and  evil, r ig h t  has been resto red .

T h e  resto ra tio n  o f  r ig h t th ro u g h  w ar is neverthe less 
a process th a t involves m any  evils a long  th e  way. E ven 
before the  G reeks sail off to  war, K ing  A gam em non, 
b ro th e r  o f M enelaus and  leader o f  all th e  G reek  forces, 
finds h im se lf and  his m en becalm ed w eek after lo n g  week. 
W h ile  there, A gam em non  em barks on a course  th a t leads 
to  th e  m u rd e r o f  his child, as E urip ides (480-405 B.C.) 
tells in his tragedy, Iphigeneia at Aulis.1 A gam em non  hears 
th a t W est W in d  dem ands the  sacrifice o f  a child— for 
w hich th e  G reeks w ere  n o t know n— his ow n beloved 
daugh ter, Iphigeneia. T o  th e  G reeks, th is  w as tru ly  h o rri­
fying. Yet A gam em non  does th e  deed— one m ade even 
m ore evil by th e  w ay he lies to  his wife and tricks his 
d a u g h te r  in to  com ing  to  th e  place o f  sacrifice.

A s L ance M o rro w  p o in ts  o u t in his recen t book Evil: 
An Investigation, “m uch  evil arises from  perceived neces­
sity.”8 A gam em non , in g iv in g  in to  th e  “necessity” o f 
sa iling  to  war, com m its an evil th a t w ill com e back to  
d e s tro y  h im  in m ind  and  body. T h e  ch o ru s (a g ro u p  in 
G reek  trag ed ies  th a t re p o r ts  co m m u n ity  reac tion) ch an ts  
its lam en t for th e  c rim e A g am em non  has com m itted . 
“W h e n  th e  K ing  accepted  th is  necessity, he g re w  evil. 
C rossw inds darkened  his m ind , his w ill s topped  a t n o th ­
ing. I t  p leased  h im  to  im ag ine th e  in fa tuation  o f  his ha rd  
h e a r t w as d a r in g  and  decision .”9

A g am em n o n ’s m ind  w as indeed darkened. In  the  
Iliad, H o m er p o rtra y s  h im  as a leader m ore  concerned  
abou t au th o rity  th an  th e  w elfare o f  his m en. In  E u rip id es’ 
Hecuba, w e see th a t evil choices becom e easy to  make. 
H av in g  killed his ow n d a u g h te r  for safe passage  to  Troy, 
A gam em non  callously  allow s th e  sacrifice o f  one o f  the  
few rem ain in g  ch ild ren  o f  th e  k in g  o f  T ro y .10 A eschylus 
finishes th e  s to ry  in his tr ilo g y  o f  plays know n as the  
Oresteia." Indeed, A gam em non  does re tu rn  hom e safely 
as a co n q u e rin g  hero  and sits dow n to  an elaborate  ban­
q u e t p rep a red  by his wife, Q ueen C ly tem nestra . B u t a t its 
close he dies by  h e r aveng ing  hand.

W ith  th is m urder, w e are  g iven an o th e r look a t the  
G reek  concep tion  o f  evil. I f  an en tire  w ar could be fough t 
to  p rese rv e  th e  h o n o r o f  th e  fam ily and  the  G reeks, how  
could a wife escape death  w hen  she m u rd e rs  h e r  husband, 
even if  he m u rd e red  h e r d au g h te r?  I t  tu rn s  o u t th a t she

cannot. H e r ow n ch ildren , O restes  and  E lec tra , tu rn  
aga in st her. T h e y  believe she is n o t aven g in g  a d a u g h te r’s 
death, bu t on ly  sn a tch in g  the  k ingdom  aw ay from  h er 
husband  to  give it to  th e  lover she has taken in his 

absence. In  s tr ik in g  c o n tra s t to  C ly tem n estra  is faithful 
Penelope, in H o m er’s Odyssey. She w aits  tw e n ty  years for 
h e r w an d e rin g  husband  to  re tu rn  from  T ro y .12

A s th e  tra g e d y  o f  A g am em n o n ’s house continues, 
O res te s  kills his m other, k n o w in g  gods pun ish  th o se  w ho  
m u rd e r paren ts . H e is hounded  o u t o f  tow n , chased  by 
av en g in g  F uries. O restes  is even tua lly  forg iven  as th e  
F u rie s  descend  on him  and  tu rn  them selves in to  fo rg iv ­
in g  G races. T h u s, th e  G reek s lea rn ed  th e  su b tle  d is tin c ­
tion  betw een  fam ily  m u rd e rs  co m m itted  for evil reasons 
and  th o se  co m m itted  to  r ig h t  th e  w ro n g s  o f  evil paren ts. 
A s th ese  s to ries  reveal, G reek s developed a soph istica ted  
and  e labo ra te  concep tion  o f  th e  h ie ra rch y  o f  evil. M u rd e r  
is evil, b u t som etim es a necessity ; therefo re , p u n ish m e n t 
m u s t fit th e  seriousness o f  th e  crim e.

G ra d a tio n s  o f  evil a re  a lso  e x p lo re d  in th e  m o s t 
fam ous o f  all G re e k  s to rie s , Oedipus the King, by  
S ophocles (495—405 B .C.).13 H e re  G re e k s  cou ld  v iew  
th e  co n seq u en ces  o f  a k in g ’s re fu sa l to  su b m it to  th e  
fate  th a t  h is son  w ill g ro w  up  to  k ill h im . In s te a d , th e  
k in g  a r ra n g e s  fo r th e  m u rd e r  o f  h is in fa n t son,
O ed ipus. B u t in  t r y in g  to  a r r a n g e  h is ow n  fate, th e  
k in g  a c tu a lly  e n su re s  th a t  O ed ip u s w ill in d eed  k ill h im . 
O ed ipus, in  tu rn , tr ie s  to  c irc u m v e n t th e  p ro p h e c y  th a t  
he  w ill k ill h is fa th e r  and  m a r ry  h is m o th e r, b u t acci­
d e n ta lly  c o m m its  b o th  crim es. E v en  th o u g h  th e  ac tio n s  
a re  n o t  by  h is ow n  w ill, O ed ip u s is co n d e m n e d  to  
sp en d  th e  r e s t  o f  h is life in  ex ile  fro m  h is be loved  city.

W h y  is the  p u n ish m en t so severe? P a rtly  because o f  
the  G reek  response  to  th e  evil o f  pa tric ide  and  incest, and 
p a rtly  as a re su lt o f  th e  effort to  c ircum ven t Fate. M an  
m ay n o t a sse rt his w ill aga in st Fate. A s in th e  case o f  
O restes, O edipus finally achieves forgiveness, even 
redem ption . In th e  less w ell-know n sequel to  th e  story, 
Oedipus at Colonus, O edipus is n o t only  forgiven, he is also 
allow ed a death  a ttended  by gods. In w ha t appears to  be 
an a rg u m e n t th a t too  s tr ic t an application o f  th e  princip le 
o f  accep ting  one’s F a te  m ay itse lf  be evil, Sophocles su g ­
g ests  th a t m an  should  n o t be w holly  blam ed for a tte m p t­
in g  to  p rev en t h im self from  c o m m ittin g  te rrib le  crim es 
and  should  n o t be blam ed for failure to  avoid the  crim e. 
O edipus pow erfully  a rgues his innocence:
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H ow  can m y n a tu re  be evil,
w hen  all I did w as m atch in g  o th e rs ’ actions?
E ven  had  I done  w h a t I did full consciously, 
even so, I w ou ld  n o t have been evil,
B u t th e  t ru th  is, I knew  n o th in g  
w hen  I cam e w h ere  I d id .14

In  th is  play, w r i t te n  m an y  y e a rs  a f te r  Oedipus the 
King an d  n e a r  th e  en d  o f  h is life, S ophocles seem s 
re a d y  to  a s s e r t  th a t  m an  has a r ig h t  to  m ake som e o f  
h is  ow n  cho ices a b o u t Fate.

P lato , one  o f  th e  m o s t fam ous o f  G reek  p h ilo so ­
p h e rs  (429-347 B.C.), b eg in s  h is ex te n s iv e  e x a m ­
in a tio n  o f  G re e k  ideas o f  evil and  finds th em  

w a n tin g . H e c h a llen g es  th e  w r it in g  o f  th e  p o e ts  and  
p la y w rig h ts , a s s e r t in g  th a t  th e ir  ideas a re  n o t  a p p ro p ri­
a te  to  h is p lan s  fo r th e  ideal repub lic , w h ich  are  de ta iled  
a t le n g th  in h is trea tise , Plato’s RepublicP H e sees 
G re e k  s to rie s  as to o  em o tio n a l, an d  even w orse , he 
believes th e y  p o r tr a y  th e  g o d s in  a n eg a tiv e  lig h t.

P la to  w ould  n o t allow  you n g  people o f  his republic to  
read  tales o f  death and destruc tion , n o r w ould he w an t 
them  to  see the  gods ac ting  in conn iv ing  and spiteful 
ways. T h e y  m u st be po rtrayed  as com pletely good and 
w o rth y  o f  em ulation. P la to  goes so far as to  say th a t unbe­
lief in the  gods itse lf  is evil and should  be trea ted  as a capi­
tal crim e.16 R a th er than  a llow ing lite ra tu re  to  exp lo re  the  
m ean ing  o f evil, he w ishes to  stam p o u t evil by keeping 
y o u n g  people innocen t o f w rongdo ing . B ut m ere  avoid­
ance o f  evil is n o t enough. G oodness m u st aggressively  
a sse rt itself, for the  m ere  absence o f  good  is indeed evil.

P la to  believes th a t s to ries  o f  m u rd e r and incest 
m erely  inflam e th e  passions. In his republic, law  will

g u a rd  th e  m ora ls  o f  th e  young: “T h e  force e x e rte d  by 
law  is excellen t, and  one shou ld  alw ays co -opera te  w ith  
it, because a lth o u g h  ‘calcu la tion ’ is a noble th ing , it  is 
gen tle , n o t v io len t, and its  efforts need  assistan ts, so th a t 
th e  gold  in us m ay prevail over th e  o th e r  substances.”17

F u r th e rm o re , th e  in d iv id u a l “m u s t d ig e s t th e  t r u th  
a b o u t th ese  fo rces th a t  p u ll h im , and  ac t on  it in  his 
life; th e  s ta te  m u s t g e t  an  ac c o u n t o f  it  e ith e r  fro m  one  
o f  th e  go d s o r  from  th e  h u m a n  e x p e r t  . . .  an d  in c o rp o ­
ra te  it in  th e  fo rm  o f  a law  to  g o v e rn  b o th  its  in te rn a l  
affa irs and  its  re la tio n s  w ith  o th e r  s ta tes . A  fu r th e r  
re s u lt  w ill be a c le a re r  d is tin c tio n  b e tw een  v ir tu e  and  
vice.”18 W h e re a s  s to ry te l l in g  fails to  m o d e ra te  h u m an  
b eh av io r and  m ay even  in c ite  bad  th in k in g  and  bad  
d o ing , P la to  believes th a t  r ig h te o u s  law s w ill p reva il.

T oday  w e shou ld  be g ra te fu l th a t P la to  d id  n o t suc­
ceed in s ta m p in g  o u t th e  p o e ts  and  p lay w rig h ts , for 
th e ir  w o rk  p rov ides us w ith  o u r fu llest u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f 
G reek  beliefs ab o u t evil. T h e se  beliefs, th o u g h  se t in  th e  
c o n te x t o f  F a te  and  th e  gods, focus on  h u m an  re la tio n ­
sh ips th a t w ere  m ean t to  be resp ec tfu l o f  th e  se lf  and  
o thers . A failu re o f  re sp ec t w as a fa ilu re  o f  goodness. 
F a ilu re  o f  g o o d n ess  defined evil. T h o u g h  th e  G reek s  
lacked th e  Ju d eo -C h ris tian  fram ew o rk  th a t  defines good  
and  evil as d iam etrica lly  opposed  forces, th ro u g h  th e ir  
s to ries  o f  g ods and  h u m an s th e  G reek s  c rea ted  a socie ty  
th a t dem anded  h igh  s ta n d a rd s  o f  behavior.
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