
Lactantius Podcast Notes

Quotes
All Lactantius quotes are from Bowen and Garnsey’s translation (Translated texts for historians 
series)

• Balbus: If we compare ourselves to foreigners, we will find that in other things we are either

equal or inferior, but in religio— that is, the worship of the gods (cultu deorum)— we are 
much superior. Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods, 2.8

• ‘If they have any confidence in philosophy or rhetoric, why don’t they equip themselves to 

rebut these words of ours if they can, meeting us face to face and arguing every detail?’ 
Lact. Inst. 5.19.8 

• ‘There is no need for violence and brutality: worship is something that cannot be forced: it is

something that must be achieved by talk rather than blows, so that there is free will in it. 
They must unsheathe the sharpness of their wits: if the reasoning is sound, let them argue it! 
We are ready to listen if they would tell; if they keep silent, we simply cannot believe them, 
just as we do not yield when they use violence. … If they have any confidence in their truth,
let them teach it to us’ Lact. Inst. 5.19.11, 14. 

• Violence pollutes worship: “truth cannot be partnered with violence, nor justice with 

cruelty”. Lact. Inst. 5.19.17
• ‘Religion must be defended not by killing but by dying, not by violence but by endurance, 

not by sin but by faith: … in religion the practice must be good, not bad. If you want to 
defend religion by bloodshed, torture and evil, … it will not be defended, it will be polluted 
and outraged’. Lact. Inst. 5.19.22-23

• “God who created human beings and gave them all the breath of life wanted all to be on a 

level, that is, to be equal. … No one is a slave with him, and no one is a master, for if ‘he is 
the same father to everyone’ (Lucretius), so are we all his children with equal rights.” Lact. 
Inst. 5.14.16-17

• ‘Married couples should adjust themselves to a joint morality and accept the union in a spirit

of equality; we must imagine ourselves in the other.’ Lact. Inst. 6.23.32 

Does Lactantius regard all people to be temples of God?
In Inst. 5.19.26-28 he contrasts Christian worship, which takes place in the mind and heart, with 
pagan worship, which is an external act in temples and which requires no mental involvement or 
moral purity from the worshipper. This passage is representative of how Lactantius views the 
differences between pagan and Christian worship.

In Inst 1.20, Lactantius argues with Cicero about whether the virtues ought to be considered divine. 
He says ‘if they are to have a cult, it must happen inside the person’ (1.20.19). In para 22 he asks 
what the point of building temples is (on land that humans need, no less), and concludes ‘a temple 
of greater strength and pureness is the human heart; so give that temple what it needs; fill that 
temple with true divinity’ (Inst 1.20.23). ‘They worship with incense and fingertips what they ought
to worship with their inmost hearts, and the whole mistake arises from their ignorance of the chief 
and supreme good’ (which for L is monotheistic worship of the true God, which leads to eternal 
life) (Inst. 1.20.26). In this chapter we see several characteristic Lactantian arguments – that the 



pagans worship the wrong gods, and consequently their worship is unable to inculcate virtue. In his 
thinking, the heart is the appropriate temple=location of worship, and this is true for all people, but 
pagans neglect that altar and worship in physical temples instead. If a pagan tried to worship the 
traditional gods through thought, devotion, or the other means that Lactantius praises as appropriate 
acts of worship, he would also reject that worship as inadequate because it is not directed to the 
right deity. 

Later on, Lactantius urges his readers to adopt justice, for which the precondition is the worship of 
the true God. He describes this God as ‘the God who curses wickedness and demands goodness, 
whose temple is not stone and mud but man himself who bears the form of God, and that temple is 
not furnished with the evanescent gifts of gold and jewellery but with the eternal endowment of the 
virtues’ (Inst. 5.8.4). The context discusses how all people used to worship the true God during a 
primeval golden age, but this has been lost. This passage also implies either that all people are 
temples of God, or that they have the potential to become so if they want. Following the metaphor, 
pagans would be disused or abandoned temples of God. Another helpful passage which summarises
Lactantius’ conception of worship is Inst. 6.24.26-31, which includes the key ideas that the true 
temple is the human heart, that the worship offered there is mental (willing devotion) and ethical 
(moral purity), and that material sacrifices are of no value to God because what he wants is the 
worshipper’s life. The paragraph concludes with a characteristic (though often overlooked) 
statement that if anyone wants to know more about this topic they should look at the ‘fountainhead 
from which this stream has flowed to us’ (6.24.31) – clearly indicating he saw his work as a pre-
apologetic and that he sought to direct his readers to the Bible and the church!

There are some precedents of this idea in pagan thought: Cicero writes that the philosopher will see 
something divine, simulacrum aliquod dicatum, inside himself, which will lead to worthy behaviour
(Cic. Leg. 1.59). The Hermetists affirm that humans were made in God’s image, like ensouled, 
conscious statues of the gods, and they tried to map this onto the individual limbs of the human 
body. Porphyry describes the wise man’s mind as an image of the divine νοῦς (Marc. 11). In each 
case Lactantius’ use of the image is more developed and more democratic; he applies it to all rather 
than just to elite philosophers. And the idea of violence against Christians being a form of sacrilege 
is original to him as well. Moving the locus of worship from the temple to the mind also 
individualised religion, and made the individual’s conscience and belief or acceptance of doctrines 
far more central than it was in Roman conceptions of religion, which emphasised the collective and 
ritualistic aspects of religion. 


