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Epictetus on God: Extracts 
 
1. Handbook 31.1 
 
As regards piety towards the gods, you should know that the most important point 
is to hold the correct opinions about them, regarding them as beings who exist and 
govern the universe well and justly, and to have made up your mind to obey them 
and submit to everything that comes about, and to fall in with it of your own free 
will, as something that has been brought to pass by the highest intelligence. For if 
you follow that course, you will never find fault with the gods or accuse them of 
having neglected you. 
 
2. Discourse 2.8.1–6 
 
[1] God brings benefit; but the good also brings benefit. It would seem, therefore, 
that where the true nature of God is to be found, there too will be that of the good. 
[2] Then what is the nature of God? Flesh? Not at all. Land? No way. Fame? Come 
on! He is intelligence [nous], knowledge [epistēmē], right reason [logos orthos]. [3] So 
it is there alone that one should seek the true nature of the good. For so you 
perhaps want to look for it in a plant? No. Or in an irrational being? No. If you are 
seeking it in that which is rational, why do you continue to look for it anywhere 
else than in what distinguishes the rational from the irrational? [4] Plants do not 
even have the capacity to make use of impressions, and for that reason you do not 
speak of the good in relation to them. It [i.e. attributing goodness] requires the 
capacity, then, to make use of impressions. [5] That alone? For if that is all that is 
required, one might say that other animals are capable of the good, and of 
happiness [eudaimonia] and unhappiness [kakodaimonia]. [6] But you do not claim 
any such thing, and rightly so. For even if they are entirely capable of dealing with 
impressions, they have no understanding of the use that they make of them. 
 
3. Discourse 2.8.10–4 
 
[10] ‘What, is it not the case that these creatures [i.e. animals] too are works of 
God?’ Indeed, they are, but they are not of primary value [proēgoumena ≈ principal, 
leading], nor are they portions of god [merē theōn]. [11] But you for your part are of 
primary value; you are a fragment of God. Why are you ignorant, then, of your 
high birth? Why is it that you do not know where you came from? [12] Do you not 
want to keep in mind, when you eat, who it is that is doing the eating, and whom it 
is whom you are feeding? And when you have sex, who it is that is doing so? In 
your social relationships, in your physical exercises, in your conversations, are you 
not aware that that it is a god whom you are feeding, a god whom you are 
exercising? You carry God around with you, poor wretch [talas], and yet have no 
knowledge of it. [13] Do you suppose that I mean some external god of gold and 
silver? It is within you that you carry him, and you fail to realise that your defiling 
him through your impure thoughts and filthy actions. [14] Yet in front of a divine 
image, you would not dare to do any of the things that you do; but when God 
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himself is present within you, and he sees and hears everything, are you not 
ashamed to think and act as you do—you who are ignorant  of your own nature and 
are an object of divine anger? 
 
4. Discourse 3.24.1–3 
 
[1] Do not let that which is contrary to nature in another be an evil [kakon] for you, 
for you were born to share not in the humiliations and misfortunes of others, but in 
their good fortune [suneutuchein]. [2] If anyone suffers misfortune, remember that 
he suffers it through his own fault, since God created all human beings to enjoy 
happiness [eudaimonein], to enjoy peace of mind [eustatein]. [3] He has provided 
them with the resources to achieve this, giving each person some things as his own, 
and others not as his own. Those that are open to hindrance, removal, or 
compulsion are not our own, while all that is immune to hindrance is our own; and 
the nature of the good and the bad he has granted to us among the things that are 
our own, as was fitting for one who watches over us and protects us like a true 
father. 
 
5. Discourse 3.24.94–102 (with omissions) 
 
[94] ‘So I will no longer exist, then?’ 

You will not exist, no, but something else will, of which the world then has need. 
For indeed, you came into being not when you wanted it, but when the world had 
need of you. [95] And so a virtuous and good person, keeping in mind who he is, 
and where he has come from, and by whom he was created, concentrates on one 
thing alone: how he may fill his post in a disciplined manner, remaining obedient to 
God: [96] ‘Is it your will that I should continue to live? I will live as a free person, 
someone of noble spirit, as was your desire, for you created me to be free from 
hindrance in all that is my own. [97] But now you no longer have need of me? Just 
as you will. Up until now, it was because of you that I have remained here, not for 
anyone else, and now I obey you and depart.’ [98] — ‘How do you depart?’ — 
‘Again in accordance with your wish, as a free person, as your servant, as one who 
takes note of your commands and prohibitions. [99] […] Whatever post and rank 
you assign to me, as Socrates says, I will die a thousand times rather than abandon 
it [see Apology 28e]. [100] And where do you want me to be? At Rome, at Athens, at 
Thebes, or at Gyara? I ask only one thing of you, that you remember me there. 
[101] If you send me to a place where it is impossible for anyone to live according 
to nature, I will depart from this life, not out of disobedience to you, but because 
you will have sounded the signal for me to withdraw. I am not abandoning you. 
Heaven forbid! But I realise that you no longer have need of me. [102] And yet if it 
is granted to me to live in accordance with nature, I seek no other place than that in 
which I am, nor any other company than that of the people with whom I am living.’ 
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6. Discourse 3.5.7–10 (with omissions) 
 
[7] For my part, I would wish that death may overtake me when I am attending to 
nothing other than my power of choice, to ensure that it may be unperturbed, 
unhindered, unconstrained, and free. [8] That is what I would like to be engaged in 
when death finds me, so that I may be able to say to God, ‘Have I violated your 
orders in any way? Have I used the resources that you gave me for anything other 
than the purpose for which they were given? Have I misused my senses or my 
preconceptions [prolēpseis]? Have I ever found fault with you in any regard? Have I 
ever made any complaint against your government? [9] I fell ill when you wished 
it; so did others too, but I did so willingly [hekōn]. I suffered poverty because you 
wished it, but I rejoiced in it. I did not hold public office since that was not your 
wish, and I never desired it. […] [10] It is now your wish that I should leave the 
festival, and I take my leave, full of gratitude that you should have judged me 
worthy of taking part in this festival with you, and of viewing your works and 
understanding your governing order.’ 
 
7. Handbook 17 
 
Remember that you are an actor in a play [dramatos], which will be as the author 
chooses, short of he wants it to be short, and long if he wants it to be long. If he 
wants you to play the part of a beggar, act even that part with all your skill; and 
likewise if you are playing a cripple, an official, or a private citizen. For that is your 
business, to act the role [prosōpon ≈ persona] that is assigned to you as well as you 
can; but it someone else’s part to select that role. 
 
8. Discourse 1.14.1–14 (with omissions) 
 
[1] Someone asked him how one might be convinced that everything one does is 
carried out under the eye of God. Do you not think, he replied, that all things are 
bound together in a unity? ‘Indeed I do’, the man said. [2] Well then, do you not 
think that things here on earth are subject to the influence of those in the heavens? 
‘I do’, he said. [3] For how else could it come about with such regularity, as though 
at God’s express command, that when he tells the plants to flower, they flower, 
when he tells them to bud, they bud, and to bear their fruit, they bear it, and to 
bring it to ripeness, they bring it to ripeness, and when again he tells them to strip 
themselves and shed their leaves, and drawn in on themselves, remain inactive, and 
take their rest, they remain so and take their rest? […] [5] Now, if plants and our 
bodies are so intimately bound up with the whole and subject to its influence, will 
not the same the true of our souls in much higher degree? [6] But if our souls are so 
closely bound and united to God in this way as portions and fragments [apospasmata 
≈ torn off shreds] of himself, surely God will be aware of their every movement, as 
being a movement of his own [oikeios] that is grounded in his own nature [symphuēs 
≈ consistent with nature]? 

[7] Consider, now, you are able to reflect on the divine governing order and 
every operation of the divine, as well as upon human affairs; and you have the 
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capacity to be moved by countless things at once, both in your senses and your 
intelligence, and in such a way as to give your assent to some, and to reject others, 
or to suspend judgement; [8] and to preserve in your mind so many impressions 
from so many diverse objects, in such a way that when moved by them, your mind 
comes to conceive ideas that correspond to the impressions that were originally 
made on it, and so from these countless objects, you derive and preserve the arts, 
one after the other, and also memories. 

[9] If you are capable of all that, can it be that God is not capable of overseeing 
all things, and of being present throughout, and having some communication with 
all that is? [10] When the sun is able to illuminate so large a part of the universe, 
leaving unlit only that very small part by the shadow of the earth, can it really be 
the case that he who created the sun—which is only a small part of him by 
comparison with the whole—and directs it on its way, could lack the power to 
perceive all that exists? 

[11] ‘But for my part’, someone says, ‘I am not capable of following all these 
things at one time [i.e. the divine order and one’s own mental operations].’ 

Why, did anyone ever tell you that you have powers to rival those of Zeus 
[Dios]? [12] But all the same, he has assigned to each of us, as an overseer, his own 
personal guardian spirit [daimōn—Socrates often expresses a similar thought, e.g., 
Apology 31c–d]1, and has entrusted each of us to its protection, as a guardian that 
never sleeps and is never open to deception. [13] To what other guardian could he 
have entrusted us that would have been better and more vigilant than this? And so, 
when you close your doors and create darkness within, remember never to say that 
you are on your own, [14] for in fact you are not alone, because God is within you, 
and your guardian spirit too. And what do they have of light to see what you are 
doing? 

 
1 Note that ‘daimon’ appears in ‘eudaimon’ and ‘eudaimonia’, which thus means ‘well-spirited’ 

and ‘well-spiritedness’, respectively. This is more adequate than the common ‘happiness’: a 
‘eudaimon’ life is one that is well looked after by the immanent spirit. 


