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 Do you want to be good?  However much a simple 

and straightforward question this may seem at first glance, 

really think about it.  Do you truly want to be good?  Do 

you want to possess that eternal and immutable attribute 

of “goodness” that philosophers have been in search of 

for millennia?  If so: good.  The subsequent question that 

follows is then: how?  How can one become good?  This 

is a good question.  While Plato spent a great deal of time 

trying to define the Good, he did not neglect to inform 

his students of how to become good.  He does this in his 

dialogue of the Symposium.1

 Now, some of you may be thinking to yourself, 

“who cares what a dead Athenian has to say about how to 

become good?  I only care about what Jesus has to say!”  If 

you find yourself thinking this, or something similar to it, I 

ask that you refrain from tossing this journal in the nearest 

recyclable paper receptacle2 and hear me out, for the 

following is a challenge aimed mostly at you. 

 The dialogue depicts the events of a 

‘symposium’—a formal drinking party, usually held after 

a banquet in antiquity and consisting of “intellectual” 

conversation, though how intellectual these conversations 

actually were indubitably depended on the drunkenness of 

the conversers.  The agreed upon topic of discussion for 

this particular party is Love. The gathered men, including 

Plato’s spokesman Socrates, agree to take turns giving 

speeches in honor of Love while they drink. This first man 

up is Phaedrus.

 Phaedrus opens up the conversation by asserting 

that “Love is the most ancient of the gods, the most 

honored, and the most powerful in helping men gain

virtue and blessedness, whether they are alive or have 

passed away”.3   According to Phaedrus, Love, the one god 

of Love, helps men “gain virtue and blessedness” by giving 

them a sense of shame and pride that guides how they act, 

for lovers driven by Love will “hold back from all that is 

shameful and seek honor in each other’s eyes.”4 Pausanias, 

the next to give his speech builds upon Phaedrus’ argument 

by explaining that Love is actually two gods, one who gives 

the common “feeling” of love for another’s body, Phaedrus’ 

Love, and the other who gives a love for another’s mind.  

After Pausanias, Eryximachus asserts that Love “occurs 

everywhere in the universe...[and] directs everything that 

occurs, not only in the human domain, but also in that of 

the gods.”5   Aristophanes, through his comically relieving 

myth, then adds that Love does not just occur in the 

physical world, but also guides the spiritual, as Love draws 

souls together.  Agathon then moves the understanding of 

Love away from that which creates love for all people, both 

body and soul, to that which gives love of character and 

virtue.

 The reader then arrives at the speech of Socrates.  

As stated earlier, Socrates can be understood to be Plato’s 

spokesman, so what Socrates “says” throughout this 

particular dialogue and many others, is considered Platonic 

thought.6   Here, the conversation ceases to be about the 

god Love and is simply about the form of love.7   Socrates 

begins his speech with three presuppositions: (1) Love 

is of something rather than nothing (i.e. love always has 

an object).8 (2) This object is something that is not yet 

possessed.9 (3) The objects of love are always beautiful. 10 

Following this line of logic, Socrates then makes the claim 
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that “love is wanting to possess the good forever.”11 Here, 

Plato suggests that one can thus become good through love.  

However, this love must have the right object (the Good 

[capital “G”]) and be done rightly.  This then creates two 

questions: first, what is the Good? and second, how does 

one love rightly?—rightly being the way that allows one to 

become good.

I suggest that these ideas of Plato are not far off at all 

from the ideas found in Christian thought. God alone, 

the one and only God, is perfectly good, true, and 

beautiful in and of Himself.  

 The first question shall be answered as briefly as 

possible, but the answer should not be thought of by any 

means as simple, for Plato spent his entire life in search of 

it.  The result of this lifework is recorded in his Republic, 

particularly where he states that “the form of the good 

is the most important thing to learn about”12; it is the 

ultimate end in one’s life.  Why? because the Good is that 

which sustains the intelligible world.  Only by the Good 

can Man come to know anything true at all.13 But the 

Good does not just give Man the ability to know truth, 

but the objects of knowledge themselves “not only...owe 

their being known to the good, but their being is also due 

to it, although the good is not being, but superior to it in 

rank and power.”14  Thus, the Good is also the transcendent 

creator of all knowable things and all good things are made 

in its image.

 How then does one love rightly?  Plato tells us 

that this love is a process—one that can take a lifetime.  It 

requires devotion to a number of different beautiful things.  

The love of these beautiful things builds as one ascends 

 itself (the Beautiful [capital “B]).  As Socrates tells his 

listeners:

One goes always upwards for the sake of this Beauty, 

starting out from beautiful things and using them like 

rising stairs: from one body to two and from two to all 

beautiful bodies, then from beautiful bodies to beautiful 

customs, and from customs to learning beautiful things, 

and from these he arrives in the end at this lesson, which 

is learning of this very Beauty, so that in the end he 

comes to know just what it is to be beautiful.15

It is at this point that the reader understands the purpose of 

the previous speeches.  One ascends to Beauty just as the 

reader has ascended the speeches, each one building upon 

the previous to bring the reader to the end of knowing 

what love is.  But what does Beauty have to do with 

Goodness?

 The platonically inclined cannot help but see the 

parallel construct between the above ascension to Beauty, 

and the allegory of the cave presented in the Republic, the 

ascension to Goodness.  Coincidence?  Hardly.  The focus 

of Plato’s Republic may be the Good and the Symposium, 

the Beautiful, but Plato asserts that the Good and the 

Beautiful is the ultimate end of life.  Are there then two 

ends to which every man strives?  No, for “all good things 

are beautiful.”16  Thus, one can come to know Beauty in the 

same manner that one comes to know the Good because 

that which is beautiful in and of itself and that which is 

good in and of itself are one.  

 Every good and beautiful thing that Man 

experiences in (t)his world emulates, to varying degrees, 

this eternal and immutable thing that is entirely good 

and entirely beautiful.  The particular things are good 

and beautiful because It is good and beautiful.  One can 

then come to be good, to possess goodness, by climbing 

the “love-ladder” of Plato’s Symposium, growing in love 

of beautiful things with each step until one loves the 

Beautiful, the Good (and the True [capital “T”])17  itself.



18

 But this is not how it really works, right?  As 

Christ-followers, we do not love because we want to unite 

and become one with that which we love.18  We do not 

progress in our development of loving, from loving one 

thing (perhaps ourselves) to loving two things (ourselves 

and Another), to loving all things (our neighbors), and so 

on.  And we certainly do not climb some figurative ladder 

to know the only true God, who alone is good19, and thus 

live some good, eternal life.20 Or do we?

 I suggest that these ideas of Plato are not far off at 

all from the ideas found in Christian thought. God alone, 

the one and only God, is perfectly good, true, and beautiful 

in and of Himself.  It is by Him that all good, true, and 

beautiful things came to be.  These particular things are 

good, true, and beautiful only because He is good, true, 

and beautiful.  The Christ follower is called to know God, 

to experience Him in the most intimate of ways.  This is 

the ultimate end of our lives.  And how do we go about 

reaching it?  We continually grow to love and know Him 

more and more, and in doing so become more and more 

like Him in goodness, truth, and beauty.  We call this 

sanctification.  And there will be a day when all that holds 

us back from experiencing our God in and of Himself 

fades away and we stand in His very presence.  This we call 

glorification.

 What concern then should the Christ-follower pay 

toward what Plato, the dead Athenian, has to say?  With 

the Protestant Reformation cry of sola scriptura, many have 

and will continue to exclaim “absolutely none!”21  But 

what if Plato knew God?  This is not necessarily to say that 

he was a Christ-follower, saved by grace through faith22, 

but is it possible that he can make true statements about 

God even if he is not?  Is Plato’s idea that we can become 

good by coming to know the Good itself consistent with 

Christianity’s idea of how we can become good?  Though I 

may suggest so, I merely give food for thought.  The rest is 

up to you.  May you feast away in contemplation.

 The Symposium may be a challenging read to those unacquainted with 1.    
Platonic dialogue, so it may not be the best starting point to begin study of 
Plato (I suggest the Meno).  However, if you have not already done so, you 
should read it.  If you have, you should read it again.

  ...at least for the sake of reading the other articles.2.    

 Plato Symposium, Edited by John M. Cooper (Hackett Publishing Company, 3.    
1997), 180b.

  Ibid., 179a.4.    

  Ibid., 186b. 5.    

See Ronal H. Nash, Life’s Ultimate Questions: An Introduction to Philoso-6.    
phy (Zondervan, 1999), 60 for further information on the matter.

  Though, it can be argued that the discussion was never about the god Love 7.    
to begin with; that the speech-givers, like many ancient Greeks, just used 
“a god” to convey the idea of something eternal and immutable.  Plato calls 
such things “forms” (See Nash p. 63-69).

 Plato, Symposium, l. 200a.  Interestingly, this line is the exact center of the 8.    
dialogue.

  Addressing the counterargument that one can love something that he 9.    
already possesses, Socrates asserts that such a love is still in need of “the 
preservation of what he now has in time to come so that he will have it 
then” (200e).  Preservation becomes the object.

  Ibid., l. 197b.10.    

  Ibid., l. 206a.  Socrates is actually retelling a speech that he once heard 11.    
from Diotima of Mantinea.  The dialogue carries this intriguing speech-
within-a-speech theme throughout.  The whole narration of the symposium 
is in fact being told by Appollodorus, who heard the story from Aristode-
mus, as written by Plato.

  Plato Republic, Edited by John M. Cooper (Hackett Publishing Company, 12.    
1997) l. 505a.

  Ronald H. Nash, Life’s Ultimate Questions: An Introduction to Philoso-13.    
phy, p. 85.

  Plato Republic, l. 509b.14.    

  Plato Symposium, l. 211c.15.    

  Ibid., l. 206a.  This equivocation between the Good and the Beautiful is 16.    
a crucial piece to Plato’s argument, and would take much further study to 
fully unpack. Let it suffice, for now, that the Good and the Beautiful being 
one be granted.

  Integrating Plato’s ideas on the True into this discussion would also take 17.    
immensely more space than I have been allotted.  In short, I argue that 
Plato held the True to be the single ultimate end of life, just as the Good 
and the Beautiful is the single end of life. 

  Cf. John 17:20-2318.    

  Mark 10:1819.    

  Cf. John 17:320.    

  Using the idea of sola scriptura to abandon all other sources of truth, 21.    
sources that may even be congruent with the truth of Scripture, is a gross 
misinterpretation of the phrase.

  I will leave that up to St. Justin Martyr (The First Apology, 46).22.    
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