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Paul and the Epicureans 

On his second missionary journey, the 

Apostle Paul travelled through Asia Minor, 

sailed across the northern Aegean to Europe, 

passed through Macedonia and turned south 

to Athens. The development of Greek 

philosophy, beginning with Thales and the 

Miletians, likely followed a similar route, 

circumnavigating the Aegean. But whereas 

philosophy found congenial soil and 
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blossomed in Athens, Paul’s message fell on 

stony ground. Mounting the Areopagus, Paul 

laid before the Epicurean and Stoic 

philosophers the Christian doctrine of the 

resurrection and was met with derision.1 

Outside of the Judeo-Christian faith, no 

religion claimed anything like a bodily 

resurrection.2 Among the most aggressive 

critics of an afterlife were the Epicureans.  

Paul had good reason to expect the opposite 

reaction from Greece. Greek philosophy had 

developed far beyond the materialistic 

assumptions of the PreSocratics to a belief in 

God and the transcendent. Whereas Thales, 

Anaximenes, Xenophanes, and Heraclitus 

posited water, air, earth, and fire respectively 

as the primeval substance, Pythagoras went 

further positing numbers as an immaterial 

basis of reality.3 Anaxagoras went further yet, 

positing νους (“mind”) as the best explanation 

of the logos of the cosmos. Plato added 

transcendence and a belief in God, and 

Aristotle saw the cosmos as derived from the 

logos of God’s active mind.   

Belief in Aristotle’s God “who made 

the world and everything in it” (Acts 17:24) 

persisted in the Athens of Paul’s day. An altar 

with the inscription “to the unknown god” 

still adorned the agora when Paul passed 

through. Paul appealed to several Hellenist 

poets to rekindle his hearers’ interest in this 

God. Euripides had asked, “What temple by 

the skillful builder rear’d, can in the circuit of 

its walls contain the person of God?”4 

Likewise, Cicero considered a certain image 

of Ceres in Sicily “a work of such beauty” 

that it must have fallen from heaven and 

could not have been “wrought by human 

hand.”5 Standing under the immense shadow 

of Athena’s Parthenon Paul proclaimed, 

“God . . . does not live in temples made by 

man, nor is he served by human hands” (Acts 

17:24). He then quoted the Cretan 

Epimenides. “For in thee we live and move 

and have our being.”6 And again, he quoted 

the Cilician Aratus, “For we are also his 

offspring.”7   

Paul could reasonably expect the 

Greeks to advance a step beyond their 

philosophers and poets. Was it too difficult to 

believe a transcendent, rational, creator God, 

could resurrect the dead? But Greek 

philosophy had ceased its advance. The 

Epicureans had dismantled the complex 

world models of Plato and Aristotle and 

returned to a narrow materialism. This 

materialism reduced even the gods to 

compositions of atoms and denied the 

afterlife.8 Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura 

climaxes in the third book with the 

triumphant claim: “Therefore death nothing is 

to us, nothing that matters at all, since mind 

we know is mortal.”9  

 

 
The Apostle Paul 
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This paper describes the materialistic 

philosophy of Epicurus that provokes his 

avantgarde attitudes toward life and death.10 

It explores the same attitudes as they appear 

in Epicurus’s greatest disciple, the Latin poet 

Lucretius. Finally, it demonstrates that an 

Epicurean philosophy of death has been 
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resurrected in modern thought. Just as Paul’s 

Athenian antagonists abandoned belief in 

God and embraced the consequences of 

materialism, so western philosophy has 

discarded the grand tradition of Judeo-

Christian philosophy and returned to an 

impoverished materialism.   

Principle Sources                                     

Epicureanism owes its name to its founder 

and chief philosopher, Epicurus (341-270 

B.C.), who hailed originally from the Greek 

island colony of Samos, and later established 

a school in Athens.11 Epicurus is said to have 

authored some 300 books, none of which 

have survived beyond a collection of 

fragments.12 Supplementing these fragments 

is a short collection of “Principal Doctrines” 

and three lengthy letters, Letter to Herodotus, 

Letter to Pythocles,13 and Letter to 

Menoeceus.14     

 Within two centuries of Epicurus’s 

death, his philosophy achieved enormous 

popularity in the Roman world. The Stoic 

Cicero wryly observed that “[Epicurean] 

influence has spread not only over Greece 

and Italy, but throughout all barbarian lands 

as well.”15 Epicurus’s chief Latin disciple 

was the poet Titus Lucretius Carus, whose De 

Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things) 

consists of 7,400 lines of hexameter verse. A 

literary masterpiece, Lucretius’s poem is an 

aesthetic defense of Epicurean materialism 

aimed at liberating men from fear of the gods 

and of death. Diogenes Laërtius’s Lives and 

Opinions of Eminent Philosophers provides 

background information to Epicureanism. 

Diogenes wrote probably in the third century 

AD. His final chapter concerns Epicurus.16 It 

is Diogenes also, that preserves the three 

extant letters and fragments of Epicurus. 

Epicurean Materialism and Death  

Diogenes tells us Epicurus was a 

grammar teacher, but upon discovering the 

writings of Democritus, Epicurus’s mind was 

enflamed by philosophy.17 Democritus 

introduced the term ατομος (“atom”) to 

philosophy, a word that literally means 

“uncuttable” or “indivisible.” Six “principal 

doctrines” as summarized by Diogenes, flow 

from Democritus’s atomism, and undergird 

Epicurus’s philosophy of death.18 (1) The 

universe consists exclusively of atoms and 

the vacuum (“void”); all else is merely 

opinion. (2) There are infinite worlds, created 

and perishable, but composed of imperishable 

atoms (since nothing can be created from 

nothing). (3) Atoms are infinite in number. 

(4) Combinations of atoms account for fire, 

water, air, earth, and all things. (5) All that 

happens, happens of necessity. (6) Man’s 

chief good is cheerfulness—not to be 

understood hedonistically—but understood as 

ευθυμια or “calmness.” Epicurus departed 

from Democritus in two important respects. 

First, he argued that atoms have weight; 

consequently, they fall through the infinite 

void of space. Second, while falling, atoms 

“swerve” creating in human minds the 

sensation of thought, emotion, and value.19 

Thus, Epicureans broke with Democritus’s 

mechanical determinism creating a limited 

domain for free will.20  

Aside from these modifications, 

Epicurus largely borrowed the atomism of 

Democritus. In his Letter to Herodotus, 

Epicurus claims “nothing is created out of 

that which does not  

exist.”21 Consequently, the universe remains 

permanently unchanged respecting its basic 

components, which neither come to be, nor 

cease to exist. These components are “bodies 

and space.”21 Without space, movement 

would be impossible.22 Bodies are 

“indivisible… completely solid in nature, and 

can by no means be dissolved in any part.”23 

Space, “the void” or the universe, “has no 

limit; and as it has no limit, it must be 

boundless and not bounded.”24 Further, there 

are an infinite number of worlds both similar 

and dissimilar to this world since the total 

number of atoms cannot be exhausted.25  
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Epicurus accounts for sensation by the 

movement of atoms. Objects external to our 

minds could not form an impression by 

means of the empty air between us. Rather, 

objects send off “models” constituted of 

atoms that make an impression on our senses. 

Likewise, the transmission of sounds and 

smells is accomplished by the rapid 

movement of “particles” between bodies. 

 Unlike the modern materialist, 

Epicurus maintained a belief in the soul. But 

the soul does not survive death, because it too 

is composed of atoms. “The soul is a body of 

fine particles. enjoyment of fish and other 

luxuries of the wealthy table, which produce 

a pleasant life.”26 Epicurus suggests that 

Menoeceus find satisfaction simply in bread 

and water.27  For Epicurus, as also for the 

later Pyrrhonists, the goal of ethics was 

αταραχια(“imperturbability” or “mental 

tranquility”) produced by eliminating needles 

desires, distractions, and material 

temptations.28 The “blessed life” results from 

“the soul’s freedom from disturbance.”29 

However, the greatest obstacle to αταραχια is 

an unwarranted fear of death; consequently, 

the ethical life entails an adjustment of 

traditional attitudes toward death. Epicurus 

claims, “The many . . . shun death as the 

greatest of evils.” The “wise man” however, 

“neither seeks to escape life nor fears the 

cessation of life.”30 But how is this possible?   

Epicurus does not view death itself as 

an evil as in the traditional Judeo-Christian 

view. Good and evil are known only through 

sensation. And, says Epicurus, “death is 

deprivation of sensation.”31 Consequently, 

since a corpse does not experience either 

physical or emotional pain, it cannot be 

thought to experience evil. There is no room 

in a strict Epicurean materialism for an 

immaterial self that can be touched by evil 

beyond the grave. Consequently, when pain 

afflicts the “soul,” it merely afflicts the 

thinner atoms that compose it while the body 

is alive. Epicurus concludes, “So death, the 

most terrifying of ills, is nothing to us, since 

so long as we exist death is not with us; but 

when death comes, then we do not exist. It 

does not then concern either the living or the 

dead, since for the former it is not, and the 

latter are no more.”32  

Once the individual has removed the 

fear of death, he is free to seek a life of 

leisure. Epicurus claims, “A right 

understanding that death is nothing to us 

makes the mortality of life enjoyable.”33 Too 

many people, he claims, waste their lives, 

hoping for another life beyond the one they 

have been given. “We are born once and 

cannot be born twice, but for all time must be 

no more. But you, who are not master of to-

morrow, postpone your happiness: life is 

wasted in procrastination and each of us dies 

without allowing himself leisure.”34  

If Diogenes can be trusted, he claims 

Epicurus died living consistently with his 

philosophy.35 Approaching the day of his 

death, Epicurus wrote to Idomeneus 

expressing his tranquility. “On this blissful 

day, which is also the last of my life, I write 

this to you.  My continual sufferings . . . are 

so great that nothing could augment them; but 

over against them all I set gladness of mind at 

the remembrance of our past 

conversations.”36 Diogenes also cites 

Hermippus who relates the moment of 

Epicurus’ death. “He entered a bronze bath of 

lukewarm water and asked for unmixed wine, 

which he swallowed, and then, having bidden 

his friends remember his doctrines, breathed 

his last.”41    
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Lucretius’s Philosophy of Life and Death  

Virtually nothing is known of Titus 

Lucretius Carus, Epicurus’s chief defender.  

In fact, his name would have perished in 

oblivion long ago, had his poem not been 

rediscovered in 1417 by the Renaissance-era 

book hunter and papal secretary, Poggio 

Bracciolini. Poggio was employed by some 

seven popes, and during the two-year papal 

vacancy following the Council of Constance, 

he enjoyed a leisurely book-sleuthing journey 

through Germany. Apparently, a year before 

discovering the manuscript, he began 

practicing an Epicurean lifestyle and learned 

the name Lucretius from Cicero. Sometime 

after, Poggio discovered, in an old monastery, 

the only known manuscript of De Rerum 

Natura to have survived from antiquity. 

Poggio does not name the monastery, but 

scholars believe it to have been the 

Benedictine Abbey in Fulda, commissioned 

originally by Saint Boniface.42 Lucretius’s 

poem proved influential among Renaissance 

humanists, and continues to influence modern 

materialistic thought.              

The poem divides into six books. 

Book 1 establishes and atomistic view of the 

world in the spirit of Epicurus and 

Democritus. Book 2 confirms Epicurus’s 

special doctrine of the “swerve” in which 

atoms collide while falling through the void, 

forming objects and creating free will. 

Building on the previous two, Book 3 

discusses the nature of the soul. Thirty 

arguments demonstrate the mortality of the 

soul. Then comes the triumphant claim 

“death nothing is to us.”  The remaining 

books explore sensation (Book 4), the 

creation and destruction of the world (Book 

5), and natural phenomena (Book 6).   

Like Epicurus, Lucretius derives his 

doctrine of atomism from the impossibility of 

nothingness. “Nothing can be produced from 

nothing.”43 The beginning of all things comes 

from “imperishable seed.”44 These seeds are 

equivalent to Democritus’s atoms. Lucretius 

also calls them “imperishable bodies,” “first 

bodies,” and “everlasting matter.”45 The end 

of all life mirrors the beginning of all things. 

“No single thing returns to nothing but at its 

dissolution everything returns to matter’s 

primal particles.”46 Lucretius also advances 

the doctrine of the void, which exists not only 

externally to things, but in things. Heavier 

bodies have less void within; lighter bodies 

have more void.47  

Atoms and the void constitute all of 

nature. Lucretius claims, “All nature, as it is 

in itself, consists of two things: there are 

bodies and there is void in which these bodies 

are and through which they move.”48 Objects, 

constituted of atoms, move through the void 

like fish pass through the water; just as water 

envelops the fish before, beneath, above, and 

behind as he slips through the medium, so 

bodies are enveloped by empty space.49 As 
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another example, Lucretius points to the 

glittering dance of particles in a sunbeam. 

“When the sun’s rays . . . pass through the 

darkness of a shuttered room, you will see a 

multitude of tiny bodies all mingling in a 

multitude of ways inside the sunbeam, 

moving in the void.”50  

Lucretius also defends Epicurus’s 

doctrine of the “swerve.” “While atoms move 

by their own weight straight down through 

the empty void, at quite uncertain times and 

uncertain places they swerve slightly from 

their course.”51 This swerving motion creates 

space for free will, breaking the bonds of 

determinism. “If atoms never swerve and 

make beginning of motions that  

can break the bonds of fate, and foil 

the infinite chain of cause and effect, what is 

the origin of free will possessed by living 

creatures throughout the earth?”52  

Although atoms and the void are 

immortal, death comes to all through the 

thinning and final dissolution of atoms by 

ceaseless collisions.  

 

So death comes rightly, when by constant 

flow 

All things are thinned, and all things, struck 

from without 

By an increasing hail of blows, succumb… 

So shall the ramparts of the mighty world 

Themselves be stormed into crumbling ruin, 

Collapse. Even now the world’s great age is 

Broken… 

No golden chain, I think, from heaven on high 

Let down the breeds of mortals to the fields…. 

And now the aged ploughman shakes his head 

With many a sigh that all the weary labour 

Of his strong arms has fallen away in 

Vain… 

And looking on his old and worn-out vines, 

The husband men bewail the march of 

time.53 

 

Against this bleak outlook appearing at the 

end of Book II, Book III infuses a spirit of 

optimism in Lucretius’s readers that death is 

not such an evil as the masses conceive. 

Lucretius begins with a demonstration that 

the soul is mortal, but then asserts that 

mortality is not fearful.   

At death, a thin breath of atoms mixed 

with heat leaves the body.54 These thinner 

atoms compose the soul which consists of 

both mind and spirit. While a person lives, the 

thin atoms are joined to the larger atoms of 

the body in alternating pairs. Thin atoms are 

the location of sensation. At death, these thin 

atoms “dissolve into air” like water vapor. 

Death is the evanescing of these “primal 

atoms” from the limbs of the body.55 The 

“mind” does not survive death.  

Lucretius argues, “It follows that the 

mind equally partakes of death. . . . The mind 

wanders astray, demented, delirious; 

sometimes the heavy weight of lethargy 

brings everlasting sleep, closing eyes and 

drooping head; no voices now he hears, nor 

looks can recognize. . . . You must confess 

that the mind also is dissolved.”56  

There is no evidence, asserts 

Lucretius, that the soul of man keeps its 

vitality while the body perishes. Quite the 

opposite, the withering of the body results 

from the dying of the soul, not merely the 

retraction of the soul from the limbs.57 At 

death, the soul is “torn to pieces, scattered 

abroad, and therefore perishes.”58 Death is the 

simultaneous termination of mind, soul, and 

body. “I say when all the body’s clothing is 

undone and the breath of life’s thrown out 

outside, at once mind meets its end, and spirit 

too, since both are by one cause united and 

combined.”59  

Only two things are eternal, atoms and 

the void. “Few things there are that last 

eternally. First, solid bodies that repel 

assaults . . . such as the atomic particles of 

matter. Next, things which last through all the 

length of time because no blow can hit them; 

such is the void.”60 Lucretius denies the 

possibility of the reincarnation of the 
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individual through a reconstitution of his 

atoms. Even if a person’s atoms were 

reassembled and the “lights of life” returned, 

nothing of the former self would return since 

“our memory of ourselves passed away” with 

the first dissolution of atoms.61  

Even though death brings about the 

eternal cessation of the self, Lucretius gives 

two arguments for not fearing death. The first 

argument is a restatement of Epicurus’s 

central claim: death terminates sensation, 

sensation is the locus of pain; therefore, death 

places the individual beyond the experience 

of pain. Lucretius claims, “We may be certain 

that in death there is nothing to fear, that he 

who does not exist cannot feel pain.”62 Not 

only physical pain but emotional pain also 

cannot cross the barrier of death and afflict 

the self. Lucretius believes it is absurd to fear 

even the loss of family relationships. “No 

longer now a happy home will greet you, nor 

loving wife, nor your sweet children run to 

snatch your kisses and to touch your heart 

with silent sweet content. . . . [In death] the 

desire of things like these hangs over you no 

more.”63  

Lucretius’s second argument contrasts 

death with a person’s state of nonexistence 

before he was born. Since no one fears 

prenatal nonexistence, no one should fear 

postmortem nonexistence; these non-living 

states are mirror images.64 Lucretius writes, 

“Eternal, before we were born, and see that 

they have been nothing to us, nothing at all. 

This is the mirror nature holds for us to show 

the face of time to come, when we are at last 

dead. Is there in this for us anything horrible? 

Is there anything sad? Is it not more free from 

care than any sleep?”65  

Lucretius concludes his exposition of 

death in Book III with a panegyric to recover 

the absolute materialism of Democritus and 

Epicurus and to face death unflinchingly as 

did these greatest of all philosophers. “Leave 

everything” says Lucretius, and “study first to 

know the nature of the world.”66 The “hour” 

of your life will be enveloped soon by 

eternity; adding moments to your life will not 

tilt the eternal scales of nonexistence 

weighted against you. So follow the example 

of Democritus, who, “when a mature old age 

warned him his mind and memory were 

fading, offered his head right willingly to 

death.”67 Epicurus too, “himself died when 

the light of life had run its course, he who in 

genius surpassed the race of men, outshone 

them all as the sun risen in heaven outshines 

the stars.”68  

 

Modern Epicurean Attitudes toward Death 

A growing number of modern 

commentators are recognizing similarities 

between the ancient Epicurean worldview and 

modern materialistic worldview. A.N. Wilson 

observes,  

Lucretius, the most influential 

religious thinker of the first century 

BC, popularized Epicurus’s atomistic 

view of the universe. The basic idea 

of this is remarkably similar to Big 

Bang physics—namely, that the 

universe consists of a fixed number of 

atoms whose movement and changes 

constituted ‘creation’. The universe 

coheres. It does not require, for its 

explanation, some external agency to 

have ‘made’ it.”69  

  

In the context of this godless universe, 

scientists and philosophers have begun to 

champion Epicurean attitudes toward death as 

a satisfactory answer to the Christian doctrine 

of an afterlife. A vivid example comes from 

the November 2006 “Beyond Belief: 

Enlightenment 2.0 Conference” which 

convened in San Diego. The goal of the 

naturalists who attended the conference was 

to discuss means of making atheism more 

intellectually and culturally acceptable. 

Attendees included leading philosophers and 

scientists from around the world, as well as a 

virtue who’s who list of celebrity atheists: 
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Richard Dawkins, Lawrence Krauss, Sam 

Harris, Michael Shermer, Steven Weinberg, 

Neil deGrasse Tyson, Patricia Churchland, 

and Paul Davies.   

The problem of the atheist view of 

death was featured as a leading obstacle to the 

materialist worldview. Consequently, Carolyn 

Porco, an astronomer and disciple of the late 

Carl Sagan, was asked to tackle the problem. 

After clicking through a series of star-studded 

images gathered from the vast void of outer 

space, Porco offered an account life and death 

in the empty void of space that was 

undergirded by three Epicurean principles: 

(1) death should not be a fearful proposition 

(2) death mirrors the prenatal nonexistence 

(3) the universe consists solely of particles 

and space (atoms and void).    

What about this issue of death and 

immortality? . . . People are afraid of death; 

and I think the approach to death in our 

culture is a colossal failure. We don’t talk 

about it. We don’t teach people how to 

anticipate it; how to feel about it and people 

are afraid to die! . . .   

People as we are, are not going to live 

forever, but that is just the simple truth of it. 

But I think there may be another way to look 

at death. . . . I believe it is possible to learn to 

regard death as a natural event that is part of 

the natural order of things and even perhaps a 

wondrous state. . . .70   

We know exactly what it is like to be 

dead because it is exactly like the state we 

inhabited before we were born and there’s 

nothing in that to be afraid of!   

And I think we can in fact offer hope 

of sorts for an everlasting existence. I mean 

our mortal bodies of course are going to 

perish and decay, but the collection of 

individual pieces of matter and individual 

particles within us . . . are ancient and will go 

on after we die and go back into the cosmos 

and live forever. . . .  

We can find comfort knowing that 

someday everyone who has ever lived on this 

planet will adorn the heavens looking very 

much like the nebulae that are created when a 

sunlike star sheds its outer layers and 

dies. . . . I find it a very enchanting . . . 

thought to think that in looking at these 

nebulae we might be looking at the elements, 

the carbon, the oxygen, nitrogen, and 

hydrogen that once were recycled through the 

organisms of an extraterrestrial civilization 

that lived on a planet that orbited this star.71   

 Whether or not Porco, as a scientist, 

is acquainted with ancient Epicureanism is 

unclear. However, some modern philosophers 

appeal directly to ancient Epicurean 

philosophy to handle the difficult problem of 

death. Stephen Rosenbaum defends Epicurus 

by distinguishing “dying” as the process by 

which one becomes dead, from “death” itself. 

“An important truth about dying” he says, “is 

that it takes place during a person’s lifetime 

and may thus be experienced.” On the other 

hand, “death is roughly the time at which a 

person becomes dead.” Death, then is not 

something anyone experiences empirically, 

and thus it is not fearful.72 Rosenbaum also 

utilizes Lucretius’s argument that death 

mirrors our nonexistence before birth. “Since 

prenatal nonexistence is not bad for a person, 

then posthumous nonexistence is not bad 

either.”73  David Hershenov argues for a 

balanced Epicurean attitude toward death. On 

the one hand, he argues for the wrongness of 

murder on the assumption that depriving one 

of life is intrinsically wrong. But on the other 

hand, to speak of a nonexistent person being 

harmed by death in the same sense that one is 

harmed by a beating is fallacious. This is so, 

because “harms and deprivations can’t float 

free of substances.”74  

Bernard Williams offers the most 

unusual defense of the value of death, arguing 

that endless life would lead to insufferable 

boredom. Once a person accomplishes his 

life’s purposes, living on indefinitely has no 

point. It is death which gives meaning to life, 
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Williams claims, and apart from termination, 

life would be meaningless.75 

 

Assessing Epicurean Attitudes toward 

Death  

 In Book III of De Rerum Natura 

Lucretius claims that in the void “we live and 

move and have our being”76 until death 

overtakes us all. The apostle Paul, standing 

atop Mars Hill claimed otherwise; “In Him 

we live and move and have our being” (Acts 

17:28). But Paul could not convince the 

Epicureans that in Him resurrection was 

possible. And so, he descended Mars Hill and 

headed west for Corinth, doubtless 

contemplating the Christian doctrine of 

resurrection. He would soon pen an epistle to 

the Corinthian church offering the foremost 

theology of the resurrection contained in the 

New Testament (1 Cor. 15). Whereas 

Lucretius believed his doctrine of 

indifference toward death could remove the 

“hidden sting”77 of death, Paul will argue that 

only the resurrection removes the sting of 

death. “O death where is your victory, O 

death, where is your sting” (1 Cor. 15:55).   

  The most glaring problem 

Epicureanism fails to address is the sting of 

death—why does the metaphysical status of 

death provoke universal fear? It is not 

sufficient to claim we should not fear death, 

without addressing the more fundamental 

problem of why humans universally fear 

death in the first place. To put it bluntly, how 

does a composition of atoms fear? 

Presumably plants and animals, which are 

also compositions of atoms, do not fear the 

sting of death. Epicurus wants to say that 

since humans are made of the same substance 

as all other physical entities, they must have 

the same destiny; therefore, the fear of death 

is unwarranted. But his reductionism begs the 

question. If he were to ask why humans, 

unlike plants and animals, do fear death, he 

would be led to the conclusion that humans 

are more than compositions of atoms. This 

problem is part of a larger problem for the 

naturalists in counting for mind, agency, and 

value within a materialistic framework.78  

 A second problem concerns 

Lucretius’s symmetry argument. The state of 

nonexistence after death is not parallel to 

one’s prenatal state of nonexistence as 

Lucretius claims.79  

Nonexistence after death always 

involves a positive loss of life and a 

deprivation of pleasure. Prenatal nonexistence 

involves no loss or deprivation whatsoever.80 

Thomas Nagel calls the comparison between 

prenatal nonexistence and post-life 

nonexistence an “asymmetry” rather than 

“symmetry.” “Death” says Nagel “is an evil, 

it is the loss of life.”81   

 A third problem involves what Palle 

Yourgrau calls the “Ecclesiastes problem.”82 

The problem for Epicureans is that 

indifference toward death as the termination 

of one’s existence implies indifference 

towards one’s existence. And if there is no 

reason to resist the termination of one’s 

existence, there is equally no reason to 

preserve one’s existence. Consequently, a 

person who is indifferent toward death, 

cannot value life; he has embraced nihilism.83  

 Finally, readers of Epicurean 

arguments against fearing death, have to 

wonder whether the Epicureans have even 

persuaded themselves. Epicurean arguments 

seem to be little more than desperate attempts 

to mollify a vivid existential fear of death. 

Steven Luper-Foy is blunt; “Even people who 

argue that dying is not a bad thing do not 

really seem to believe what they are saying. 

More often than not, their anxiety to believe 

in the innocuousness of their demise prevents 

even brilliant thinkers from realizing that 

their arguments are inane.”84  

Augustine confessed that it was 

Epicurus’s impotency on this point that drove 

him decisively toward Christianity. “Unto 

Thee be praise, unto thee be glory, O fountain 

of mercies! The fear of death and of Thy 

25



future judgment, which amid all my 

fluctuations of opinions, never left by 

breast.”85 
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