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about divine providence

Divine Providence was published in 1764, immediately after 
Divine Love and Wisdom, and in many ways can be seen as a 
companion volume to it. Where Divine Love and Wisdom is 
primarily concerned with the nature of God and the way that 
God manifests in the universe, Divine Providence talks about 
the spiritual laws that govern God’s creation. In the process, 
Swedenborg tackles a difficult theological question: why suffer-
ing and evil are allowed to exist in the world.

In Divine Providence, he lays out five spiritual laws. First, 
human beings have free will to choose their actions. Second, 
the only way that we can begin to live spiritually is to con-
sciously reject evil. Third, we must have faith and love of our 
own accord; we can’t be forced into a particular set of beliefs. 
Fourth, the Lord is guiding and teaching us constantly, even 
when it doesn’t appear so. And finally, we are not compelled by 
the workings of divine providence, and we often are not aware 
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that it is affecting us, but we should still acknowledge its action 
in our lives.

It can be hard to see the Lord’s presence in a personal loss 
like the death of a family member, or a large-scale disaster. Swe-
denborg says that good can come out of any situation, no mat-
ter how bad things seem, but how much good can come out 
of a given situation partly depends on the individual’s response 
to it. Throughout the book—indeed, throughout all of his 
books—Swedenborg emphasizes that just as we have no life 
apart from God, we also have no ability to do good except to 
the extent that we allow God’s goodness to live inside of us. We 
must freely choose the right path in order for that to happen.

Structurally, Divine Providence is a more or less continuous 
work, unlike Divine Love and Wisdom, which is divided into 
five distinct sections. Divine Providence, in other words, is pre-
sented as a single continuous idea or train of thought on divine 
governance of the universe.

In the following excerpt, Swedenborg describes human 
beings as being born with evil inclinations, and explains that 
those evils need to be confronted before we can be rid of them. 
The Lord never stops trying to lead evil people to a better path, 
he says, or providing opportunities for good to come out of the 
evil they do.
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Evils Are Permitted for a Purpose: Salvation

IF we were born loving, as we were when we were created, we 
would not be prone to any evil. We would not even know what 
evil is, because if we have not been drawn to evil and therefore 
are not inclined to evil, there is no way we can know what it 
is. If we were told that one thing or another was evil, we would 
not believe that it was possible. This is the state of innocence 
that Adam and his wife Eve were in; the nakedness that did not 
embarrass them portrayed that state. Familiarity with evil after 
the fall is meant by eating from the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil.

The love we were created with is a love for our neighbor 
that makes us as generous with our neighbor as we are with 
ourselves, and even more so. We find ourselves full of the joy of 
that love when we do something good for others, very much the 
way parents feel toward their children.

This love is truly human. There is something spiritual within 
it that makes it different from the earthly love that the lower 
animals have. If we were born loving like this, we would not be 
born into the darkness of ignorance the way all of us are nowa-
days, but into some light of knowledge and intelligence; and 
before long we would actually be informed and intelligent. At 
first we would go on all fours like animals, but would have an 
inborn urge to walk on our feet, because even though we were 
on all fours we would not be looking down toward the ground, 
but forward toward heaven; and we would be straightening up 
so that we could look upward.

However, when our love for our neighbor turned into love 
for ourselves and this love grew stronger, then our human love 
turned into an animal love and we became animals instead of 
humans. The only difference was that we could think about 
what our bodies were sensing and tell one thing from another 
rationally and could be taught and become civic and moral 
people and eventually spiritual people. That is, as already noted 
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[§275], we do have a spiritual nature that distinguishes us from 
the lower animals. That nature enables us to learn what is evil 
and good on the civic level, what is evil and good on the moral 
level, and even, if we are willing, what is evil and good on the 
spiritual level.

Once love for our neighbor had changed into love for our-
selves, we could no longer be born into the light of knowledge 
and intelligence but only into the darkness of ignorance. This is 
because we were born into that lowest level of life that we call 
sensory and bodily. We are led from there into the deeper func-
tions of our earthly mind by being taught, always with spiritual-
ity close at hand. We shall see later why we are born into that 
lowest level of life that we call sensory and bodily and therefore 
into the darkness of ignorance. 

[2] Everyone can see that love for our neighbor and love for 
ourselves are opposing loves. Love for our neighbor wants to do 
good to everyone, while love for ourselves wants everyone to do 
good to us alone. Love for our neighbor wants to serve every-
one, and love for ourselves wants everyone to be our servants. 
Love for our neighbor sees all people as our family and friends, 
while love for ourselves sees all people as our slaves, and if peo-
ple are not subservient, it sees them as our enemies. In short, 
it focuses on ourselves alone and sees others as scarcely human. 
At heart it values them no more than our horses and dogs, and 
since it regards them as basically worthless, it thinks nothing of 
doing them harm. This leads to hatred and vengeance, adultery 
and promiscuity, theft and fraud, deceit and slander, brutal-
ity and cruelty, and other evils like that. These are the evils to 
which we are prone from birth.

To explain that they are permitted for the purpose of salva-
tion, I need to proceed in the following sequence.

1. We are all involved in evil and need to be led away 
 from it in order to be reformed.
2. Evils cannot be set aside unless they come to light. 



Divine Providence 119

3. To the extent that our evils are set aside, they are 
 forgiven.
4. So evil is permitted for the purpose of salvation.

1. We are all involved in evil and need to be led away from 
it in order to be reformed. It is well known in the church that 
we all have an inherited evil nature and that this is the source 
of our obsession with many evils. This is also why we can do 
nothing good on our own. The only kind of good that evil can 
do is good with evil within it. The inner evil is the fact that 
we are doing it for selfish reasons, and solely for the sake of 
appearances.

We know that we get this inherited evil from our parents. 
Some do say that it comes from Adam and his wife, but this is 
wrong. We all get it by birth from our parents, who got it from 
their parents, who got it from theirs. So it is handed down from 
one to another, growing greater and stronger, piling up, and 
being inflicted on the offspring. That is why there is nothing 
sound within us, why everything in us is so evil. Does anyone 
feel that there is anything wrong with loving oneself more than 
others? If not, then who knows what evil is, since this is the 
head of all evils?

[2] We can see from much that is common knowledge in our 
world that our heredity comes from our parents, grandparents, 
and great-grandparents. For example, we can tell what house-
hold and larger family and even nation people belong to simply 
from their faces; the face bears the stamp of the spirit, and the 
spirit is determined by our desires of love. Sometimes the face 
of an ancestor crops up in a grandchild or great-grandchild. I 
can tell simply from their faces whether people are Jewish or 
not, and I can tell what family group others belong to. I have 
no doubt that others can do the same.

If our desires of love are derived and passed down from our 
parents in this way, then it follows that their evils are as well, 
since these are matters of desire.

277a
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I need now to state where this similarity comes from. [3] 
For all of us, the soul comes from the father and simply puts 
on a body in the mother. The fact that the soul comes from the 
father follows not only from what has just been said but also 
from a number of other indications. One of these is the fact 
that the baby of a black or Moorish man by a white or Euro-
pean woman will be born black, and the reverse. In particu-
lar, the soul dwells in the semen, for this is what brings about 
impregnation, and this is what the mother clothes with a body. 
The semen is the elemental form of the father’s characteristic 
love, the form of his dominant love and its immediate deriva-
tives, the deepest desires of that love.

[4] In all of us, these desires are veiled by the decencies of 
moral life and the virtues that are partly matters of our civic 
life and partly matters of our spiritual life. These make up the 
outward form of life even for evil people. We are all born with 
this outer form of life. That is why little children are so lovable; 
but as they get older or grow up, they shift from this outer form 
toward their deeper natures and ultimately to the dominant 
love of their fathers. If the father was evil, and if this nature 
is not somehow softened and deflected by teachers, then the 
child’s love becomes just like that of the father.

Still, evil is not uprooted, only set aside, as we shall see below 
[§279]. We can tell, then, that we are all immersed in evil.

No explanation is necessary to see that we need to be led 
away from our evils in order to be reformed, since if we are 
given to evil in this world, we will be given to evil after we leave 
this world. This means that if our evil is not set aside in this 
world, it cannot be set aside afterwards. The tree lies where it 
falls; and so too our life retains its basic quality when we die. 
We are all judged according to our deeds. It is not that these 
deeds are tallied up but that we return to them and behave the 
same. Death is a continuation of life, with the difference that 
then we cannot be reformed.

277b



Divine Providence 121

All our reformation is thorough—that is, it includes both 
first things and last things. The last things are reformed in this 
world in harmony with the first ones. They cannot be reformed 
afterwards, because the outermost things of our lives that we 
take with us after death become dormant and simply cooperate 
or act in unison with the inner ones.

2. Evils cannot be set aside unless they come to light. This does 
not mean that we have to act out our evils in order to bring 
them to light but that we need to look carefully not only at our 
actions but also at our thoughts, at what we would do if it were 
not for our fear of the laws and of ill repute. We need to look 
especially at which evils we see as permissible in our spirit and 
do not regard as sins, for eventually we do them.

It is for this self-examination that we have been given dis-
cernment, a discernment separate from our volition, so that we 
can know, discern, and recognize what is good and what is evil. 
It is also so that we can see what the real nature of our volition 
is—that is, what we love and what we desire. It is to enable us 
to see this that our discernment has been given both higher and 
lower thought processes, both more inward and more outward 
thought processes. It is so that we can use the higher or more 
inward thoughts to see what our volition is up to in our lower 
or outer thoughts. We see this the way we see our face in a mir-
ror; and when we see and recognize what a sin is, then if we 
want to and ask the Lord for help, we can stop intending it, 
abstain from it, and later act against it. If we cannot go through 
this process easily, we can still make it happen by trying to go 
through it so that finally we reject that evil and detest it. Then 
for the first time we actually sense and feel that evil is evil and 
good is good.

This is what it means to examine ourselves, to see and 
acknowledge our evils, and to confess them and then refrain 
from them. However, there are so few who know that this is 
the essence of the Christian religion (because the only people 
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who do so are ones who have charity and faith and are led by 
the Lord and do what is good in his strength) that I need to 
say something about the people who do not do this and still 
think that they are religious. They are (a) people who confess 
that they are guilty of all sins but do not look for any single 
sin in themselves; (b) people who for religious reasons do not 
bother to look; (c) people who for worldly reasons do not 
think about sins and therefore do not know what they are; 
(d) people who cherish their sins and therefore cannot know 
what they are. (e) In all these cases, the sins do not come to  
light and therefore cannot be set aside. (f) Finally, I need to 
expose a previously unrecognized reason why evils could not be 
set aside apart from this examination, this bringing to light, this 
recognition, this confession, and this resistance.

These items need to be looked at one at a time, though, 
because they are the basic elements of the Christian religion on 
our part.

(a) They are people who confess that they are guilty of all sins 
but do not look for any single sin in themselves. They say, “I am 
a sinner! I was born in sins; there is no soundness in me from 
head to toe! I am nothing but evil! Gracious God, look on me 
with favor, forgive me, purify me, save me, make me walk in 
purity, in the way of the righteous,” and the like. Yet they do 
not look into themselves and therefore do not identify any 
particular evil; and no one who does not identify an evil can 
abstain from it, let alone fight against it. They think that they 
are clean and washed after these confessions when in fact they 
are unclean and unwashed from their heads to the soles of their 
feet. This blanket confession is nothing but a lullaby that leads 
finally to blindness. It is like some grand generalization with no 
details, which is actually nothing.

[2] (b) They are people who for religious reasons do not bother 
to look. These are primarily people who separate charity from 
faith. They say to themselves, “Why should I ask whether 
something is evil or good? Why should I ask about evil when 
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it does not damn me? Why should I ask about goodness when 
it does not save me? It is my faith alone, the faith that I have 
thought about and proclaimed with trust and confidence, that 
justifies me and purifies me from all sin; and once I have been 
justified I am whole in God’s sight. Of course I am immersed 
in evil, but God wipes this away the moment it happens so that 
it is no longer present,” and more of the same sort.

Can anyone whose eyes are open fail to see that these are 
meaningless words, words that have no content because they 
have no worth in them? Anyone can think and talk like this, 
and can do so “with trust and confidence,” when thinking about 
hell and eternal damnation. Do people like this want to know 
anything further, whether anything is really true or good? As to 
truth, they say, “What is truth other than whatever reinforces 
my faith?” As to goodness, they say, “What is good other than 
what I have because of my faith? In order to have it within me, 
though, I do not need to do it as though I were doing it myself, 
because that would be for credit, and good done for credit is 
not truly good.” So they skip over the whole subject so com-
pletely that they do not know what evil is. What will they look 
for and see in themselves, then? What is their state but a fire of 
obsessions with evil that is confined within them, devouring the 
inner substance of their minds and destroying everything right 
up to the door? All they are doing is guarding the door so that 
no one can see the fire; but the door is opened after death, and 
then everyone can see.

[3] (c) They are people who for worldly reasons do not think 
about sins and therefore do not know what they are. These are 
people who love the world above all and will not give a hearing 
to any truth that might deflect them from the false principles 
of their religion. They say to themselves, “What do I care about 
this? This is not the way I think.” So they reject it as soon as 
they hear it; or if it does get through at all, they suppress it. 
They do much the same thing when they hear sermons, retain-
ing only a few words and no substance.
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Since this is how they treat truths, they do not know what 
good is, since the two act in unison; and there is no way to 
identify evil on the basis of any good that is not based on truth. 
All they can do is call evil “good” by rationalizing it with their 
distortions.

These are the people meant by the seeds that fell among 
thorns. The Lord said of them, “Other seeds fell among thorns, 
and the thorns grew up and choked them. These are people 
who hear the Word, but the cares of this world and the decep-
tiveness of riches choke the Word so that it becomes unfruitful” 
(Matthew 13:7, 22; Mark 4:7, 14 [4:7, 18, 19]; Luke 8:7, 14).

[4] (d) They are people who cherish their sins and therefore can-
not know what they are. These are people who believe in God 
and worship him with the usual rituals and yet rationalize for 
themselves that some evil that is a sin is really not a sin. They 
camouflage it with disguises and cosmetics that conceal how 
grotesque it is; and once they have accomplished this they cher-
ish it and make it their friend and constant companion.

I have said that these people believe in God because only 
people who believe in God are capable of regarding evil as sin: 
all sin is sin against God.

But some examples may make this clear. When people who 
are bent on profit make different kinds of cheating permissible 
by inventing rationalizations, they are saying that an evil is not 
a sin. People who rationalize taking vengeance on their enemies 
are doing the same thing, as are people who rationalize plunder-
ing people who are not their enemies in times of war.

[5] (e) In these cases, the sins do not come to light and therefore 
cannot be set aside. Any evil that is not brought to light feeds on 
itself. It is like fire in wood buried in ashes. It is like poison in 
a wound that has not been lanced; for any evil that is shut away 
keeps growing and growing until everything has been brought 
to an end. So to prevent any evil from being shut away, we are 
allowed to think in favor of God and against God, in favor of 



Divine Providence 125

the holy practices of the church or against them, without being 
punished for it in this world.

The Lord speaks of this in Isaiah:

From the soles of the feet to the head there is no sound-
ness; there is wound and scar and fresh beating, not 
squeezed out or bound up or anointed with oil. Wash 
your selves, purify yourselves. Take away the evil of your 
deeds from before my eyes. Stop doing evil, learn to do 
good. Then if your sins have been like scarlet, they will 
be white as snow; if they have been ruddy as a purple 
robe, they will be like wool. If you refuse and rebel, you 
will be devoured by the sword. (Isaiah 1:6, 16, 18, 10 
[1:6, 16, 17, 18, 20] )

“Being devoured by the sword” means being destroyed by our 
malicious distortions.

[6] (f) There is a previously unrecognized reason why evils could 
not be set aside apart from this examination, this bringing to light, 
this recognition, this confession, and this resistance. I have already 
mentioned [§§62, 65, 217] that heaven overall is arranged in 
communities according to [people’s desires for what is good, 
and that hell overall is arranged in communities according to] 
desires for what is evil that are opposite to those desires for what 
is good. As to our spirits, each of us is in some community—in 
a heavenly one when our good desires are in control, and in a 
hellish one when our evil desires are in control. We are unaware 
of this while we are living in this world, but in spirit that is 
where we are. We could not go on living otherwise, and that is 
how the Lord is guiding us.

If we are in a hellish community, the only way the Lord can 
lead us out is under the laws of his divine providence. One of 
them says that we must see that we are there, must want to get 
out, and must ourselves make an effort with what seems to be 
our own strength. We can do this while we are in this world 
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but not after death. Then we stay forever in the community we 
joined in this world. This is why we need to examine ourselves, 
see and acknowledge our sins, repent, and remain constant for 
the rest of our lives.

I could support this with enough experience to warrant 
complete belief, but this is not the place to bring in proofs from 
experience.

3. To the extent that our evils are set aside, they are forgiven. 
One currently popular misconception is that our evils are taken 
from us and discarded when they are forgiven, and that the 
state of our life can be changed instantly, even totally reversed, 
so that we become good instead of evil. This would be leading 
us out of hell and transporting us instantly into heaven, all by 
some direct mercy of the Lord.

However, people who hold this kind of belief or thought 
have no idea whatever of what evil and good really are or what 
the state of our own life is. They are utterly unaware that the 
feelings of our volition are simply shifts and changes of state of 
the purely organic substances of our minds, that the thoughts 
of our discernment are simply shifts and changes of their 
forms, and that memory is the ongoing effect of these changes. 
This enables us to see clearly that evil can be taken away only 
gradually and that the forgiveness of evil is not the same as its 
removal. This, though, is presenting the ideas in condensed 
form. If they are not explained at greater length, they can be 
recognized but not grasped; and if they are not grasped, that 
is like a wheel that we turn by hand. I need to explain these 
propositions, then, one at a time in the order just given.

[2] (a) One currently popular misconception is that our evils are 
taken from us and discarded when they are forgiven. I have been 
taught in heaven that no evil that we are born with or that we 
ourselves adopt by our behavior is taken completely away from 
us. Evils are set aside so that they are no longer visible. Like so 
many other people in this world, I used to believe that when 

279



Divine Providence 127

our evils are forgiven they are thrown away just as dirt is rinsed 
and washed away from our faces by water. That is not what it 
is like with our evils or sins, though. They are all still there, and 
when they are forgiven after we have repented, they are moved 
from the center to the sides. Whatever is in the middle is right 
in front of our eyes and seems to be out in broad daylight. What 
is off to the sides seems to be in the shade, or at times, even in 
the dark of night. Since our evils are not taken completely away, 
then, but are only displaced or put off to the side, and since we 
can be transported from the center to the boundaries, it can 
happen that we once again get involved in evils we thought we 
had left behind. It is part of our own nature that we can move 
from one desire to another, and sometimes into an opposite 
one. This means that we can move from one center to another. 
A desire determines our center as long as we are caught up in it. 
Then we are absorbed in its pleasure and its light.

[3] There are some people who are raised into heaven by the 
Lord after death because they have lived good lives but who 
bring with them a belief that they are free and clean from sins 
and therefore wholly without guilt. At first they are given white 
robes that reflect this belief, since white robes portray a state 
of having been purified from evils. Later, though, they begin 
to think the way they did in the world, to think that they have 
been washed clean from all evil; so they boast that they are no 
longer sinners like everyone else. It is almost impossible to sepa-
rate this from a kind of mental “high” that includes a measure 
of looking down on others. So at this point, in order to free 
them from the faith they imagine they have, they are sent down 
from heaven and back into the evils they had fallen prey to in 
the world. This shows them that they have inherited evils that 
they had not known about before. This brings them to admit 
that their evils have not been taken away from them but only 
set aside, and that they themselves are still unclean, and in fact 
nothing but evil; that it is the Lord who is protecting them 
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from their evils and keeping them focused on those good quali-
ties; and that all this seems to be their own doing. Once this has 
happened, the Lord brings them back up into heaven.

[4] (b) A second popular misconception is that the state of our 
life can be changed instantly, so that we become good instead of evil. 
This would be leading us out of hell and transporting us instantly 
into heaven, all by some direct mercy of the Lord. This is the mis-
conception of people who separate charity from faith and attri-
bute salvation to faith alone. That is, they think that the mere 
thought and utterance of a statement of that faith, performed 
with trust and confidence, will justify and save them. Many of 
them also think that this can happen instantaneously, either 
before the hour of death or as it approaches. They cannot avoid 
believing that the state of our life can be changed in an instant 
and that we can be saved by direct mercy. We shall see in the 
last section of this book, though, that the Lord’s mercy does not 
operate in this direct way, that we cannot become good instead 
of evil in an instant and be led out of hell and transported into 
heaven except by the ongoing efforts of divine providence from 
our infancy to the end of our lives.

At this point we may rest the case simply on the fact that all 
the laws of divine providence are aimed at our reformation, and 
therefore at our salvation, which means inverting the hellish 
state into which we are born into its opposite, a heavenly state. 
This can be done only gradually as we move away from evil and 
its pleasure and move into what is good and its pleasure.

[5] (c) People who hold this kind of belief have no idea what-
ever of what evil and good really are. They do not really know 
that evil is the pleasure we find in the urge to act and think in 
violation of the divine pattern, and that goodness is the pleasure 
we feel when we act and think in harmony with the divine pat-
tern. They do not realize that there are thousands of individual 
impulses that go to make up any particular evil, and that there 
are thousands of individual impulses that go to make up any 
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particular good tendency. These thousands of impulses are so 
precisely structured and so intimately interconnected within us 
that no single one of them can be changed without changing all 
the rest at the same time.

If people are unaware of this, they can entertain the belief 
or the thought that an evil that seems to be all by itself can 
be set aside easily and that something good that also seems to 
be all by itself can be brought in to replace it. Since they do 
not know what good and evil are, they cannot help thinking 
that there are such things as instantaneous salvation and direct 
mercy. The last section of this book will show that this is not 
possible.

[6] (d) People who believe in instantaneous salvation and direct 
mercy are utterly unaware that the feelings of our volition are sim-
ply changes of state of the purely organic substances of our minds, 
that the thoughts of our discernment are simply changes and shifts of 
their forms, and that memory is the ongoing effect of those changes 
and shifts. Once someone mentions it, everyone will realize that 
feelings and thoughts can happen only with substances and 
their forms as subjects. Since they happen in our brains, which 
are full of substances and forms, we say that these forms are 
purely organic. If we think rationally, we cannot help laugh-
ing at the wild idea that feelings and thoughts do not happen 
in substantial subjects but are breezes affected by warmth and 
light, like illusions seen in the air or the ether. In fact, thought 
can no more happen apart from its substantial form than sight 
can happen apart from its substantial form, the eye, or hearing 
from its ear, or taste from its tongue. Look at the brain and you 
will see countless substances and fibers, and nothing there that 
is not structured. What need is there of more proof than this 
visual one?

[7] Just what is this “feeling,” though, and just what is this 
“thought”? We can figure this out by looking at the body over-
all and in detail. There are many internal organs there, all set 
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in their own places, all carrying out their functions by shifts 
and changes in their states and forms. We know that they are 
occupied with their tasks. The stomach has its task, the intes-
tines have theirs, the kidneys have theirs, the liver, pancreas, 
and spleen have theirs, and the heart and lungs have theirs. All 
of them are inwardly activated solely for their tasks, and this 
inward activation happens by shifts and changes of their states 
and forms.

This leads us to the conclusion that the workings of the 
purely organic substances of the mind are no different, except 
that the workings of the organic substances of the body are 
physical and the workings of the organic substances of the mind 
are spiritual. The two act as a unity by means of responsiveness 
[to each other].

[8] There is no way to offer visual evidence of the nature 
of the shifts and changes of state and form of the organic sub-
stances of the mind, the shifts and changes that constitute our 
feelings and thoughts. We can see them in a kind of mirror, 
though, if we look at the shifts and changes of state of our lungs 
in the acts of speech and singing. There is a parallelism, since 
the sounds of speech and song as well as the differentiations of 
sound that make the words of speech and the melodies of song 
are produced by the lungs. The sound itself answers to our feel-
ing and the language to our thought. That is what causes them; 
and it is accomplished by shifts and changes of the state and 
form of the organic substances in our lungs, from the lungs into 
the trachea or windpipe in the larynx and glottis, then in the 
tongue, and finally in our lips.

The first shifts and changes of state and form of sound hap-
pen in the lungs, the second in the trachea and larynx, the third 
in the glottis by opening its aperture in various ways, the fourth 
by the tongue by touching the palate and teeth in various places, 
and the fifth by our lips through taking different shapes. We 
can see from this that both the sound and its modifications that 



Divine Providence 131

con stitute speech and song are produced solely by sequential 
and constant shifts and changes in the states of these organic 
forms.

Since the only source of sound and speech is our mental feel-
ings and thoughts—that is where they come from, and there is 
no other source—we can see that the feelings of our volition are 
shifts and changes of state of the purely organic substances of 
our minds, and that the thoughts of our discernment are shifts 
and changes of the forms of those substances, just the way it 
happens in our lungs.

[9] Further, since our feelings and thoughts are simply 
changes of state of the forms of our minds, it follows that our 
memory is nothing but their ongoing effect. It is characteris-
tic of all the shifts and changes of state in organic substances 
that once they have been learned they do not disappear. So the 
lungs are trained to produce various sounds in the trachea and 
to modify them in the glottis, articulate them with the tongue, 
and shape them with the mouth; and once these organs have 
been trained to do these things, the actions are ingrained and 
can be repeated.

Material presented in Divine Love and Wisdom 119–204 
[199–204] shows that the shifts and changes in the organic sub-
stances of the mind are infinitely more perfect than those in 
the body. There it is explained that all processes of perfection 
increase and rise by and according to levels. There is more on 
the subject in §319 below.

Another popular misconception is that when sins have been 
forgiven they are also set aside. This misconception is character-
istic of people who believe that their sins are forgiven through 
the sacrament of the Holy Supper even though they have not 
set them aside by repenting from them. It is characteristic also 
of people who believe they are saved by faith alone or by papal 
dispensations. They all believe in direct mercy and instant 
salvation.
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When the sequence is reversed, though, it is true: when sins 
have been set aside, they are forgiven. Repentance must precede 
forgiveness, and apart from repentance there is no forgiveness. 
That is why the Lord told his disciples to preach repentance for 
the forgiveness of sins (Luke 24:27) and why John preached the 
baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Luke 3:3).

The Lord forgives everyone’s sins. He does not accuse us or 
keep score. However, he cannot take our sins away except by 
the laws of his divine providence; for when Peter asked him 
how many times he should forgive someone who had sinned 
against him, whether seven was enough, he said that Peter 
should forgive not seven times but seventy times seven times 
(Matthew 18:21, 22). What does this tell us about the Lord, who 
is mercy itself?

4. So the permission of evil is for the purpose of salvation. We 
know that we are quite free in our thinking and intentions, but 
are not free to say and do whatever we think and intend. We 
can be atheists in our thoughts, denying the existence of God 
and blaspheming the holy contents of the church’s Word; we 
can even want to destroy them utterly by what we say and do; 
but civil and moral and ecclesiastical laws hold us back. So we 
indulge in these ungodly and criminal practices in our thoughts 
and our wishes and even in our intentions, but still not in our 
actions. People who are not atheists are still quite free to har-
bor any number of evil thoughts, thoughts about cheating, lust, 
vengeance, and other senseless things, and even act them out at 
times.

Is it credible that if we did not have this complete freedom 
we would not only be beyond salvation but would completely 
perish? [2] Listen to the reason. We are all immersed in many 
kinds of evil from birth. They are in our volition, and we love 
whatever is in our volition. That is, we love all the intentions 
that come from within; and we intend whatever we love. This 
love of our volition flows into our discernment and makes itself 
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felt there as pleasure. It moves from there into our thoughts 
and into our conscious intentions. So if we were not allowed 
to think the way the love of our volition wants us to, the love 
that is within us by heredity, that love would stay closed in and 
never come out where we could see it. Any such hidden love for 
evil is like an enemy plotting against us, like pus in a sore, like a 
toxin in the blood, and like an infection in the chest. If they are 
kept hidden, they hasten us to our end.

On the other hand, when we are allowed to think about the 
evils of our life’s love even to the point of wanting to act them 
out, they are healed by spiritual means the way a life-threatening 
illness is cured by physical means.

[3] I need to explain what we would be like if we were not 
allowed to think in keeping with the pleasures of our life’s love. 
We would no longer be human. We would have lost the two 
abilities called freedom and rationality that are the essence of 
our humanity. The pleasures of those loves would take control 
of the inner reaches of our minds so completely that the door 
would be opened wide. We then would not be able to avoid 
talking and acting in similar fashion, displaying our madness 
not only to ourselves but to the whole world. Eventually we 
would not know enough to cover our private parts. It is to 
keep this from happening that we are allowed to think about 
and to intend the evils we have inherited, but not to utter 
and do them. In the meanwhile, we learn civic, moral, and 
spiritual principles that also work their way into our thinking 
and displace these insane principles. The Lord heals us by this 
means, though only to the extent that we know how to guard 
the door, and not unless we believe in God and ask for his help 
to resist our evils. Then to the extent that we resist them, he 
does not let them into our intentions, and eventually not into 
our thoughts.

[4] We do therefore have a freedom to think as we wish, in 
order that our life’s love may come out of hiding into the light 
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of our discernment; otherwise we would have no knowledge of 
our evil and could not abstain from it. It would then follow that 
the evil would gain strength within us to the point that there 
was no space for recovery within us and, since the evil of par-
ents is passed on to their progeny, hardly any space for recovery 
in any children we might beget. The Lord makes sure, however, 
that this does not happen.

The Lord could heal everyone’s discernment and make us 
incapable of thinking evil, capable only of thinking good. He 
could do this by various fears, by miracles, by messages from 
the dead, and by visions and dreams. However, healing only 
our discernment is healing us only superficially. Our discern-
ment and its thought processes are the outside of our life, while 
our volition and its desire is the inside of our life. This means 
that healing only our discernment would be curing nothing but 
the symptoms. The deeper malignance, closed in and with no 
way out, would first devour what was nearest to it and then 
what was farther away until finally everything was dying. It is 
our volition itself that needs to be healed, not by our discern-
ment flowing into it but by being taught and encouraged by 
our discernment.

If our discernment alone were healed we would be like an 
embalmed body or a corpse bathed in fragrant perfumes and 
roses. Before long the perfumes would draw forth from the body 
such a stench that none of us could put our nose anywhere near 
it. That is what it would be like for heavenly truths in our dis-
cernment if the evil love of our volition were repressed.

As already noted [§281], the purpose of letting us think about 
our evils even to the point of intending them is so that they can 
be displaced by civic, moral, and spiritual principles. This hap-
pens when we consider that something is in opposition to what 
is lawful and fair, what is sincere and decent, what is good and 
true, and therefore what is peaceful, happy, and blessed in our 
lives. The Lord heals the love of our volition by these three sets 
of principles as means, using our fears at first but our loves later.

282

283



Divine Providence 135

Still, our evils are not taken away from us and discarded, 
they are only displaced and relegated to the sides. Once they 
are there and goodness is in the center, the evils are out of sight, 
since whatever is in the center is right in front of our eyes, vis-
ible and perceptible. We need to realize, though, that even 
though goodness may be in the center, this still does not mean 
we are devoted to it unless the evils that are off to the sides 
are tending downward and outward. If they are turned upward 
and inward they have not been displaced, because they are still 
trying to get back to the center. They are tending and turned 
downward and outward when we are abstaining from our evils 
as sins, and even more so when we find them distasteful. Then 
we are condemning them and consigning them to hell, which 
turns them in that direction.

Our discernment can accept what is good and what is evil, 
what is true and what is false, but our essential volition cannot. 
This must be focused on what is evil or what is good and not 
on both, because our volition is our essential self. It is where 
our life’s love is. In our discernment, what is good and what 
is evil are kept apart like an inside and an outside, so we can 
be inwardly focused on evil and outwardly on good. How-
ever, when we are being reformed, the goodness and the evil 
are brought face to face. Then a clash occurs, a battle that is 
called a temptation if it is severe. If it is not severe, though, it 
hap pens like the fermentation of wine or beer. If the goodness 
wins, then the evil and its distortion are moved to the sides 
much as dregs settle to the bottom of the bottles. The good-
ness comes to be like a wine that has become vintage wine after 
fermentation, or beer that has become clear. If the evil wins, 
though, then the goodness and its truth are moved to the sides 
and become murky and dark like half-fermented wine or half-
fermented beer.

The comparison with fermentation is based on the fact that 
in the Word, yeast means the falsity that comes from evil, as it 
does in Hosea 7:4; Luke 12:1; and elsewhere.
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Divine Providence Is for Evil People and Good People Alike

WITHIN each of us, good and evil alike, there are two abilities. 
One of them makes up our discernment and the other our voli-
tion. The ability that makes up our discernment is our ability 
to differentiate and think, so we call it “rationality.” The abil-
ity that makes up our volition is our ability freely to do these 
things—think, and therefore speak and act as well—as long as 
they do not violate our reason or rationality. Acting freely is 
doing whatever we want to whenever we want to do it.

These two abilities are constant. They are unbroken from 
beginnings to endings overall and in detail in everything we 
think and do. They are not intrinsic to us but are in us from the 
Lord. It therefore follows that when the Lord’s presence is in 
these abilities it is a presence in details as well, even in the very 
smallest details of our discernment and thought, of our volition 
and desire, and therefore of our speech and action. Take these 
abilities out of any least detail and you could not think it or 
speak of it like a human being.

[2] I have already offered abundant evidence that it is by vir-
tue of these two abilities that we are human, that we can think 
and talk, that we can sense what is good and discern what is 
true not only in civic and moral issues but in spiritual ones as 
well, and that we can be reformed and regenerated—in short, 
it is by virtue of these two abilities that we can be united to the 
Lord and therefore live forever. I have also explained that not 
only good people but evil ones as well have these two abilities. 
Since these abilities are given us by the Lord and we are not to 
claim them as our own, we are not to claim anything divine 
as our own either, though something divine can be attached 
to us so that it seems to be ours. Since this divine gift to us is 
in the smallest details of our nature, it follows that the Lord 
is in control of these smallest details in evil people as well as 
in good people; and the Lord’s control is what we call divine 
providence.
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Now since it is a law of divine providence that we can act 
freely and rationally (that is, availing ourselves of the two abili-
ties called freedom and rationality), and since it is also a law 
of divine providence that whatever we do seems to be done by 
us and therefore to be ours, and since we can infer from these 
laws that evils have to be permitted, it follows that we can mis-
use these abilities. We can freely and rationally justify anything 
we please. We can take anything we please and make it ratio-
nal, whether it is inherently rational or not. This leads some 
people to say, “What is truth? Can’t I make anything true that 
I choose? Isn’t that what the world does?” People do this by 
rationalizing if they can.

Take the most false proposition you can and tell clever indi-
viduals to justify it, and they will. For example, tell them to 
prove that we are nothing but animals, or that the soul is like a 
spider in its web, controlling the body by its filaments, or that 
religion is nothing but a restraint, and they will prove which-
ever you choose so that it actually seems true. Nothing could 
be easier, because they cannot identify an appearance or a false 
proposition that is taken in blind faith to be true. [2] This is 
why people cannot see the truth that divine providence is at 
work in the smallest details of everyone’s discernment and voli-
tion, the smallest details of everyone’s thoughts and impulses 
(which amounts to the same thing), in evil and good people 
alike.

The main thing that misleads them is that this seems to 
make the Lord responsible for evil when in fact no trace what-
ever of evil comes from the Lord. It all comes from us through 
our accepting as fact the appearance that we think, intend, talk, 
and act autonomously, as we shall shortly see. To make it clear, 
I need to proceed in the following sequence.

1. Divine providence is at work in the smallest details 
 everywhere, not only with the good but with the 
 evil as well; but it is not in their evils.

286



A Swedenborg Sampler138

2. Evil people are constantly leading themselves into 
 evils, and the Lord is constantly leading them away 
 from evils.
3. The Lord cannot fully lead evil people away from 
 their evils and guide them in what is good as long 
 as they believe that their own intelligence is every- 
 thing and that divine providence is nothing.
4. The Lord controls the hells by means of opposites. 
 As for evil people who are still in this world, he 
 controls them in hell as to their deeper natures, but 
 not as to their more outward natures.

1. Divine providence is at work in the smallest details every-
where, not only with the good but with the evil as well, but it is not 
in their evils. I have already explained that divine providence is 
in the smallest details of our thoughts and desires, which means 
that we cannot think or intend anything on our own. Every-
thing we think and intend, and therefore everything we say 
and do, is the result of an inflow. If it is good, something is 
flowing in from heaven; if it is bad, something is flowing in 
from hell. In other words, if it is good it is flowing in from the 
Lord, and if it is bad it is flowing in from our own sense of 
self-  importance.

I do realize, though, that all this is hard to grasp because it 
differentiates between what flows in from heaven or from the 
Lord and what flows in from hell or from our own sense of self-
importance, and at the same time it says that divine providence 
is at work in the smallest details of our thoughts and desires 
to the point that we cannot think or intend anything on our 
own. Since I am saying that we can think and intend from hell, 
or from our sense of self-importance, there does seem to be a 
contradiction. However, there is none, as we shall see below 
[§294], once a few points are prefaced that will shed some light 
on the matter.
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All of heaven’s angels admit that no one can originate a 
thought, that all thinking comes from the Lord, while all the 
spirits of hell claim that thought cannot originate in anyone but 
themselves. Actually, these spirits have been shown any number 
of times that none of them are originating their own thoughts, 
that they cannot, and that it is all flowing in, but to no effect—
they are unwilling to accept it.

However, experience will teach first of all that even for spir-
its in hell, every bit of thought and feeling is flowing in from 
heaven. The problem is that the inflowing good is being turned 
into evil in hell, and the truth is being turned into falsity. 
Everything becomes its opposite. This is how it was shown to 
me. Something true from the Word was let down from heaven 
and taken hold of by people in the upper levels of hell. They 
sent it on down to the lower hells all the way to the lowest. 
Step by step along this path the truth turned into falsity, finally 
into a falsity absolutely opposite to the truth. The people who 
were changing it thought they themselves were thinking up this 
falsity. That was all they knew, and yet the falsity was that truth 
flowing down from heaven on its way to the lowest hell, that 
truth falsified and distorted. Three or four times I have heard 
of this happening. The same thing happens to what is good. 
When this flows down from heaven it is turned step by step 
into the evil that is opposite to it.

This has enabled me to see that when what is true and 
good emanates from the Lord and is taken up by people who 
are devoted to what is false and evil, it is changed. It takes on 
another form so completely that its original form can no longer 
be seen. That is just what is going on with all who are evil, 
because in spirit they are in hell.

I have often been shown that no one in hell originates a 
thought. They all depend on others around them, who again 
are not originating their thoughts but depend on still others. 
Thoughts and desires move from community to community in 
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a pattern without people realizing that they are not thinking 
autonomously.

Some individuals who believed that they thought and 
intended autonomously were assigned to a particular com-
munity. They were cut off from communication with those 
neighbors to whom their thoughts usually spread and were held 
where they were. Then they were told to think differently from 
the way the spirits of that community were thinking, to force 
themselves to think along contradictory lines; but they admitted 
that it was impossible for them. [2] This has happened to any 
number of people, including Leibniz. Even he was convinced 
that no one thinks independently, only from others, who in 
turn are not thinking independently. We are all thinking as a 
result of an inflow from heaven, and heaven depends on an 
inflow from the Lord.

Some people who have thought deeply about this have 
declared that it is so stunning that hardly anyone could be com-
pelled to believe it, it is so contrary to the way things seem. 
However, they could not deny it, because it had been fully 
demonstrated. Still, in their wonderment they claimed that it 
meant that they were not to blame for thinking evil and that 
it seemed as though evil came from the Lord. They did not 
understand how the Lord alone could work things out so that 
we all think differently, either. These three issues need to be 
unfolded next.

I need to add the following to the experiences already cited. 
When the Lord first allowed me to talk with spirits and angels, 
this secret was immediately made known to me. I was told 
from heaven that, like others, I believed that I was thinking and 
intending on my own, when in fact nothing was coming from 
me. If it was good, it was coming from the Lord, and if it was 
bad, it was coming from hell. I was shown this at first hand 
by having various thoughts and desires imposed on me so that 
eventually I could feel and sense it. So later, as soon as anything 
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evil impinged on my volition or anything false on my thoughts, 
I asked where it was coming from and was shown. I was also 
allowed to talk with the people it came from, to rebut them, 
and to make them go away. This meant that they took their evil 
and falsity back and kept it to themselves, no longer instilling 
anything of the sort into my thoughts. This has happened 
thousands of times; and I have been in this state now for a 
number of years and still am to the present time. Nevertheless, 
I seem to myself to be thinking and intending on my own just 
like everyone else, with no difference at all. It seems like this to 
everyone because of the Lord’s divine providence, as explained 
at the appropriate point above.

Some newly arrived spirits were bewildered by my state. It 
looked to them exactly as though I was not thinking or intend-
ing anything on my own, and that I was therefore like some-
thing empty. However, I explained the mystery to them. I 
added that I was thinking more deeply and sensing what was 
flowing into my more outward thinking, seeing whether it was 
coming from heaven or from hell, rejecting the one and accept-
ing the other. It still seemed to me as though I was thinking and 
intending on my own, just like them.

It is not entirely unknown in this world that everything 
good comes from heaven and everything evil from hell. Every-
one in the church knows it. Is there anyone who has been 
ordained into the ministry who does not teach that everything 
good comes from God and that we cannot gain anything that 
is not given us from heaven? Ministers teach also that the devil 
puts evils into our thoughts and leads us astray by prompting 
us to do them. So the ministers who believe they are preaching 
with holy zeal pray that the Holy Spirit will teach them and 
guide their thoughts and their speech. Some of them say they 
have a sense of being led. When their sermons are praised they 
answer devoutly that they have not been speaking from their 
own resources but from God.
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So too, when they see people speaking and behaving well 
they describe them as led to it by God, and conversely when 
they see people speaking and behaving badly, they describe 
them as led to it by the devil. Everyone knows that this is how 
people talk in the church, but who really believes it?

Everything we think and intend and therefore everything we 
say and do flows in from the only fount of life; and yet that one 
fount of life, the Lord, is not the cause of our thinking things 
that are evil and false. 

There are enlightening parallels in the physical world. 
Warmth and light radiate from its sun, and these two flow into 
all the subjects and objects that we see with our eyes, not only 
good subjects and beautiful objects, but also bad subjects and 
ugly objects; and they bring forth different effects in each. They 
flow not only into trees that bear good fruit but into trees that 
bear bad fruit, flowing into the actual fruit itself and helping it 
to develop. They flow into the good seed and into the weeds, 
into useful, healthful shrubs and into harmful, toxic shrubs. Yet 
it is the same warmth and the same light; and there is no cause 
of evil in it, only in the subjects and objects that receive it.

[2] The same can be said of the warmth that hatches the 
eggs of owls or vipers and the eggs of doves, beautiful birds, 
and swans. Putting both kinds of egg under a hen and her 
warmth, which in and of itself is harmless, will hatch them. 
What does this warmth have in common with these evil and 
noxious creatures?

The same applies to the warmth that flows into swamps, 
manure, decay, and decomposition and into things that are 
winelike, fragrant, sparkling, and alive. Can anyone fail to see 
that the cause is not in the warmth but in the receptive subject?

The very same light, too, makes beautiful colors when it 
flows into one object and unpleasant colors when it flows into 
another. Actually, it is displaying itself and glowing in bright 
objects and dimming itself as objects become blacker, darken-
ing itself.
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[3] The same thing happens in the spiritual world. There 
are also warmth and light there from its sun, which is the Lord, 
flowing from him into their subjects and objects. The subjects 
and objects there are angels and spirits, specifically their pro-
cesses of volition and discernment. The warmth there is the 
radiating divine love and the light there is the radiating divine 
wisdom. They are not responsible for the fact that different 
people receive them differently, for the Lord says, “He makes 
his sun rise on the evil and the good and sends rain on the 
righteous and the unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45). In its highest 
spiritual meaning the sun means divine love and the rain means 
divine wisdom.

I may add what angels think about volition and intelligence. 
It is their opinion that none of us has even a grain of voli-
tion or prudence that is actually ours. If there were such a grain 
in anyone, neither heaven nor hell could stand and the whole 
human race would perish. The reason they give is that heaven 
and hell are made up of millions of people, all the people who 
have been born since the creation of the world. Heaven and 
hell are arranged from top to bottom in a design that makes 
each a unity, heaven a beautiful person and hell a grotesque per-
son. If there were a single grain of volition or intelligence that 
belonged to anyone, that unity would not be possible. It would 
be torn apart, and with it would go the divine form that can 
stand and endure only when the Lord is absolutely everything, 
and everything else is absolutely nothing.

Another reason they give is that thinking and intending 
autonomously is divinity itself, while thinking and intending 
from God is humanity itself. Divinity itself cannot be claimed 
by any of us: that would mean that we would be God. Remem-
ber this; and if you want to, you will find it corroborated by 
angels when you arrive in the spiritual world after you die.

I mentioned in §289 above that when some people were 
shown convincingly that we do not think on our own but 
receive thoughts from others, all of whom in turn are not 
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thinking on their own but from an inflow from the Lord, in 
their wonderment they claimed that it meant that they were not 
to blame for doing evil and that it seemed as though evil came 
from the Lord. They did not understand how the Lord alone 
could work things out so that we all think differently, either.

Since these three thoughts are bound to occur to people who 
think about effects as coming solely from effects and not from 
causes, I need to pick these up and look at them in terms of 
causes.

[2] First, it meant that they were not to blame for doing evil. If 
everything we think is flowing in from others, it does seem as 
though the blame rests on those others as the source. However, 
the real blame rests on us who accept what is flowing in, since 
we accept it as our own. That is all we know and all we want to 
know. We all want to be our own people and find our own way. 
Particularly, we want to think our own thoughts and make our 
own decisions. This is the essence of that freedom we enjoy that 
seems to be our very own. If we knew, then, that what we are 
thinking and intending was flowing in from someone else, we 
would feel caught and caged, no longer under our own control, 
and all the joy would go out of our lives. Eventually, our very 
humanity would go, too.

[3] I have often seen this demonstrated. When some indi-
viduals were allowed to feel and sense that they were being led 
by others, their rage blazed up so that they could no longer 
think straight. They said that they would rather be chained 
and imprisoned in hell than not be allowed to think what they 
wanted to think and intend what they were thinking. They 
called this restriction having their life itself bound, which was 
harsher and more intolerable than being bound physically. 
They did not say the same about being restrained from say-
ing and doing what they were thinking and intending, because 
what held them in check was the pleasure of civil and moral life, 
and this made the restraint easier to bear.
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[4] Since we do not want to know that others are leading us 
to think what we think, then, but want to think on our own 
and believe that we do, it necessarily follows that we ourselves 
are to blame and cannot avoid that blame as long as we are in 
love with our own thinking. If we are not in love with our own 
thinking, though, we extricate ourselves from our engagement 
with these others. This happens when we realize that something 
is evil and want therefore to abstain and refrain from it. Then 
the Lord rescues us from the community that is focused on this 
evil and moves us to a community that is not. However, if we 
recognize that something is evil and do not abstain from it, then 
we are held responsible for it and become guilty of that evil.

Whatever we believe we are doing autonomously, then, is 
said to come from us and not from the Lord.

[5] Second, it therefore seemed as though evil came from the 
Lord. This can seem as though it follows from what I said in 
§288, namely, that in hell, the goodness that flows in from 
the Lord is turned into evil and the truth into falsity. Surely, 
though, anyone can see that the evil and falsity do not come 
from what is good and true and therefore from the Lord. They 
come from the receiving subject or object that is focused on 
what is evil and false and that distorts and inverts what it is 
receiving, as has been amply demonstrated in §292. I have 
already explained several times [§§15, 204, 286] how the evil 
and falsity in us originate.

There have been experiments in the spiritual world with 
people who believed that the Lord could take the evils out of 
evil people and replace them with good qualities, thereby tak-
ing all hell into heaven and saving everyone. You may see that 
this is impossible, though, at the end of this book [§§331–340] 
where I deal with instant salvation and direct mercy.

[6] Third, they did not understand how the Lord alone could 
work things out so that we all think so differently. The Lord’s 
divine love is infinite, and his divine wisdom is infinite, and 



A Swedenborg Sampler146

infinite forms of love and infinite forms of wisdom radiate from 
the Lord and flow into everyone in heaven and everyone in hell. 
From heaven and hell they flow into everyone in the world. 
This means that none of us can lack the ability to think and 
intend, since infinite forms are everything infinitely.

The infinite things that radiate from the Lord flow in not 
only in a general way but in full detail, since divinity is all-
inclusive because of those smallest details, and the divine small-
est details are what we call “the totality,” as already explained 
[§202]. Further, every divine detail is also infinite.

We can tell from this that it is the Lord alone who makes 
each one of us think and intend in keeping with our own 
natures and in keeping with the laws of his providence. I have 
explained in §§46–69 and in Divine Love and Wisdom 17–22 
that everything that is in the Lord and that radiates from the 
Lord is infinite.

2. Evil people are constantly leading themselves into evils, and 
the Lord is constantly leading them away from evils. It is easier 
to understand how divine providence works with good people 
than to understand how it works with evil people. Since this 
latter is our present concern, I shall proceed in the following 
sequence. (a) There are countless elements in every evil. (b) 
Evil people are constantly and intentionally leading themselves 
deeper into their evils. (c) For evil people, divine providence is a 
constant permission of evil with the ultimate goal of constantly 
leading them out. (d) The Lord does this leading out of evil in 
a thousand ways, some of them quite mysterious.

For a clear sense and grasp of the way divine providence 
works with evil people, I need to explain these statements in the 
order in which they are listed.

(a) There are countless elements in every evil. Every evil looks 
to us like a simple unit. That is how we see hatred and vengeful-
ness, theft and fraud, adultery and promiscuity, pride and arro-
gance, and the like. We do not realize that there are countless 
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elements in every evil, more than there are fibers and vessels in 
the human body. An evil person is a miniature form of hell, and 
hell is made up of millions of individuals, each one in a form 
that is human even though it is grotesque. All the fibers and 
all the vessels in that person are inverted. Essentially, a spirit is 
an evil that looks to itself like a single entity, but there are as 
many elements in it as there are compulsions that arise from it. 
We are all our own good or our own evil from our heads to the 
soles of our feet. So if evil people are like this, we can see that 
each one is an evil made up of countless different things that are 
distinct varieties of evil, things we refer to as the compulsions 
of that evil.

It then follows that if we are to be reformed, the Lord has 
to repair and turn around all these elements in the sequence in 
which they occur, and that this cannot be accomplished except 
by the Lord’s divine providence working step by step from the 
beginning of our lives to the end.

[2] In hell, every compulsion to evil looks like a vicious ani-
mal when it is made visible, like a dragon, for example, or some 
kind of poisonous snake, or some kind of owl, and so on. This 
is what the compulsions of our own evil look like when angels 
see them. All these forms of compulsion have to be turned 
around one at a time. The task is to take people who in spirit 
look like gargoyles or devils and turn them around to look like 
beautiful angels, and each single compulsion has to be turned 
around so that it looks like a lamb, a sheep, a dove, or a turtle-
dove. This is what the desires for good of angels in heaven look 
like when they are made visible. Changing a dragon into a lamb 
or a serpent into a sheep or an owl into a dove can only happen 
gradually, by uprooting the very seed of the evil and planting 
good seed in its place.

This has to be done in the way a scion is grafted onto a tree 
that is nothing but some roots and a trunk. Even so, the branch 
that has been grafted gets some sap from the old root and turns 
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it into good, juicy fruit. The scion that is to be grafted has to be 
taken from the Lord, who is the tree of life. This is the intent of 
the Lord’s words in John 15:1–7.

[3] (b) Evil people are constantly and intentionally leading 
themselves deeper into their evils. We say they are doing this 
intentionally because everything evil comes from us. We turn 
the goodness that comes from the Lord into evil, as already 
noted [§294]. The basic reason evil people lead themselves 
deeper into evil is that they are making their way farther and 
farther into hellish communities, getting in deeper and deeper 
as they intend and do what is evil. This increases their pleasure 
in evil as well, and it takes possession of their thoughts to the 
point that nothing feels more gratifying. Furthermore, when we 
have made our way farther and deeper into hellish communi-
ties, we are wrapped up in chains, so to speak, though as long as 
we are living in this world, we do not feel them as chains. They 
feel like soft linen or slender threads of silk that we like because 
they caress us. After death, though, the softness of the chains 
turns hard, and the caresses start to chafe.

[4] If we consider theft, robbery, plunder, vengeance, domi-
neering, profiteering, and the like, we can recognize this growth 
of the pleasure we find in evil. Do not the people who are com-
mitting these evils feel surges of pleasure as things go well and 
as obstacles to their efforts vanish? It is well known that thieves 
get such pleasure from theft that they cannot stop stealing; 
and strange as it sounds, they love one stolen coin more than 
ten coins freely given. It would be the same for adulterers if 
things were not so arranged that the power to commit this evil 
decreases as it is abused. Still, though, for many people the plea-
sure of thinking and talking about it is still there, and if nothing 
else, there is the insistent urge to touch.

[5] What people do not realize is that this is happening 
because they are making their way farther and farther, deeper 
and deeper, into hellish communities as they commit these 
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evils intentionally and consciously. If the evils occur in our 
thoughts only and not in our volition, we are not with the evil 
in some hellish community yet. We enter such a community 
when the evils are in our volition as well. If at that time we 
are also conscious that this evil is against the laws of the Ten 
Commandments, and if we regard these laws as divine, and still 
deliberately do it, this sends us down so deep that the only way 
we can be rescued is by active repentance.

[6] We need to realize that all of us, in spirit, are in some 
community in the spiritual world, in a hellish one if we are 
evil, and a heavenly one if we are good. Sometimes we are even 
visible there when we are deep in meditation. Further, just as 
sound and speech spread through the air in the physical world, 
desire and thought spread out in the communities in the spiri-
tual world. There is a correspondential relationship here because 
desire answers to sound and thought to speech.

[7] (c) For evil people, divine providence is a constant permis-
sion of evil with the ultimate goal of constantly leading them out. 
The reason divine providence is a constant permission for evil 
people is that nothing can come out of their life except evil. 
Whether we are devoted to good or evil, we cannot be devoted 
to both at the same time, or even alternately, unless we are luke-
warm. It is not the Lord who lets evil living into our volition 
and from there into our thought, it is we ourselves; and this is 
called permission.

[8] Now since everything evil people intend and think is 
a matter of permission, the question arises as to what divine 
providence is in this situation, the providence that we say is 
at work in the smallest details within all of us, evil and good 
alike. Divine providence consists of the fact that it is constantly 
allowing things to happen for a purpose and is permitting only 
things that serve that purpose, nothing else. It is constantly 
examining the evils that are allowed to emerge, separating them, 
purifying them, banishing the ones that do not suit its purpose, 



A Swedenborg Sampler150

and lifting them away in ways we cannot see. This is going on 
primarily in our deeper volition and secondarily in our deeper 
thought. Divine providence is also constantly at work to see 
that we do not welcome back into our volition the things that 
have been banished and lifted from us, because everything we 
accept into our volition becomes part of us. Things we have 
accepted in thought but not in volition, though, are separated 
and sent away.

This is the constant effort of the Lord’s providence for evil 
people—as just noted, a constant permission with a view to 
constant rescue.

[9] We know very little about this because we do not feel it. 
The main reason we do not feel it is that our evils are inherent 
in the cravings of our life’s love, and we do not feel these as evil 
but as pleasant. No one pays them any heed. Do we pay any 
attention to the pleasures of our love? Our thoughts drift along 
in them like a little boat in the current of a river. We sense 
them like a breath of fragrant air that we breathe in deeply. All 
we can do is sense a little of them in our outer thought, but we 
still take no notice of them there unless we have a clear knowl-
edge of what evil is. There will be more on this later, though 
[§298].

[10] (d) The Lord does this leading out of evil in a thousand 
ways, some of them quite mysterious. I have been shown only a 
few of these, and only some of the commonest ones at that. 
What happens is that pleasures of our compulsions, of which 
we are utterly unaware, are emitted in close-knit groups into 
the inner thought processes of our spirit and from there into its 
outer thought processes. There they take on the guise of a kind 
of feeling that something is gratifying or pleasing or desirable. 
These inner pleasures mingle there with our lower and sen-
sory pleasures. In this arena there are means of separation and 
purification and routes of dismissal and relief. The means are 
primarily the pleasure we find in contemplation, thought, and 
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reflection for various purposes that are constructive; and there 
are as many purposes that are constructive as there are elements 
and details of our various jobs and offices. There are also just 
as many constructive purposes as there are attractive thoughts 
about how we can seem to be civic-minded and moral individu-
als and spiritual individuals—as well as some unattractive ones 
that intrude themselves. Because these pleasures are effects of 
our love in our outer self, they serve as means by which the 
pleasures of the compulsions to evil of our inner self can be 
separated, purified, excreted, and withdrawn.

[11] For example, take dishonest judges, who see money or 
cronyism as the goals or functions of their office. Inwardly, they 
are constantly focused on these goals, but this comes out in 
an effort to act competently and fairly. They find a constant 
pleasure in pondering, thinking, reflecting, and intending ways 
to bend, turn, adapt, and finagle the legal system so that their 
decisions seem to conform to the laws and to mimic justice. 
They are not aware that this inner pleasure is made up of plots, 
pretences, deceit, undercover theft, and much more of the same 
kind, and that a pleasure comprising all these pleasures of obses-
sions with evil is the controlling element in everything that goes 
on in their outward thinking where they find pleasure in seem-
ing to be fair and honest.

The inner pleasures are allowed to come down into the outer 
ones and mingle there the way food is churned in the stom-
ach. That is where they are separated, purified, and withdrawn. 
This applies, though, only to the more serious pleasures of our 
compulsions to evil. [12] For evil people, only this separation, 
purification, and withdrawal of the more serious pleasures from 
the less serious ones is possible. For good people, however, there 
can be a separation, purification, and withdrawal of the less seri-
ous evils as well as the more serious ones. This is accomplished 
by means of the pleasures of our attraction to what is good and 
true, what is fair and honest, pleasures that we experience to the 
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extent that we see our evils as sins and therefore abstain from 
them and turn away from them, and even more if we actively 
fight against them. These are the means the Lord uses to purify 
everyone who is being saved. He also purifies our evils by out-
ward means that have to do with our reputation and respect 
and sometimes our finances. Even so, the Lord is planting in 
these means the pleasures of desires for what is good and true 
that guide and adapt them so that they become pleasures of a 
love for our neighbor.

[13] If we were to see the pleasures of our compulsions to 
evil in some kind of visible form or feel them clearly with any 
other sense, we would see and sense that there are so many that 
they cannot be delimited. Hell in its totality is nothing but a 
form of all our compulsions to evil; and in hell there is no single 
compulsion to evil that is exactly like any other. There cannot 
be one exactly like another to eternity. We know almost noth-
ing about these countless elements, let alone how they are con-
nected; and yet in his divine providence the Lord is constantly 
letting them come forth so that they can be withdrawn, doing 
this in a perfect pattern and sequence. An evil person is a min-
iature hell, and a good person is a miniature heaven.

[14] There is no better way to see and be assured that the 
Lord accomplishes this withdrawal from evils in a thousand 
ways, some most mysterious, than to look at the mysterious 
workings of the soul in the body. Here are some that we know 
about.

We know that when we are going to eat something we look 
at it, smell it, want it, taste it, break it up with our teeth, and use 
our tongues to send it down the esophagus into the stomach. 
However, there are mysterious workings of the soul of which 
we are totally unaware because we do not feel them. The stom-
ach churns the food it has received, breaks it down and sorts it 
out with its secretions—that is, digests it—and assigns the ele-
ments to the appropriate open pores and veins that take them 
in, carrying some elements off into the blood, some into the 
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lymphatic vessels, and some into the lacteal vessels of the mes-
entery, while some are sent down into the intestines. Then the 
chyle that comes from its reservoir in the mesentery is brought 
down through the thoracic duct into the vena cava and from 
there into the heart, and from the heart into the lungs. From 
there it passes through the left ventricle of the heart into the 
aorta, and from there through the whole branching system into 
the organs of the whole body. Material is also brought to the 
kidneys, in both of which there take place separation, purifica-
tion, and withdrawal from the blood of elements that are not 
suitable. Allow me to leave out how the heart sends the blood 
that has been purified in the lungs up to the brain, which it 
does through the carotid arteries, and how the brain sends ener-
gized blood back into the vena cava just above the place where 
the thoracic duct injects the chyle, and from there back to the 
heart.

[15] These are some of the mysterious workings of the soul in 
the body, and there are many others. Most people are unaware 
of them, and people who are not trained in anatomy know 
nothing about them. Yet things like this are going on in the 
deeper reaches of our own minds, since nothing can happen in 
the body unless it comes from the mind. The mind is our spirit, 
and the spirit is just as much a person as we are. The only dif-
ference is that the things that happen in the body happen on 
the physical level and the things that happen in the mind hap-
pen on the spiritual level. There is a perfect parallelism.

We can see from this that divine providence works in a 
thousand ways, some most mysterious, in each of us, and that 
its constant effort is to purify us. This is because it is focused 
on the goal of saving us; and all that is required of us is that we 
set aside the evils in our outer self. The Lord takes care of the 
rest, if we ask.

3. The Lord cannot fully lead evil people away from their evils 
and guide them in what is good as long as they believe that their 
own intelligence is everything and that divine providence is nothing. 
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It seems as though we can lead ourselves away from evil if we 
only think that it is against the common good, impractical, and 
against national and international law. Evil people can do this 
just as well as good people if by birth or by training they are the 
kind of people who can think to themselves with analytic and 
rational clarity. However, we still cannot lead ourselves away 
from evil.

This is because while the Lord gives the ability to understand 
and appreciate things abstractly to everyone, evil and good alike 
(as already noted any number of times [§§86, 96, 99, 223, 285]), 
such understanding still does not enable us to lead ourselves 
away from evil. Evil is a matter of our volition, and our discern-
ment does not flow into our volition except to give it light, to 
illuminate it, and to instruct it. If the warmth of our volition 
(that is, our life’s love) is hot because of obsessions with evil, 
it is cold toward any desire for what is good. This means that 
it does not accept the light, but reflects it back, or stifles it, or 
turns it into evil by inventing some distortion. Winter sunlight, 
which is just as bright as summer sunlight, does the same thing 
when it flows into frozen trees.

However, it will be easier to see this in the following 
sequence. (a) When our volition is devoted to evil, our own 
intelligence sees nothing but falsity. It neither wants to see any-
thing else nor is able to. (b) If our own intelligence does see 
anything true at such times, it either turns away or falsifies it. 
(c) Divine providence is constantly making sure we see what is 
true and giving us a desire to both appreciate it and accept it. 
(d) In this way we are led away from evil not by ourselves but 
by the Lord.

These items need to be explained in sequence, though, so 
that whether rational people are evil or good, whether their 
light is winter sunlight or summer sunlight, they will see them 
in the same colors.

(a) When our volition is devoted to evil, our own intelligence sees 
nothing but falsity. It neither wants to nor is able to see anything 
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else. I have often been shown this in the spiritual world. When 
we become spirits, which happens after death, all of us take 
off our physical bodies and put on spiritual ones. We are then 
led alternately into our two basic states of life, the outer one 
and the inner one. When we are in the outer state we talk and 
act rationally and wisely just like any rational and wise indi-
vidual in this world. We can tell others a tremendous number 
of things about moral and civic living. If we were ministers, we 
can teach about spiritual living as well. However, when we leave 
that outer state and come into the inner one, when the outer 
one becomes dormant and the inner one is awakened, then 
if we are evil people it is a different scene. We become sense- 
centered instead of rational, and insane instead of wise. Our 
thinking is prompted by the evil of our volition and its pleasure, 
which means that we are thinking with our own intelligence. 
We cannot see anything except what is false or do anything 
except what is evil. We believe that malice is wisdom and that 
craft is prudence. Our own intelligence convinces us that we 
are demigods, and our whole mind is thirsty for appalling skills.

[2] I have seen this kind of insanity any number of times. 
I have also seen people shift back and forth between these two 
states two or three times in a single hour, which enabled them 
to see and recognize their insanity; but they still did not want to 
stay in their rational and moral state. Of their own accord they 
turned back to their inner sensory and insane state. They loved 
it more than the other because that was where they found the 
pleasure of their life’s love.

Who would think that evil people are like this under the sur-
face and that they experience such a metamorphosis when they 
go within? This experience alone shows what our own intel-
ligence is like when its evil intent is in control of our thinking 
and actions.

It is different for good people. When they shift from their 
outer to their inner state, they become even wiser and more 
decent.
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[3] (b) If our own intelligence does see anything true at such 
times, it either turns away or falsifies it. We have both an emo-
tional and a cognitive sense of identity. Our emotional sense of 
identity is evil and our cognitive sense of identity is the falsity 
that it prompts. The latter is what is meant by “the will of man” 
and the former by “the will of the flesh” in John 1:13.

Essentially, our voluntary side is a love for ourselves and our 
cognitive side is a pride born of that love. They are like two 
married partners, and their marriage is called the marriage of 
what is evil and what is false. Every evil spirit is consigned to 
this marriage before entering hell; and once people are there 
they do not know what is good, since they call their evil good 
and experience it as pleasant. They turn away from truth as well 
and do not want to see it. This is because they see the falsity 
that agrees with their evil the way the eye sees beauty, and they 
hear it the way the ear hears harmony.

[4] (c) Divine providence is constantly making sure we see 
what is true and giving us a desire to both appreciate it and accept 
it. This happens because divine providence is acting from the 
inside and flowing through to the outside, from the spiritual 
level into things in our lower self. Then it enlightens our dis-
cernment with heaven’s light and gives life to our volition with 
heaven’s warmth. Essentially, heaven’s light is divine wisdom 
and heaven’s warmth is divine love; and nothing can flow in 
from divine wisdom except what is true, and nothing can flow 
in from divine love except what is good. This is how the Lord 
gives our discernment a desire to see what is true and to appre-
ciate and accept it; and this is how we become human not only 
as to our outer face but as to our inner one as well.

Is there anyone who does not want to seem like a rational 
and spiritual individual? Is anyone not aware of the desire to 
be regarded by others as truly human? If we are rational and 
spiritual only in outward form, then, and not inwardly as well, 
are we human? Are we anything but an actor on the stage or 
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an ape with an almost human face? Does this not show that we 
are human only when we are inwardly as human as we seem 
to others? If we recognize the one kind of humanity, we must 
recognize the other.

The only thing our own intelligence can do is adopt a human 
form outwardly, but divine providence can adopt one inwardly 
and give us an outward form through the inner. When this is 
done, then we not only look human, we are human.

[5] (d) In this way we are led away from evil not by ourselves 
but by the Lord. The reason we can be led away from evil when 
divine providence enables us to see what is true and gives us a 
desire for it as well is that truth points out and indicates things. 
When our volition does these things, it unites with truth and 
transforms it to something good within itself. It becomes a mat-
ter of its love, and whatever is a matter of love is good. All our 
reformation is accomplished by means of truth and not apart 
from it, since in the absence of truth our volition stays dedi-
cated to evil. If it does look to our discernment it is not taught 
anything. Instead, its evil is justified by falsities.

[6] As for our intelligence, it seems to be ours, really to 
belong to us, whether we are good or evil. Good people are 
kept in a state of acting from their intelligence as though it 
belonged to them, just as evil people are. If we believe in divine 
providence, though, we are kept from evil; but if we do not 
believe, we are not kept from it. When we recognize that an 
evil is a sin and want to be kept from it, we believe; when we 
do not recognize and want this, we do not believe. The differ-
ence between the two kinds of intelligence is like the difference 
between something we believe to be inherently real and some-
thing we believe is not inherently real but which still seems to 
be. It is like an outer surface that does not have an inner sub-
stance consistent with it, and an outer surface that does have 
such an inner substance. So it is like the speech and actions of 
mimes and actors who play the parts of royal and noble persons 
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on the one hand, and the royals and nobles themselves on the 
other. The latter are the same inwardly as they are outwardly. 
The others have only the outward guise, and when they lay that 
aside we call them comics, actors, and impersonators.

4. The Lord controls the hells by means of opposites. As for evil 
people who are still in this world, he controls them in hell as to 
their deeper natures, but not as to their more outward natures. 
People who do not know what heaven and hell are like have 
no way whatever of knowing what the human mind is like. 
Our mind is our spirit, the spirit that lives after death. This is 
because the whole form of our mind or spirit is like the form 
of heaven or hell. There is no difference whatever except that 
the one is immense and the other minute, or that the one is 
the model and the other the impression. As far as our minds or 
spirits are concerned, then, we are either a miniature heaven or 
a miniature hell, a heaven if we are being led by the Lord and a 
hell if we are leading ourselves.

Since I have been allowed to know what heaven is like and 
what hell is like, and since it is important that we know our 
nature as to mind or spirit, I want to offer a brief description 
of each.

All the people who are in heaven are simply desires for what 
is good and the consequent recognition of what is true; and all 
the people who are in hell are simply obsessions with evil and 
the consequent illusions of falsity. These are arranged on each 
side so that the obsessions with evil and illusions of falsity in 
hell are exactly opposite to the desires for what is good and 
recognition of what is true in heaven. So hell is under heaven 
and diametrically opposed to it, as diametrically opposed as two 
people lying in opposite directions or stationed foot to foot, 
one upside down, and both united at the soles of their feet, heel 
against heel. Sometimes hell can be seen in this kind of location 
or direction relative to heaven.

The reason is that for people in hell, obsessions with evil 
constitute the head, and desires for what is good constitute the 
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feet, while for people in heaven desires for what is good consti-
tute the head, and obsessions with evil constitute the soles of 
the feet. This means that they are opposites of each other.

To say that there are desires for what is good and therefore 
recognition of truth in heaven, and that there are obsessions 
with evil and therefore illusions of falsity in hell, is actually to 
say that there are spirits and angels of this quality, because we 
are all our own desire or our own obsession. Heaven’s angels 
are their own desires and hell’s spirits are their own obsessions.

The reason heaven’s angels are desires for what is good 
and a consequent recognition of truth is that they are recep-
tive of divine love and wisdom from the Lord, and all desires 
for what is good come from divine love, and all recognition 
of truth comes from divine wisdom. On the other hand, the 
reason all spirits of hell are obsessions with evil and consequent 
illusions of falsity is that they are wrapped up in their self-love 
and in their own intelligence, and all obsessions with evil come 
from self-love, and all illusions of falsity come from our own 
intelligence.

The arrangement of desires in heaven and of obsessions in 
hell is astonishing: only the Lord knows it. In each case, they 
are differentiated into genera and species and so coordinated 
that they act as a unit. Since they are differentiated into genera 
and species, they are divided into larger and smaller communi-
ties; and since they are coordinated so as to act as a unit, they 
are coordinated the way everything in a person is. As a result, 
heaven in its form is like a beautiful person whose soul is divine 
love and wisdom, or the Lord. Hell in its form is like a gro-
tesque person whose soul is self-love and self-intelligence, or the 
devil. There is actually no “Devil” who is the sole lord in hell; 
that is a name for self-love.

For a better understanding of what heaven and hell are like, 
substitute “pleasures in what is good” for “desires for what is 
good” and “pleasures in evil” for “obsessions with evil.” After all, 
there is no desire or obsession that does not have its pleasures: 
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in each case, it is the pleasures that provide the life. They are 
differentiated and united just the way desires for what is good 
and obsessions with evil are differentiated and united, as already 
described [§302]. Every angel in heaven is filled with and sur-
rounded by the pleasure of his or her particular desire. So too, 
a shared desire fills and surrounds every community in heaven, 
and the pleasure shared by all, the most pervasive pleasure, fills 
and surrounds heaven as a whole. In the same way, every spirit 
in hell is filled with and surrounded by the pleasure of her or his 
particular obsession, a shared pleasure fills and surrounds every 
community in hell, and the shared pleasure of all, the most per-
vasive pleasure, surrounds hell as a whole.

Since heaven’s desires and hell’s obsessions are diametrically 
opposed to each other, as already noted [§300], we can see that 
heaven’s pleasure is so painful in hell that people there can-
not bear it, and conversely that hell’s pleasure is so painful in 
heaven that people there cannot bear it. This gives rise to hostil-
ity, repulsion, and separation.

Since these pleasures constitute the life of each individual 
and of everyone in general, they are not sensed by the people 
who have them; but the opposite ones are sensed when they 
come near. This happens especially when they are turned into 
odors. Every pleasure has a corresponding odor, and in the spir-
itual world it can be turned into its odor. When this happens in 
heaven, a shared pleasure smells like a garden, varying depend-
ing on the scents of the particular flowers and fruits it contains. 
A shared pleasure in hell smells like stagnant water into which 
different kinds of sewage have been discharged, varying depend-
ing on the particular stenches of the decaying and putrid matter 
in it.

I have been shown how people feel the pleasure of each par-
ticular desire for what is good in heaven and the pleasure of 
each obsession with evil in hell, but it would take too long to 
present that now.
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I have heard any number of newcomers from our world 
complain that they did not know that their lot in life would 
depend on the desires of their love. They said they had not 
thought about them in this world, let alone about the pleasures 
associated with them. They had loved whatever gave them plea-
sure and had simply believed that our lot depended on what we 
thought intellectually, especially what we thought in matters of 
devotion and therefore of faith.

However, they were told that if they had wanted to, they 
might have known that an evil life is unwelcome in heaven and 
dis pleasing to God, but welcome in hell and pleasing to the 
devil. By the same token, a good life is welcome in heaven and 
pleasing to God, but unwelcome in hell and displeasing to the 
devil. By the same token, evil is inherently foul smelling and 
good is inherently fragrant. Since they could have known this 
if they had wanted to, why had they not abstained from evils 
as hellish and demonic, and why had they approved of them 
simply because they felt good? Since they now knew that the 
pleasures of evil had such an acrid smell, they could also know 
that they could not come into heaven smelling like that.

When they had been given this answer, they made their 
way to people who were devoted to the same kinds of pleasure, 
because that was the only place where they could breathe.

Given this picture of heaven and hell, the nature of the 
human mind is clear. As already stated [§§296, 299], our mind 
or spirit is either a miniature heaven or a miniature hell. Its 
contents are simply desires and the thoughts that they prompt, 
differentiated into genera and species the way heaven is differ-
entiated into larger and smaller communities and united so that 
they act as a unity. The Lord oversees our desires and thoughts 
in the same way that he oversees heaven and hell.

On the human being as either a miniature heaven or a min-
iature hell, see Heaven and Hell 51–87 [51–86] (published in 
London in 1758).
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We may turn now to the basic proposition that the Lord 
controls the hells by means of opposites, and that with evil 
people who are still in this world, he controls them in hell as to 
their deeper natures, but not as to their more outward natures.

As to the first, that the Lord controls the hells by means of 
opposites, I explained in §§288–289 that heaven’s angels do not 
get their love and wisdom, or desire for what is good and resul-
tant thought about what is true, from themselves, but from the 
Lord. I noted that the goodness and truth flow from heaven 
into hell, and that the goodness there is turned into evil and the 
truth into falsity because the inner reaches of people’s minds 
there are turned in the opposite direction. Since everything in 
hell is the opposite of everything in heaven, it follows that the 
Lord is controlling the hells by means of these opposites.

[2] Second, the reason that with evil people who are still in 
this world, the Lord controls them in hell is that as to our spirits 
we are in the spiritual world, each in some community. We are 
in a hellish community if we are evil, and in a heavenly com-
munity if we are good. Since our minds are inherently spiritual, 
they can be with spiritual people only, people we will join after 
death. I have also mentioned and explained this above [§§298, 
299].

We are not located there the way spirits are who have been 
enrolled in a community, though. We are in a constant state of 
reforming, so depending on our life and the way it changes, the 
Lord moves us from one community in hell to another if we are 
evil, while if we are allowing ourselves to be reformed, he leads 
us out of hell and up into heaven. There too, we are moved 
from one community to another. This goes on until we die, at 
which point we are no longer transferred from community to 
community, because we are no longer in a state of reforming. 
Instead, we settle in the one where our life places us; so when 
we die, we are enrolled in our own location.

[3] Third, the Lord controls evil people in this world one way 
as to their inner natures and another way as to their outer natures. 
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The Lord controls the inner levels of the mind as just described, 
but he controls the outer levels in the world of spirits that is 
halfway between heaven and hell. This is because most of us 
are not the same outwardly as we are inwardly. Outwardly we 
can impersonate angels of light even though inwardly we may 
be spirits of darkness. As a result, our outer and inner natures 
are controlled differently; the outer are controlled in the world 
of spirits and the inner are controlled either in heaven or in 
hell as long as we are in this world. Consequently, when we die 
we arrive first in the world of spirits and are conscious in our 
outer nature. We lay that nature aside in the world of spirits, 
and once we have done so we are taken to the place where we 
are enrolled.

On the world of spirits and its nature, see Heaven and Hell 
421–535 (published in London in 1758).
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