
	
How soon hath Time, the subtle thief of youth, 
       Stol’n on his wing my three-and-twentieth year! 
       My hasting days fly on with full career, 
       But my late spring no bud or blossom shew’th. 
Perhaps my semblance might deceive the truth 
       That I to manhood am arriv’d so near; 
       And inward ripeness doth much less appear, 
       That some more timely-happy spirits endu’th. 
Yet be it less or more, or soon or slow, 
       It shall be still in strictest measure ev’n 
      To that same lot, however mean or high, 
Toward which Time leads me, and the will of Heav’n: 
      All is, if I have grace to use it so 
      As ever in my great Task-Master’s eye.	

	
 
Milton’s Paradox of Grace in Sonnet 7 
 
From conflict to composure, John Milton’s Sonnet 7—“How Soon 
Hath Time” (1632)—illustrates two life philosophies and the 
psychological ramifications each one may offer the individual. The 
poem’s speaker makes the successful transition from one 
philosophy to the other, describing the process in three quatrains 
and a couplet. In the first four lines of the sonnet, he is the victim 
of the struggle between determinism and his own expectations. 
By the end of the poem, he has found a peaceful release in the 
resignation that he may only control his response to life, not the 
course or even the content of it.  
 The first quatrain of Milton’s Sonnet 7 presents the 
initial circumstances of our speaker’s quandary. Thematically, he 
feels in conflict with the passage of time, exasperated by its adroit 
and speedy progression. He is surprised by Time’s ability to act 
independently of, and with little regard for, his self-admitted 
immaturity as it steadily takes possession of his youth. Despite the 
speaker’s apparent sincerity, we are made aware of the true 
nature of the conflict through Milton’s ironic structure and word 
choice. There are obvious disparities between the physical 
existence of the speaker and the abstract “Time,” as well as the 
tone of hopelessness inspired by the speaker’s relatively young 
age. These incongruities reveal that the conflicts arise from the 
speaker’s own assumptions and expectations for his life. 
 The first indication of Time’s control is given in line one. 
Personified, it terminates the first two iambic feet and is followed 
by a medial caesura in the form of a comma. This strong 
termination and short pause emphasize the description that 
follows. A metaphor is employed to describe Time as a subtle 
thief, this concept mimicked by the unaccented syllable cluster in 
the center of the last three iambs, “stealing” the line with an 
increase in metrical pace. This metaphor is extended into the next 

line as Time becomes a flying creature. The metonymy of “on his 
wing” heightens the sense of swift action. Time—in this animated, 
masculine form—seems to outshine the speaker himself, whose 
only presence is indicated in the thrice-repeated adjective of 
possession, “my.” This is curious incongruity, for despite the 
speaker’s ability to recount the circumstance, he is unable to act 
upon it. Time is the active party here, stealing and flying beyond 
the speaker’s control. With a preponderance of th and f consonant 
clusters in line one, there is the impression of a sputtering 
delivery of the exclamation as Time steals the speaker’s very 
breath. 
 The ironic personification of Time, and the inability of 
the speaker to control it, points up the speaker’s preoccupation 
with the concept of control. Why is “he” so frustrated when faced 
with a basic element of the natural world? The first quatrain 
illustrates an Aristotelian viewpoint that can wreak havoc in a 
young man’s life—and, indeed, it does cause problems for the 
speaker. Implicit in his accusations are the clear traces of 
particular expectations. First, the exclamation that Time is passing 
is the result of the assumption that it would not. The speaker is 
chagrined as Time steals his “three-and-twentieth year,” flying as 
it goes. An interesting shift occurs here as Milton introduces an 
inconsistency. The “my” of line three claims the flight of “hasting 
days”; whereas, in lines one and two, only Time assumes the tenor 
of the bird metaphor. With this in mind, the irony of “on with full 
career” is even more poignant. Even though his days pass by at 
full speed, flying “on” instead of “off” (away from the speaker), he 
does not claim control of them. It is the last line of the quatrain, 
however, that reveals the Aristotelian tendency to make plans, to 
anticipate their fulfillment, and then to draw conclusions based on 
assumptions. “But” indicates the speaker’s disappointment as he 



 

muses upon his unsatisfied expectations and his wasted youth. 
The progression of “bud or blossom” displays a distinct desire to 
advance through stages to some kind of tangible, evident goal, 
this desire explicitly articulated by “shew’th.” 
 Assisting this Aristotelian concept of expected 
progression is the specification of the speaker’s age. He makes a 
point of stating the particular odd year (23rd) that marks his point 
of despair. Again, Milton seasons the predicament with irony. 
“Late spring” marks the end of childhood, but it also is the 
beginning of adulthood, a point the speaker cannot imagine. He 
can only perceive the “subtle” thievery of Time, enervated by its 
elusiveness. This is given formal, mimetic enactment as the 
masculine end-rhymes of lines two and three descend from sharp 
high vowels (“year,” “career”) down through “no bud or blossom,” 
to the despondently low ew of “shew’th.” Appropriately, the 
moments of metrical incoherence occur at the points of doubt and 
frustration. The “subtle thief of” unaccented cluster is matched by 
an even more uncontrollable stressed cluster in line three—
“hasting days fly on.” These are followed by the hesitant 
unstressed foot beginning line four, which consolidates the 
attempt to thwart the speaker’s rigid iambic pentameter. 
 A shift from an a posteriori stance to an a priori position 
of questioning provides for thematic, structural, and tonal changes 
in the second quatrain. For the speaker, these four lines are an 
aporia following the hopeless feeling in the first quatrain. He is 
not sure what to make of the situation. Allowing his mind to 
survey the circumstances and distinguish the elements of his 
conflict, he moves into a more balanced state of mind. This 
reflective yet passive stance is enacted both verbally and formally. 
 “Perhaps” and “might” of line one indicate the speaker’s 
reluctance to once again impose his hasty conclusions as he 
reflects. His “semblance” provides him with a self outside of 
himself whom he must confront. This is not unlike his relationship 
to Time, which serves nicely as a scapegoat in the first quatrain. 
This duality is embellished throughout the rest of the sonnet. It 
introduces the important concept of multiplicity as a means to 
achieve balance and self-understanding. On the one hand, the 
speaker’s “semblance” reflects a boy nearing manhood. However, 
inner contemplation reflects immaturity—“ripeness doth much 
less appear.” Recalling the premature expectation of “bud or 
blossom” in line four, the actual reflection “might deceive the 
truth” by convincing the speaker that he has become a man. 
Milton effectively creates this sense of prematurity by inverting 
the natural subject-to-verb order of line six, “I to manhood am 
arriv’d so near.” Again, the notions of anticipation and frustration 
are heightened by the phrases “to manhood am arriv’d” (an ideal) 
and “so near.” On the contrary, “inward” contemplation reveals a 
green, hopeful state that neither thwarts nor frustrates maturity 

but, rather, promises to endue/endow at the hands of “timely-
happy spirits.” 
 It’s important to note that these two reflections, though 
distinct, are conjoined. The “and” of line seven brings the two 
reflections into a balanced composite portrait of the speaker, 
appealing to the sense of sight with the words “semblance” and 
“appear.” Formally, this multiplicity transforms the cranky pace 
and tone of the first quatrain. Lines five, six, and seven, instead of 
medial caesuras, place unstressed feet at the third foot, creating 
fluid but strongly polarized lines. Their aural rhythm mimics the 
thematic duality of the quatrain. The rhyme similarly mimics this 
new symmetry by achieving the abba scheme, correcting the abbc 
variation of the previous quatrain. The calm tone of these second 
four lines allows Milton to alter the relationship between the 
speaker and his conflict. For the first time, the first person 
pronoun “I” is asserted, the paradox resulting from this 
acknowledgment of multiplicity. Likewise, Time is no longer an 
elusive, thieving personification but, rather, a descriptive aid, 
“timely.”  
 Although his self-criticism is harsh (“inward ripeness 
doth much less appear”) the speaker arrives, inadvertently, at new 
conclusions that are not, in this case, fatalistic. The metaphysical 
“happy spirits” that will ripen the speaker’s character are both 
generous and opportune, but they are also independent of the 
speaker. Has he learned his lesson? He does not attempt to 
distinguish their ranks (as in his articulation of age), choosing 
instead “some” (happy spirits). Nor does he try to discern the “bud 
or blossom” of their assistance. The shift from desire for external 
evidence to internal observation seems promising. The formal 
aural lightness of line eight seems to indicate such a progression 
as the accented “timely-happy spirits endu’th” replaces “no bud or 
blossom shew’th” from line four. At this point, Milton’s irony 
becomes paradoxical. Inner contemplation, not external 
“semblance,” reveals the truth: passive reflection, not external 
activity, brings disparity into balance. 
 The last quatrain synthesizes the sonnet’s first eight 
lines. Beginning with “Yet,” the tone of resignation, of 
unquestioning acceptance, is immediately established with the 
volta—that is, the turn in thought or argument in the sonnet form. 
Thematically, Milton projects the concepts of multiplicity and 
passivity into a religious context. Giving them a religious breadth, 
he also alters their previously individualized application. Our 
speaker seems to represent every Protestant, if not “everyman.” 
The point, however, is not pushed to its extreme. God remains 
rather ambiguous, as does the role of the divine, in salvation 
through multiplicity and passivity. 
 Just as the first quatrain has a distinctly Aristotelian bias, 
the last quatrain displays a definite Platonic viewpoint. Binary 
oppositions abound, a syntactic ligation stringing them together 



 

indifferently. The four inclusive instances of “or” combine the 
many facets of the speaker’s maturing character into a veritable, 
and variable, cynosure of possibility. The speaker knows not to 
attempt their distinction, thrice referring to the options as “it” and 
leaving the decisions up to Time, which has reassumed a 
personified stance. The reconstituted entity seems to be a “comic” 
hybrid of the metaphorical thieving bird and the “happy spirits.” 
As an afterthought, Milton’s phrase “and the will of Heav’n” gives 
Time divine inspiration. Medial caesuras after “more” and “lot” 
help to break up the four lines, emphasizing the multiplicity 
effect. “To” and “Toward” offer multiple meanings for the concept 
“approach,” becoming a combination of spatial movement and 
movement towards similarity of kind. Of the three quatrains, the 
third is the least coherent, metrically. It contains the only 
enjambment (“ev’n/To that same lot”), but, as if “in strictest 
measure,” it is accepted with its disparate and overreaching 
patterns. 
 The themes of resignation and passivity, however, are 
the foci of lines nine through twelve. With the reintroduction of 
the personified Time, “I” is replaced by the once-mentioned first-
person object “me.” This submission, in reverence to the divine, is 
encouraged by the certainty and confidence of the “shall be” 
prophesy of line ten. “That same lot” embodies the essence of the 
speaker’s resigned indifference. Completely turned around, he no 
longer has expectations of his own but, rather, offers the 
amorphous “lot” of his life to Time and “the will of Heav’n.” 
Ironically, the two “shall be still in strictest measure” if this 
resignation is sustained. The power of the volta and the binary 
oppositions allow for the notion of “lot,” or a multifaceted future. 
This is quite a departure from the very specific “three-and-
twentieth year,” at which time “bud or blossom” are the only 
options. With resignation comes the acceptance of multiplicity 

and the paradoxes of fate. The speaker accepts passively his lot, 
willing to follow Time and an ill-defined destiny. 
 Completing the transformation from obsessive control to 
passive resignation, the couplet is, itself, a binary opposition. At 
the end of the poem, it presents a promise and a warning to the 
speaker. “All is,” isolated by an initial caesura, restates the “lot” 
concept of a multiplicitous future, setting it apart as the stake in 
the balance. In regular iambic pentameter, the speaker evenly 
states, “if I have grace to use it so,” revealing a dependency on 
“the will of Heav’n” and the leadership of Time. The last line of 
the sonnet breaks up the rhythm, stressing “great Task-Master’s 
eye.” This is appropriate, considering that the appearance of 
“inward ripeness” is to be evaluated with the inner eye, and not 
the deceptive, outer reflection. 
 The speaker of Sonnet 7, over the course of the poem, 
moves from anxiety to inner peace. This transformation is 
achieved through the acceptance of a passive role in relation to 
Time and Heaven. Milton’s conclusion, however, poses several 
questions. Fittingly, these concern the duality of the speaker’s 
redemption. If inner peace is contingent on the grace of God, why 
is the speaker’s own self-evaluation made to seem so important? 
Likewise, if the speaker has achieved this transformation of 
attitude from the volta in line nine to the end, why is there a 
lingering question as to the certainty of “if I have grace”? 
 Punctuating these questions is the uncanny duality of “I” 
and “eye.” Placed in such close proximity in the text, the 
distinction between these homophones is difficult to discern if 
heard aloud. Milton leaves us, ultimately, with a perplexing 
conclusion. Is the giver of grace just as multiplicitous as the life 
that receives it? A passive response, we have learned, keeps those 
questions at bay. 
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RVL – Yes, of course, you needed to elaborate further, especially on the verbal. 
But what you did do with the formal is quite good! And your thematic discussion 
is clearly the best in the class! 
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