Ultimate Paladin Strategy Guide Levels 1-35

(factoring in moving into nightmare and hell without getting owned)

I believe the Paladin to be one of the best characters in the game.  This is my fifth paladin, leveled up to 

34 at the moment, and I consider him to be an extremely versatile, yet focused, character.  What I 

mean by focused, is that his skill points are not spread thin, but stacked into 4 or 5 skills that are must 

haves when playing D2.  Essentially, he is a jack of all trades, but a master of a few ;-)

Special Note : If you want a character for playing on battlenet or any type of multiplayer game, I highly suggest looking into another character.  This is not because of the character himself, but an uncanny bug (or so it seems) that causes your paladin to miss over half of your shots when playing multiplayer games.  This isn’t me over exaggerating, I’ve played 5 paladins, all over level 30, and the results are the same in multiplayer with each one.  You will not hit half as much as you will in single player, regardless of dexterity or other players in game.  It got to the point where I was ready to break the CD’s, when I got a hack (I don’t condone cheating I would never use cheating software on those who are unaware of it) and boosted my dexterity points to around 50,000.  That’s a lot, and I got the same results.  In single player, however, I believe the paladin to be unmatched, so if you’re just starting the game, go with a paladin and you’ll kick a$$. 

Let me start by going over basic concepts and the differences in playing as a pali (melee figher) as opposed to a sorceress (ranged attack character).  

First the minuses –

 Unlike a sorceress, a paladin (as well as any other melee character) relies on a healthy attack rating to be effective.  This mean points in dexterity as well as strength for increased damage.  This also means that with every attack a paladin makes, he has a chance of missing.  I have found this to be a particular problem when playing multiplayer, as I may take 10 or so shots and miss every one, even with a hit % of 95.  I don’t know if Blizzard plans on fixing this, but it has been somewhat discouraging.  This is where the pali and spell casters differ.  Spell casters do not require a good attack rating for their spells to be effective.  My friend is a sorceress L29 and has 27 points in dexterity.  It’s sick.  Yet, I find him popping enemies in multiplayer more often then I do ( I have 130 points in dex with a 87% chance of hit).  Blah.   




The second minus is lack of an effective ranged attack.  This leaves you open to things like glacial spike (sorceress) and the pretty but deadly attacks of the fighter mages in hell.  Somewhere along your quests you MUST obtain a pair of boots that increases your run and walk speeds.  The faster you close distance with enemies, the faster you can kick their a$$.  It’s that simple.  This is very essential, because when playing multiplayer and missing half your shots while not being able to catch a necro or sorceress, it’s going to get VERY annoying.   

But don’t get me wrong, the pali can be EXTREMELY bad azz, and I’ll tell you how to built a truly versatile character that should last you well through nightmare and hell, as well as what skills to put SP’s into and what skills just plain suck.  You have to remember that a pali is a mix of classes.  He doesn’t have the hand to hand kick ass power of the barbarian nor the ranged spell casting ability of a sorceress, so when dueling with these characters, you’ll have to be savvy, cunning, and creative to come out on top.  The opposite side of that coin is that a pali isn’t limited to one monotonous form of fighting.  He isn’t limited to casting spells nor melee fighting.  He is multidimensional, and this is what I think makes him great.

Now onto skills :

I’m going to tell you what skills you need, what skills you should have, and what skills should be erased from the game…  When in doubt SAVE YOUR SKILL POINTS!  At one point I had 6 or 7 skill points saved, therefore when I reached a certain threshold skill level (levels 6, 12, 18, 24, and 30, when new skills become available), I could increase 3 skills by one increment on each successive level because of the stored points.  Does this leave you open in the earlier stages?  Slightly, yes.  But enemies in these stages are weak, and putting points into something that benefits you at the moment will hurt you in the long run.

Prayer:

This is somewhat effective in the early stages of the game, but as you progress, you begin to have so many points in life that the spell becomes useless.  It simply doesn’t replenish fast enough when you have 230 hit points.  I only recommend one skill point here, if that.  My fifth pali has no points in this.

Recommended : 0-1

Might:

This aura is another that is effective in the beginning stages of the game, and it promotes team play.  It’s usefulness lasts slightly longer than prayer’s, but again I would not recommend more than one skill point.  This skill gets totally replaced by concentration.  1 skill point in might adds +10% to your damage, whereas in Concentration it adds +15% damage per skill point.  Don’t get anxious for more damage and waste points here, hold out until concentration where you get more bang for your buck and the added bonus of uninterruptability in your attack.

Recommended : 1

Resist Fire, Lightning, and Cold:

Don’t waste your points in these, save them for salvation.  I know this seems a long way down the road, but I believe that your skill points could be much better utilized in other skills that kill your enemies faster.  After all, a dead enemy can’t do any damage to you, right?  This will not be all that effective for what you are paying for them.  Save your points for better things.  The best defense is a good offense.

Recommended : 0,0,0

Defiance:

I wouldn’t put any points into this, but you are more than welcome to.  It does help somewhat when fighting, but as I’ve made clear, I like more offense as opposed to defense.  It’s not a total waste of a point.

Recommended : 0

Holy Fire:

This is useless, but is required as a prerequisite for holy freeze, so it needs one point.  Just one, please.

Recommended : 1 (prereq)

Thorns:

This is a VERY useful spell, especially at the later stages of the game and moving into nightmare level.  You don’t need to build it up right away, just one point until you are nearing the 4th act.  Then start cranking it once you get conversion.  I’ll discuss how to use this spell in conjunction with conversion in the strategy section below.

Recommended : >6

Sacrifice:

I just put a point into this as a prereq, but at higher levels it can deal out some intense damage.  It’s an effective early skill, but gets replaced by zeal down the line.  I don’t like stacking beginner skills, so I don’t recommend more than a point in this unless you’re just dying to kick ass right away.  Be warned, stacking this will hurt you later on when you won’t have any points for higher level skills.

Recommended : 1

Smite:

NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO…need I say more?

Recommended : -10

Holy Bolt:

This spells adds range attack ability to your paladin, but only verse undead.  Usually, with my first pali, I found myself firing this thing at everything cause it LOOKED undead.  It also promotes teams (even though I don’t see that much healing going on), but if you’re building a pali for your own self sufficiency, I wouldn’t put a point into this until after normal level.  Undead enemies are particularly weak (skeletons?  Laugh ;-) and there aren’t many of them in Acts 2 and 3.  Save your points for now.

Recommended : 0

Cleansing:

Kind of useless.  I used it like twice, and it didn’t help that much.  I have max resists in fire, cold and lightning, and 67 in poison, so I stopped using it.  If you put a point in this, only do so because you want meditation, which works well for team play.

Recommended : 0 - 1 (prereq)

Blessed Aim:

Barely effective in single player, pretty useless in multiplayer (especially when playing with a spellcaster).  You should look for items that boost attack rating or dexterity rather than investing more than a point in this skill.  It won’t help all that much, but it is a prereq for concentration, which rocks.

Recommended : 1 (prereq)

Zeal:

Once obtained, this is your main attack for the rest of the game.  However, don’t go zeal happy like some people and put 10 points into this.  I STRONGLY recommend not going higher than 3 points, for a few reasons.  #1 – You cannot disengage from an attack while zealing.  I’ve died quite a few times with my earlier paladins using high levels of zeal.  I would rather swing 8 times with a slight pause in-between to switch attacks (level 3 zeal) than continuously swinging for 8 swings (level 7 zeal) crippling you from moving and switching gears.  #2 – Even with a high attack rating, you tend to miss A LOT with this skill, especially when enemies walk into your attack range.  Example – you are attacking one monster when two more step towards you and attack.  Chances are you will completely miss the added monsters with your zeal attack, while they pound on you as you relentlessly beat the air into submission.  I do not know if this is a bug, but it’s something you have to consider.  #3 – You will definitely find rings and items that increase all your skills by one.  This means that points will be added to zeal even if you don’t want them.  Putting just 3 or 4 points into zeal allows room for these bonuses without causing the crippling effects I previously mentioned.  Three or four points guys, there are better things to invest a point into, trust me.

Recommended : 3- 4 

Charge:

This is what I call a dueling skill.  The one downside is that it requires smite as a prerequisite.  They should give YOU points for even putting this skill on your tree.  Charge is not greatly effective in single player when you’re surrounded by enemies, and past normal in single player will be useless.  But as I said, if you want to build a dueling paladin, infest some points into this.  I will go over different strategies more below.

Recommended : > = 0

Vigor:

Useless.  Find a pair of boots or have a normal pair imbued to give you faster or fastest run/walk.  Also make sure to keep putting some points into energy to increase stamina.  Don’t waste a point in this until much later in the game (when you are past level 30) and would like to use redemption, which isn’t that great either.

Recommended : 0

Concentration:

One of the best auras in the game, in my opinion.  The increased damage helps you compete with hard hitting barbarians who otherwise would kick your butt all over the map.  I beat my friend’s barbarian (L27) with my pali (L26) in a duel using this as my main aura (of course with other nasty things thrown in).  It greatly increases damage dealt out at higher levels and promotes teams.  Your barbarian friends will love you for this one!

Recommended : >6

Holy Freeze:

Another excellent aura, and a must have for single player games.  Make sure you put enough points into it, though.  A high freeze radius is very good, even in the consequent enemy slow down isn’t so hot.  Just think of is this way:  If you slow your enemies by half, you are effectively DOUBLING your own attack rate, because you are twice as fast!  This skill, unlike others, can be maxed out at level 5 (effectively speaking).

Recommended : 5 (no more, no less)   

Meditation:

A fairly useful skill, more so for multiplayer than for single player games.  Because aura’s use no mana, your own mana supply doesn’t usually fall into the red line that often.  During the rare times I am  running low on mana, I just pump a potion or two, and my auras are unaffected when I’m empty.  Remember, mana regenerates constantly, and zeal doesn’t really suck you dry by any means, so you’ll always have a skill to fall back on.  It is more useful in multiplayer, especially when playing with a spellcaster.

Recommended : > = 0

Vengeance:

This is your secondary attack skill once obtained.  The elemental damage is usually more than most monsters, or even players, can cope with.  I kill my friend’s sorceress in 4 shots with a combo of vengeance and concentration.  The downside is that with each increasing level, more mana is required.  This is one of the few skills that will drain your mana FAST if you don’t have mana stealing items and equipment, but the increased damage is worth it.  I will go over how to use this skill with auras and your other attack skills below.

Recommended : 4

Blessed Hammer:

I’ve heard of people using this effectively, but the first time I tried it, I thought it sucked.  This hammer spirals out and randomly hits stuff.  You can’t direct it or control it, and if it hits a wall or tree that’s it, no more hammer.  It is useless in confined areas like dungeons or crypts, and out in the open it’s not much better.  For those of you who like this spell, I’m still confused.

Recommended : 0

Holy Shock:

Useless.  The damage is extremely minimal and doesn’t really affect the enemies around you to any appreciable extent.  It is also useless in multiplayer and dueling.  Don’t waste points in this.

Recommended : 0

Sanctuary:

I’ve never invested points into this skill, but I’ve from reliable sources that it isn’t so hot.  I might invest a point with my other pali in this to see how effective it really is, but as I said, there aren’t too many undead enemies in the middle part of the game, and the undead that are there are pretty weak.  I like stacking my points into thorns or concentration for now.  In nightmare, however, you’ll need sanctuary as a prereq for conviction.

Recommended : 1?

Conversion:

This skill is ABSOLUTELY NECESSARY for your paladin to survive past normal difficulty level.  Read that again folks.  For all of you who put 30 points into zeal, I’ve got news for ya…START OVER!  Zeal might get you through normal, barely, but once nightmare comes around, you’re a dead man.  The enemies are WAY too strong for that wimpy zeal attack, and there’s WAY too many of them.  The conversion rate is low to start, but keep putting points into this!  I recommend AT LEAST 6 or 7.  And the best thing about this skill is, all your converted holy warriors get your auras!  I recommend thorns, but concentration works well too.  Just remember to turn your aura OFF when playing multiplayer before they unconvert.  The lag sometimes makes them hold onto your aura for the extra second when you hit them.  With thorns on, that’s gonna sting ;-)  Just remember that your newfound allies will only be nice for a certain amount of time, so watch your back.

Recommended : > 7

Holy Shield:

I have never gotten to this aura and probably never will, because it requires skills points in four skills that I never will use, therefore those points are wasted.  Smite (don’t get me started again), Holy Bolt, Blessed Hammer, and Charge.  It’s just too costly to go for.

Recommended : 0

Redemption:

This is another skill which I will probably never get around to testing because of the prerequisites.  Maybe when I’m at level 50 or so and have the skill points to experiment I’ll give it a shot.  The skill itself appears helpful but the prereqs are too much for me to warrant investing in this.

Recommended : 0

Salvation:

Since I have max resistance in 3 out of 4 categories, I really don’t need this skill while playing on normal.  In nightmare, however, this comes into play as you start out with –20 in each resistance category.  I use this often playing with friends who have low resists.  But as I’m sure you all know, because I’ve said it a hundred times, I like more offense then defense, so I’m not too encouraged to go stacking points into this.  You are more then welcome to experiment, though.

Recommended : 1

Fanaticism:

I put a point into this and noticed a visible difference in attack speed, but I’m still not convinced as to the usefulness of the skill itself.  Is this skill good enough to warrant going into battle with it on instead of something like Concentration, Holy Freeze, or Thorns?  In my opinion, no.  As I mentioned before, Holy Freeze gets pretty much the same thing done.  Think about it (once again), if your enemies are hitting half as fast and you are hitting normally, aren’t you already doubling your attack rate?  Hmm…

Recommended : > = 0

Conviction:

This is the only L30 paladin skill you really have to have.  The first level brings down defense by half and reduces magic the magic resistance’s of all surrounding enemies.  Great for multiplayer games when playing with spellcasters AND barbarians, this is worth a few points. 

Recommended : 2-3

Fist of Heavens:

There’s no way this should be a level 30 skill.  I see my friend’s sorceress throwing out balls of fire and raining comets and causing blizzards, and then I get to L30 and I get this piece of crap?  Please, this should be a L6 skill.  I can’t kill a quill rat with the first level, and it doesn’t do a whole lot of damage to things that aren’t undead.  It hits one stinking target per cast.  If this is the best heaven has to offer,  tell hell you’ll be right down to fry.  Fist of My A$$.

Recommended : -5

Strategy Section

Ok, this is where I’m going to go over the best methods for using your combat skills and auras, and what hot keys to use for what.

First hot keys:

F1 – This key is always set to your main attack.  In the beginning, it’s you’re normal attack.  Once at level 12, this hot key becomes Zeal, and stays that way for the rest of the game through normal.

F2 – This is your secondary attack key, usually a powerful hard hitting one shot drop attack.  I set this to Sacrifice until I reach Vengeance, which replaces it.  This makes it possible to switch back and forth quickly between the two attacks.

F3 – Tertiary attack key.  This doesn’t come into play until much later when you get Conversion.  Until then, set this to an aura that you use a lot, but once you get conversion, the first 3 F-keys will be combat skills.

F4-F5 – Main auras.  I set F4 to concentration and F5 to thorns, the two auras I use the most.  You can obviously set these to whatever you like.  I have a natural keyboard that separates at F5 so it is kind of limiting ;-)

F6-F8 – Secondary auras.  I have Holy Freeze set to F6 which is easy to find because it’s the first key after the break on my natural keyboard.  F7 is meditation and F8 is prayer (which I hardly ever use).

Combat Skill and Aura Combo’s

During the early and mid game stages on normal, Zeal works well with Holy Freeze and Concentration.  Concentration works extremely well with pretty much any combat skill, especially combined with vengeance for crazy damage at higher levels.  I wouldn’t start stacking points into thorns or using this skill that much until later on in the game when you can devote more points to it.  It is most effective when its effects help your allies around you, hence in multiplayer.  It is also HIGHLY effective when teamed up with conversion, and, in my opinion, is the only way to survive through nightmare and hell.  Imagine running into a group, converting a few token monsters (just a FEW, if you convert ALL of them it defeats the purpose!), and then throwing on thorns.  It’s a truly amazing sight to have 30 monsters sitting there killing one another, and EVERYBODY is dieing while you walk about calmly picking off a few random enemies ;-)  In nightmare when the monsters are stronger, hit harder, and come in groups of what seems like 50, zeal is just going to tickle.  You need conversion to temporarily recruit some allies, therefore accomplishing two things : #1 – Taking the focus of the attack OFF of you and ONTO your converted monsters.  It’s much easier to fight when you aren’t a target.  #2 – Allowing you not to become stuck in a huge group of monsters without the ability to run away.  Too many times has this happened to yours truly.  Once second I’m doing dandy, the next I’m sucking up dirt with all hell breaking loose around me.  This lets you make hell fight on YOUR side ;-) 

If I haven’t convinced you of the greatness of conversion yet, how about this story.  I was doing a hell run when a group of fighter mages fired a rainbow of death at me.  When I came around I realized my body was surrounded by enemies and there was little chance I would be able to get to it.  My first thought was, “F-it, I’ll just save and exit.”  But then I decided to give it a go.  I put conversion as my attack with a simple revelation : This skill is not affected by the presence of a weapon!  I warped in, cold cocked a few monsters and mages, and before I knew it there was so much chaos going on around me as they were all battling amongst themselves that I slipped in, untouched, and grabbed my body ;-)  I was VERY impressed, and it sold me on the skill.

To sum up:

Best Combat Skill/Aura Combos -  

Holy Freeze and Zeal – The slowed enemies get beat down like red headed step children as you flail that sword around.  Very effective when surrounded by a multiple of enemies.

*Note – after all the surrounding enemies are frozen, switch auras!  Holy Freeze does no damage and the enemies don’t slow down anymore so you are gaining nothing by leaving this aura on.  Once all the enemies are frozen I usually switch over to concentration or conviction.

Concentration and Vengeance – This is the combo for taking down powerful bosses and hard hitting mini-bosses.  The vengeance adds elemental damages to the attacks and the concentration boosts damage by 2 or 3 hundred percent with enough skill points in both.

Conversion and Thorns – A must for anything past nightmare, just convert a few token troops and then lay down the thorns and watch the carnage.  This combo is truly a work of art.  Although thorns works the best in my opinion, remember that ALL your auras will work on your allies.  Concentration and Conviction also help your temporary minions layeth the smack down.

Conviction and Vengeance – I use this combo every once in awhile when I’m just kicking too much a$$ and want a challenge ;-)  Conviction not only lowers an enemies defensive rating by half, but also lowers elemental resistances by about 30 percent.  This works well with Vengeance, especially higher levels with you’re dishing out 50 percent elemental damage.

Different Types of Paladins

There are a few types of paladins you are able to build, which I will go over very briefly.  If you simply want to be able to duel and don’t really care about single player, pump points into things like charge and sacrifice and might.  These are fairly low level skills that you can acquire very quickly and allow for a potent one on one fighter, but don’t allow you to be very versatile.  If you are always playing with friends, however, this might be the way to go.

For a team play paladin, go for things like Holy Bolt, Meditation, and other auras and combat skills that help your teammates.  The more you enhance their skills, the better your team will be.  Don’t go for Conversion, because it does NOT work well with other teammates (my friends told me never to use it again when playing with them or they’d kill me and rape my corpse).  This course, unfortunately, also leads to a weak single player pali who has trouble standing on his own.  

The best paladin for single player is the one I’ve constructed, in my opinion of course.  I have 5 points in Holy Freeze, 6 points in Concentration, 1 point in Meditation (for my sorceress friend), 4 points in Zeal (I wish I had one less), 5 points in Vengeance, 6 points in Conversion, 3 points in Thorns (going up fast), and one point in all prereq’s for those skills.  Then I found a Ring of Jordan which increases all skills by one.  So add one to all those skills.  He’s well rounded and can switch strategies very quickly if something isn’t working.  My next few skill points are going into thorns until I am at about level 9 or 10.  Then I will go for conviction in nightmare level.

Well that’s it, I’ll be impressed if you read this far!  Any comments are welcome at dominicb@sas.upenn.edu.  Remember none of this is set in stone so relax!  Opinions are like a$$holes, everybody’s got one.  I hope this helped you to at least think about what I’ve said and the strategies and methods I’ve suggested.  Thanks for listening all.

Shaedin

