
Introduction

Samuel Hopkins, Jonathan Edwards’ friend and fi rst  
biographer, while compiling Edwards’ memoirs, com-
mented that “President Edwards was one of those men 
of whom it is not easy to sp eak with just ice without 
seeming, at least , to border on the marvelous, and to 
incur the guilt of adulation”. Th e present reviewer 
agrees with Hopkins. And when we come to the st udy 
of Freedom of the Will it is perhaps particularly so. 
Th is book, which was fi rst  published in , has been 
called Edwards’ greatest  literary achievement. But as 
Paul Ramsey, the editor of this volume, more accu-
rately st ated:

Perhaps we should say that the Inquiry into the Mod-
ern Prevailing Notions of the Freedom of the Will is not 
the greatest  of Edwards’ works but the greatest  of its 
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kind. For his Treatise Concerning Religious Aff ect ions 
() in defense and criticism of the Revival st ands 
without many peers among writings on the philosophy 
and psychology of religion, as does Th e Nature of True 
Virtue among books on ethics. And the “Miscellanies” 
are oft en described as the greatest  of Edwards’ works. 
All these, and other writings that might be mentioned, 
have high merit each in its own kind, and there is not 
much profi t in comparing them with each other in or-
der to fi nd a summit. Th ere is more grandeur in a range 
of many summits, and in the scope of the many kinds 
of interest  and competence that are to be found in the 
writings of Jonathan Edwards. Uncompleted at the time 
of his death, his syst em of thought is nevertheless more 
complete than that of most  other men ().

Edwards’ brilliance is recognized, not just  in one area 
here and another area there, but in the far reaching im-
plications and applications of his biblical worldview. 
Th ere is real “grandeur” in “a range of many summits 
… to be found in the writings” of this man. Th e full-
orbed worldview set forth in the entirety of the Edwards’ 
corpus is nothing short of st aggering. It is a view that is 
sadly missing today. John Piper commented: “Edwards’ 
relentless God-centeredness and devotion to the bibli-
cal contours of doct rine are profoundly needed in our 
day.” And Mark Noll st ated:

Evangelicals have not thought about life from the 
ground up as Christ ians, because their entire cul-
ture has ceased to do so. [Jonathan] Edwards’ piety 
continued on in the revivalist  tradition, his theology 
continued on in academic Calvinism, but there were 
no successors to his God-entranced worldview or his 
profoundly theological philosophy. Th e disappearance 
of Edwards’ persp ect ive in American Christ ian hist ory 
has been a tragedy.
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Jonathan Edwards was surely America’s greatest  
philosopher and theologian, if not “the” greatest  that 
God has ever raised up in the church of Jesus Christ . 
Edwards was unapologetically a Calvinist ; not (simply) 
because it was the teaching of John Calvin, but because 
he believed it. Calvinism is biblical Christ ianity in its 
purest  form. B. B. Warfi eld pointed out that Edwards 
“st ands out as the one fi gure of real greatness in the in-
tellect ual life of colonial America.” He was “the greatest  
of American Calvinist s,” a man who had a “remarkable 
sense and tast e for divine things.” He was a man whose 
“analytical subtlety has probably never been surpassed.” 
But with this “analytical subtlety” there was “combined 
a broad grasp  of religious truth which enabled him to 
see it as a whole, and to deal with the several parts with-
out exaggeration and with a sense of their relations in 
the syst em.” Th e syst em to which he held and “gave his 
sincere adhesion, and to the defense of which, against  
the tendencies which were in his day threatening to un-
dermine it, he consecrated all his powers, was simply 
Calvinism.” And it is “Calvinism in its completeness.” 

No place is Edwards’ defense of Calvinism seen more 
clearly than in Freedom of the Will. It is bold defense of 
a biblically based theological determinism.

Being the st aunch and faithful Calvinist  that he was, 
Jonathan Edwards was fi rst  and foremost  a “biblicist .” 
Scripture was foundational to his entire world-and-life 
view. As a biblicist , he was devoted to the concept that 
one should never attempt to erect  a syst em of thought 
by combining secular and Christ ian notions. Edwards 
held to the Reformational principle of sola Scriptura. 
Scripture alone is the Word of God, and all st udies, 
regardless of the subject  matter, are to be judged by 
Scripture. Nothing st ands in judgment over the Word 
of God. Scripture is suffi  cient not only for man to come 
to a sound and saving knowledge of God through Jesus 
Christ , but also to just ify all knowledge and to interpret 
every area of life. He was a man “who put faithfulness 
to the Word of God before every other consideration.” 
He was a man who “refract ed … everything through 
the prism of Scripture.” For Jonathan Edwards, there 
was an absolute primacy and authority of the Word of 
God. According to David Brand:

Th e Edwardsian legacy represents a call to re-est ablish 
theology as the queen of the sciences, not in terms of 
a rigidity that st ifl es scholarship or scientifi c inquiry, 
but rather in the form of a lucid and forceful assertion 
of the Holy Scriptures as the fountainhead of all hu-
man endeavor.

Th e view of sola Scriptura esp oused by Jonathan 
Edwards was no diff erent than that of the apost le Paul 
and the West minst er Assembly. In the words of Paul: 
“All Scripture is insp ired by God, and is profi table for 
doct rine, for reproof, for correct ion, for inst ruct ion in 
righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, 
thoroughly equipped for every good work” ( Timothy 
:–). And as st ated by the West minst er Confession 
of Faith (:), to which Edwards adhered:

Th e whole counsel of God, concerning all things neces-
sary for His own glory, man’s salvation, faith, and life, is 
either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and 
necessary consequence may be deduced from Scrip-
ture: unto which nothing at any time is to be added, 
whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or traditions 
of men. 

Th e Bible infallibly, and the West minst er Confession 
of Faith in compliance with the Bible, both teach the all-
suffi  ciency of Scripture. Th e Bible is suffi  cient for all the 
truth we need and all the knowledge we can have.
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In the “Author’s Preface” to Freedom of the Will we 
read:

Of all kinds of knowledge that we ever can obtain, the 
knowledge of God, and the knowledge of ourselves, are 
the most  important. As [the Christ ian] religion is the 
great business for which we are created, and on which 
our happiness depends; and as [the Christ ian] religion 
consist s in an intercourse between ourselves and our 
Maker; and so has its foundation in God’s nature and 
ours, and in the relation that God and we st and in to 
each other; therefore, a true knowledge of both must  
be necessary, in order to true religion ().

Th is is how Edwards begins his treatise. Without 
a knowledge of one’s self, there is no knowledge of 
God. But to know one’s self, as God’s image bearer, 
there must  fi rst  be a knowledge of God. Th e more 
man “knows of God,” preached Edwards, “the more he 
will know of himself…. Indeed, he who does not have 
the true knowledge of God has no true knowledge of 
anything.” He who “has no knowledge of God knows 
nothing as he ought to know.” God, then, must  be the 
fi rst  object  of knowledge. And according to Edwards, 
the only way for one to come to this knowledge of 
God (and the self) is by “the exploration of the heart, 
in light of Scripture.” Like the apost le Paul and the 
West minst er divines before him, Jonathan Edwards 
began his theological and philosophical enterprise 
with epist emology (the theory of knowledge). And 
the epist emological st arting point for the Puritan di-
vine was the Bible as the Word of God. All knowledge 
is to be deduced from the axiom of God’s infallible and 
inerrant sp ecial revelation.

Jonathan Edwards, along with the West minst er theo-
logians before him, also believed in the absolute sover-
eignty of God. “It is axiomatic in Edwards,” wrote Sang 
Lee, “that God is the absolutely sovereign and eternal 
ground of all exist ence and creativity.” Of supreme im-
portance to him “was the principle of God’s absolute 
sovereignty in all asp ect s of reality, both the material and 

the sp iritual.” Th is doct rine “remained for him a fun-
damental principle of all that he thought and wrote.” 

Th ere was a time in his life, prior to his conversion, 
when he had reservations concerning this “horrible 
doct rine,” esp ecially in matters of elect ion and repro-
bation. But when God worked salvifi cally in Edwards’ 
life, bringing him into a st ate of genuine conversion, he 
“… seemed to be convinced, and fully satisfi ed, as to the 
sovereignty of God, and His just ice in thus eternally dis-
posing of men, according to His sovereign pleasure…. 
Absolute sovereignty is what I love to ascribe to God” 
(Hickman, .xii–xiii).

Th e doct rine of God’s sovereignty includes the fact  
that He has decreed all things which ever come to pass, 
thus rendering the future certain. Th is is the Reformed 
doct rine of “theological determinism.” As explained by 
the West minst er Shorter Catechism (Q. ), “Th e decrees 
of God are, His eternal purpose, according to the coun-
sel of His will, whereby for His own glory, He has fore-
ordained whatsoever comes to pass.” Th e sovereignty of 
God in His decretive purposes, therefore, said Edwards, 
extends even to the Fall of man, and all other sins as 
well: “God has decreed every act ion of men, yea [even] 
every act ion that is sinful and every circumst ance of 
those act ions.” Sin “is foreordained in God’s decrees, 
and ordered in providence.” God decrees all things, and 
“even all sins.” Nothing falls outside of God’s eternal 
decrees. Th is, however, does not mean that God is the 
author of sin. He “orders” sin, but He does not “author” 
it (Hickman, .–, ; .).

God is the eternal “First  Cause” of all things which 
ever come to pass (Hickman, .). Yet, this does not 
negate or undermine the fact  that in His sovereignty 
He chooses to use secondary causes to bring about His 
decrees. Th is is explained in the West minst er Confes-
sion of Faith (:; :–, ) as follows:

God from all eternity did, by the most  wise and holy 
counsel of His own will, freely, and unchangeably ordain 
whatsoever comes to pass: yet so, as thereby neither is 
God the author of sin, nor is violence off ered to the will 
of the creatures, nor is the liberty … of second causes 
taken away, but rather est ablished.

God the great Creator of all things does uphold, di-
rect , disp ose, and govern all creatures, act ions, and 
things, from the greatest  even to the least , by His 
most  wise and holy providence, according to His in-
fallible foreknowledge, and the free and immutable 
counsel of His own will, to the praise of the glory of 
His wisdom, power, just ice, goodness, and mercy.

 . Jonathan Edwards, Sermon on Isaiah :, cited in Th e Puritan 
Pulpit, edited by Don Kist ler (Morgan, Pennsylvania: Soli Deo Gloria, 
) . 
 . William J. Scheick, Th e Writings of Jonathan Edwards (College 
Station, Texas: Texas A & M University Press, ) . 
 . Sang Hung Lee, Th e Philosophical Th eology of Jonathan Ed-
wards (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, ) , 
–. 
 . Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume 
, edited by Douglas A. Sweeny, Th e “Miscellanies” – (New 
Haven, Connect icut: Yale University Press, ), Miscellany . 
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Although, in relation to the foreknowledge and decree 
of God, the First  Cause, all things come to pass im-
mutably, and infallibly: yet, by the same providence, 
He orders them to fall out, according to the nature of 
second causes.

Th e almighty power, unsearchable wisdom, and infi -
nite goodness of God so far manifest  themselves in His 
providence, that it extends itself even to the fi rst  Fall, 
and all other sins of angels and men; and that not by a 
bare permission, but such as has joined with it a most  
wise and powerful bounding, and otherwise ordering 
and governing of them, in a manifold disp ensation, to 
His own holy ends; yet so, as the sinfulness thereof pro-
ceeds only from the creature, and not from God, who 
being most  holy and righteous, neither is, nor can be, 
the author or approver of sin.

Th is doct rine of God’s absolute sovereignty is very 
signifi cant when it comes to Edwards’ theory of causa-
tion (a theory which plays a very important role in Free-
dom of the Will, –). In the view esp oused by the 
West minst er theologians, and championed by Jonathan 
Edwards, “nothing ever comes to pass without a cause” 
(). All eff ect s necessitate a cause. And a cause, by def-
inition, is “that aft er, or upon the exist ence of which, or 
its exist ence in such a manner, the exist ence of another 
thing [necessarily] follows.” God is the eternal First  
Cause of all things that ever come to pass; yet, He uses 
secondary causes to accomplish His decretive will. And 
the secondary causes (in the case of men and angels) 
are resp onsible for their act ions (–).

Theological Setting

Freedom of the Will was written to counter the pervasive 
Arminian infl uence of the eighteenth century. Edwards 
saw Arminianism as a threat to biblical Christ ianity as 
a whole, and esp ecially at the point of “free will.” Th ere 
is, he st ated, “no one thing more fundamental in their 
[Pelagians and Arminians] schemes of religion: on the 
determination of this one leading point [free will] de-
pends the issue of almost  all controversies we have with 
such divines.” Th is being the case, Edwards wrote:

It is very necessary, that the modern prevailing doc-
trine concerning this point [free will], should be well 
underst ood, and therefore thoroughly considered and 
examined: for without it there is no hope of putting an 
end to the controversy about original sin, and innumer-
able other controversies that subsist , about many of the 

main points of [the Christ ian] religion. I st and ready to 
confess to the fore-mentioned modern divines, if they 
can maintain their peculiar notion of freedom, consist -
ing in the self-determining power of the will, as neces-
sary to moral agency, and can thoroughly est ablish it in 
opposition to the arguments lying against  it, then they 
have an impregnable cast le, to which they may repair, 
and remain invincible, in all the controversies they have 
with the Reformed divines, concerning original sin, the 
sovereignty of grace, elect ion, redemption, conversion, 
the effi  cacious operation of the Holy Spirit, the nature 
of saving faith, perseverance of the saints, and other 
principles of the like kind (Works, .).

Said another way, if the Arminian view of a self-
determined free will (a form of libertarianism) can be 
rationally est ablished, then the syst em of truth known 
as Calvinism would fall into ruin; God’s gracious plan 
of sovereign salvation would be in shambles. Christ i-
anity would be false. No longer could it be said that 
“salvation is of the LORD” (Jonah :). Th is is no small 
matter. In , Edwards wrote his friend John Erskine 
about the seriousness of this situation:

Th e doct rine of a self-determining will, as the ground 
of all moral good and evil, tends to prevent any proper 
exercises of faith in God and Christ , in the aff air of our 
salvation, as it tends to prevent all dependence upon 
them. For, inst ead of this, it teaches a kind of abso-
lute independence on all those things, that are of chief 

 . Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume , 
edited by Wallace E. Anderson, Scientifi c and Philosophical Writings 
(New Haven, Connect icut: Yale University Press, ) . 
 . Jonathan Edwards held to the philosophical view of “occa-
sionalism,” i.e., that God is the effi  cient cause of all things, whereby 
with every “occasion” of the consent of the mind of man to act  in a 
certain way, God moves to bring about that act . Th e movement of 
the creature is only the “occasion” in which God act s according to 
His cust omary manner of act ing; see Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works 
of Jonathan Edwards, Volume , edited by Ava Chamberlain, Th e 
“Miscellanies” – (New Haven, Connect icut: Yale University 
Press, ), Miscellany . Th is being so, God is the only real and 
effi  cient cause of all things. But this does not rule out the exist ence 
of secondary causes. God uses secondary causes to bring about His 
purposes.
 .  Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume , 
edited by Clyde A. Holbrook, Original Sin (New Haven, Connect icut: 
Yale University Press, ) . 
 . Dr. John Gerst ner pointed out to the present writer that if the 
Arminian concept of a “self-determined” will is correct  (which it is 
not), then it would be a sin to preach the gosp el to the fallen sinner. 
Th e reason being that it would be an attempt to have the fallen sin-
ner make a choice based on motive, which involves causality, i.e., 
something “determining” the will from outside of itself. 
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importance in this aff air; our righteousness depending 
originally on our own act s, as self-determined. Th us our 
own holiness is from ourselves, as its determining cause, 
and its original and highest  source. And as for imputed 
righteousness, that should have any merit at all in it, to 
be sure, there can be no such thing. For self-determi-
nation is necessary to praise and merit. But what is im-
puted from another is not from our self-determination 
or act ion. And truly, in this [Arminian] scheme, man 
is not dependent on God; but God is rather dependent 
on man in this aff air: for He only operates consequen-
tially in act s, in which He depends on what He sees 
we determine, and do fi rst …. Th e nature of true faith 
implies a disp osition, to give all the glory of our salva-
tion to God and Christ . But this [Arminian] notion is 
inconsist ent with it, for it in eff ect  gives the glory wholly 
to man (–).

For Edwards, said Ramsey, “the issue is a simple one: 
either contingency and the liberty of self-determination 
must  be run out of this world, or God will be shut out” 
(). However, as Edwards went on to say: “But I am un-
der no apprehension of any danger, the cause of Chris-
tianity or the religion of the Reformed is in, from any 
possibility of that notion’s being ever est ablished, or of 
its being ever evinced, that there is not proper, perfect , 
and manifold demonst ration lying against  it” (Works, 
.). Freedom of the Will was written to be such a 
“manifold demonst ration lying against  it.”

Jonathan Edwards addressed his arguments, fi rst  
from the propositions of biblical revelation, and then, 
in an ad hominem (“to the man”) fashion, from ratio-
nal argumentation. Whether “these things are agreeable 
to Scripture,” said the Puritan divine, “let every Chris-
tian, and every man who has read the Bible, judge: and 
whether they are agreeable to common sense [rational 
thinking], let everyone judge, that have human under-
st anding in exercise” ().

Th e fundamental issue in this treatise is that of 
moral resp onsibility. Th e thrust  of Edwards’ argument 
is the denial of and refutation of the Arminian view 
of what it is that const itutes resp onsibility. Th e author 
then sets forth the Calvinist  view which is in act uality 
absolutely essential to moral resp onsibility. Edwards’ 
overall thesis is given in the concluding chapter of the 
work as follows:

It is easy to see how the decisions of most  of the points 
in controversy, between Calvinist s and Arminians, 
depends on the determination of this grand article 
concerning the freedom of the will requisite to moral 
agency; and that by clearing and est ablishing the Cal-
vinist ic doct rine in this point, the chief arguments are 
obviated, by which the Arminian doct rines in general 
are supported, and the contrary doct rines demon-
st ratively confi rmed. Hereby it become manifest , that 
God’s moral government over mankind, His treating 
them as moral agents, making them the object s of His 
commands, counsels, calls, warnings, expost ulations, 
promises, threatenings, rewards and punishments, is not 
inconsist ent with a determining disp osal of all events, of 
every kind, throughout the universe, in His providence; 
either by positive effi  ciency, or permission. Indeed such 
an universal, determining providence, infers some kind 
of necessity of all events; such a necessity as implies an 
infallible previous fi xedness of the futurity of the event: 
but no other necessity of moral agents, or volitions of 
intelligent agents, is needful in order to this, than moral 
necessity; which does as much ascertain the futurity 
of the event, as any other necessity. But, as has been 
demonst rated, such a necessity is not at all repugnant 
to moral agency, and the reasonable use of commands, 
calls, rewards, punishments, etc.

Th e things which have been said, obviate some of the 
chief object ions of Arminians against  the Calvinist ic 
doct rine of the total depravity and corruption of man’s 
nature, whereby his heart is wholly under the power 
of sin, and he is utterly unable, without the interposi-
tion of sovereign grace, savingly to love God, believe 
in Christ , or do anything that is truly good and accept-
able in God’s sight. For the main object ion against  this 
doct rine is, that it is inconsist ent with the freedom of 
man’s will, consist ing in indiff erence and self-deter-
mining power; because it supposes man to be under a 
necessity of sinning, and that God requires of him, in 
order to his avoiding eternal damnation, which he is un-
able to do; and that this doct rine is wholly inconsist ent 
with the sincerity of counsels, invitations, etc. Now this 
doct rine supposes no other necessity of sinning than a 
moral necessity; which, as has been shown, does not at 
all excuse sin; and supposes no other inability to obey 
any command or perform any duty, even the most  
sp iritual and exalted, but moral inability, which, as has 
been proved, does not excuse persons in the nonper-
formance of any good thing, or make them not to be 
the proper object s of commands, counsels and invita-
tions. And, moreover, it has been shown, that there is 

 . Clyde A. Holbrook, Th e Ethics of Jonathan Edwards: Morality 
and Aest hetics (Anne Arbor, Michigan: Th e University of Michigan 
Press, ) –.
 . C. Samuel Storms, “Jonathan Edwards on the Freedom of the 
Will,” Trinity Journal  NS () .
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not, and never can be, either in exist ence, or so much 
as in idea, any such freedom of will, consist ing in indif-
ference and self-determination, for the sake of which, 
this doct rine of original sin is cast  out; and that no such 
freedom is necessary, in order to the nature of sin, and 
a just  desert of punishment (–).

According to Jonathan Edwards, then, “the decision 
of most  of the points in controversy, between Calvin-
ist s and Arminians, depends on the determination of 
this grand article concerning the freedom of the will 
requisite to moral agency.” In nuce, the Arminian view 
is that three things are necessary for such freedom to 
exist : ) Th e will must  have a self-determining power, 
i.e., a certain sovereignty over itself whereby it deter-
mines its own act s; ) Th ere must  be a st ate of indif-
ference, wherein the will is without antecedent bias; it 
must  be entirely free of any prior inclination to choose 
one thing or another; and ) Th e act s of the will must  
be contingent, i.e., opposed to all const raint and to all 
necessity as well; there must  be no certain connect ion 
with a previous ground for these act s of the will; noth-
ing outside of the will must  aff ect  the choices made by 
the will.

Th e Calvinist  view, on the other hand, as championed 
by Jonathan Edwards, avers that the concept of a self-
determined will is without meaning. It is a violation of 
the principle of ex nihilo nihil fi t, i.e., nothing can come 
from nothing; there is no such thing as an eff ect  without 
a cause. Th e very idea of the will exerting a choice while 
at the same time being in a st ate of perfect  indiff erence 
is palpably absurd. One cannot choose without making 
a choice; one cannot have a preference without prefer-
ring. And due to the fact  that nothing can ever come 
to pass without something causing it to come to pass, 
the act s of the will can never be contingent, or without 
necessity. Every act  of the will is necessarily determined 
by something prior to the act , and this means that there 
is a moral necessity for the will to act  as it does.

Th e Edwardsian view is taught in the West minst er 
Confession of Faith (:) as follows: “God has endued 
the will of man with that natural liberty, that it is nei-
ther forced, nor by any absolute necessity of nature 
determined to good or evil.” As explained by Robert 
Shaw: “Th e liberty of a moral agent consist s in the 
power of act ing according to his choice; and those 
act ions are free which are performed without any ex-
ternal compulsion or rest raint, in consequence of the 
determinations of his own mind.” Indeed, the very es-
sence of the freedom of the will is found in its making 
a choice for either this thing or that thing, or refusing 

to choose either this thing or that thing, without any 
external compulsion or const raint, but according to 
the rational principles which God has given to man. 
According to the Confession, man has been endowed 
with the inalienable or natural right and ability to 
freely choose what he desires to choose; in fact , he 
could not do otherwise. Man has a will which is not 
“naturally” forced to do good or evil; he is free to make 
choices. Th erefore, when a man “necessarily” act s 
in conformity with his own desires, he is at liberty to 
do so. He has the natural, God-given ability to make 
such uncompelled choices. Th is necessity is a moral 
necessity for which man is held resp onsible.

Th is is the view adhered to by Edwards. In this 
view:

Freedom, or liberty, must  be identifi ed with the absence 
of const raint, or the power one has “to do as he pleases.” 
But this is clearly a freedom which is consist ent with 
necessity, and with the st rict est  predest inarian claims. 
One has the power to do what he will, although his will 
is determined by God.

Th is is the basic theological setting in which Freedom 
of the Will was written. A more in depth review and 
analysis of Edwards’ rebuttal of the Arminian doct rine 
of libertarianism, along with his rational defense of the 
Calvinist ic teaching will be st udied below. But fi rst  it 
will be helpful to look at the hist orical setting in which 
this volume was written.

Historical Setting

According to Edwards’ nineteenth-century biographer 
and great-grandson, Sereno Dwight, Edwards expressed 
an interest  in joining the argument with the Arminians 
seven years before the work was act ually written. In 
, just  subsequent to the publishing of his Religious 
Aff ect ions (), he wrote the Reverend John Erskine, a 
teaching elder in the Church of Scotland, informing his 
corresp ondent of his desire to address this matter:

 . Robert Shaw, An Exposition of the Confession of Faith (Ross-
shire, Scotland: Christ ian Focus Publications, , ) –. 
Th e present writer has used Shaw’s explanation of the Edwardsian 
view in this sect ion of his “Exposition.” 
 . John H. Gerst ner, Douglas F. Kelly, and Philip Rollinson, A 
Guide to Th e West minst er Confession of Faith: Commentary (Signal 
Mountain, Tennessee: Summertown Texts, ) . 
 . William L. Reese, “Jonathan Edwards –,” Dict ionary of 
Philosophy and Religion (Atlanta Highlands, New Jersey: Humanities 
Press, ) .
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I have thought of writing something particularly and 
largely on the Arminian controversy, in dist inct  dis-
course on the various points of disp ute, to be published 
successively, beginning fi rst  with a discourse concerning 
the freedom of the will, and moral agency; endeavoring 
fully and thoroughly to st ate and discuss those points of 
liberty and necessity, moral and physical inability, effi  ca-
cious grace, and the ground of virtue and vice, reward 
and punishment, blame and praise, with regard to the 
disp ositions and act ions of reasonable creatures ().

Edwards recognized Arminianism as a threat to the 
gosp el of Jesus Christ . For Edwards, and Puritanism in 
general, this is “another gosp el.” Th is false view has 
“departed from God,” and “eats out the heart of [the 
Christ ian] religion.” Although the Arminian theo-
logians “disclaim the popish doct rine of merit, and are 
free to sp eak of our utter unworthiness and the great 
imperfect ion of all our services,” nevertheless, in this 
false syst em of thought, “it is our virtue, imperfect  as it 
is, that recommends men to God, by which good men 
come to have a saving interest  in Christ  and God’s fa-
vor … and these things are best owed in test imony of 
God’s resp ect  for their goodness.” So that whether or 
not they allow the term “merit,” they hold “that we are 
accepted by our own merit in the same sense, though 
not in the same degree, as under the fi rst  covenant.” 

Or as summarized by Shaw: “Th e Arminians, in words, 
ascribe the conversion of the sinner to the grace of God; 
yet they ultimately resolve it into the free will of man” 
(Shaw, ).

Edwards’ desire to write on the doct rine of the free-
dom of the will was post poned for several years, due 

to a “remarkable series of events.” First  came the death 
of David Brainerd in, and shortly thereaft er the 
death of his daughter Jerusha in . Again, in , 
Edwards wrote two more letters to Erskine informing 
him of the events that had “remarkably hindered” the 
intended publication, and asked for his prayers. He then 
began to write An Account of the Late Reverend Mr. 
David Brainerd, which was published in . Th en in 
, the controversy over qualifi cations for commu-
nion, which had begun a year earlier between Edwards 
and the Northampton, Connect icut parishioners, came 
to a head, and the Northampton past or was dismissed 
from the pulpit he had occupied since  (–).

In , Edwards moved to Stockbridge, Massachu-
setts, where he served as minist er of the church and 
missionary to the Housatonic Indians. Although there 
was much work to be done as past or and missionary, the 
transition allowed the Puritan theologian to sp end more 
time writing. During the next several years, Edwards 
wrote some of his weightiest  and most  infl uential trea-
tises: Freedom of the Will, Th e Great Christ ian Doct rine 
of Original Sin Defended, Concerning the End For Which 
God Created the World, and Th e Nature of True Virtue. 
Here in Stockbridge, he also fi nished Th e Hist ory of the 
Work of Redemption, a work he had begun earlier. In 
July , Edwards once more wrote to Erskine, inform-
ing his friend that he now intended to begin the work 
he had wanted to write for so long. In August  , he 
began to write the treatise, but again there was a slight 
interruption until November of that year. It took him 
four months and a half to fi nish the fi rst  draft , and in 
April  he sent Erskine a letter telling him that at 
last  the work was ready to be published. Act ual publi-
cation was delayed until early , however, in order 
to enlist  some subscribers in Scotland (–).

In this treatise, those whom Edwards chose as rep-
resentatives of the Arminian position were the deist  
Th omas Chubb (–), the Anglican Daniel 
Whitby (–), and the “hesitating Calvinist ” 
and hymn writer Isaac Watts (–). Watts was 
much more in line with Edwards’ doct rinal views than 
Chubb and Whitby, even though he was inconsist ent in 
his theology (–). As editor Paul Ramsey com-
mented, the three “opponents represent suffi  cient di-
versity of opinion to be representative of the thought 
prevailing at the time; and it would be easy to show that 
if Edwards’ argument against  them is really sound, it 
can be applied with equal force to other proponents 
of libertarianism. In fact , in the range of opinion and 
churchmanship among them is to be found the best  
reason for their select ion” ().

 . Don Kist ler, Jonathan Edwards: His Life and Legacy, a tape series 
(Morgan, Pennsylvania: Soli Deo Gloria, ) tape .
 . Edwards, Sermon on Jeremiah :, cited in Gerst ner, Th e Ra-
tional Biblical Th eology of Jonathan Edwards (Powhatan, Va.: Berea 
Publications; Orlando, Fla.: Ligonier Minist ries, –) .. 
 . Jonathan Edwards, Just ifi cation by Faith Alone, edited by Don 
Kist ler (Morgan, Pennsylvania: Soli Deo Gloria, ) -. 
 . Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume , 
edited by Paul Ramsey, Ethical Writings (New Haven, Connect icut: 
Yale University Press, ), “Concerning the End for Which God 
Created the World” (–); “Th e Nature of True Virtue” (–
). Edwards wrote these two volumes with the intention that they 
be published together; he referred to them as the “Two Dissertations” 
().
 . Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume , 
edited by John F. Wilson, A Hist ory of the Work of Redemption (New 
Haven, Connect icut: Yale University Press, ). 
 . Th e moniker “hesitating Calvinist ” was given to Isaac Watts by 
Dr. John Gerst ner, due to the hymn writer’s inconsist ent way of ex-
pressing a seemingly “Calvinist ic” theology; Gerst ner, Th e Rational 
Biblical Th eology of Jonathan Edwards, ..
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When Edwards set out to write this treatise, wrote 
Allen Guelzo, “he would bend his energies to two tasks: 
undermining the notion that the human will possesses 
some sort of unique autonomy, or ‘self-determination,’ 
and showing that a universe in which all events have 
been determined by God is not inconsist ent with hu-
man liberty.” But, from a theological and hist orical 
persp ect ive, what was the impact  of this volume? From a 
human st andpoint, of course, it is impossible to measure 
such things. But there are reasons to believe that this 
work did indeed have an impact  beyond its immediate 
setting. Arminianism was on the rise in Edwards’ day, 
and as we have seen, he found this syst em of thought to 
be threat to the gosp el itself. He wrote to combat it, and 
he was successful in his attempt. In the fi nal analysis, 
Warfi eld may well be correct  in his assertion that:

Th e [Arminian] movement against  Calvinism which 
was oversp reading the land was in a great measure 
checked, and the elimination of Calvinism as a deter-
mining fact or in the thought of New England, which 
seemed to be imminent as he wrote, was post poned for 
more than a hundred years.

The Text of Freedom of the Will

Aft er the “Author’s Preface,” the volume is arranged into 
Parts I–IV, followed by a Conclusion.

Part I (–) contains defi nitions: “Wherein Are 
Explained and Stated Various Terms and Th ings Belong-
ing to the Subject  of the Ensuing Discourse.”

Defi ning terms used in theological discussions is 
always important, but in this case it is esp ecially so. 
As Storms st ated, “apart from a clear apprehension of 
Edwards’s use of certain words, there is no possibility of 
following his argument.” Th is part of the treatise, then, 
“aims to alleviate those misapprehensions of language 
which inevitably arise when discussing the freedom of 
the will” (Storms, ).

The Will

Jonathan Edwards believed that the soul, or sp iritual 
asp ect  of man, has two “faculties”: the mind and the 
will, the latter of which is virtually identical with the 
“aff ect ions.” In Religious Aff ect ions he wrote:

God has endued the soul with two faculties: one is that 
by which it is capable of perception and sp eculation, or 
by which it discerns, and views, and judges of things; 

 . Allen C. Guelzo, “Freedom of the Will,” Sang Hyun Lee, edi-
tor, Th e Princeton Companion to Jonathan Edwards (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, ) .
 . Warfi eld, Studies in Th eology, . It should also be noted 
that Freedom of the Will is dest ruct ive of the views expressed by the 
“open theist s,” who maintain that God does not possess exhaust ive 
foreknowledge. Commenting on such a position, Edwards wrote: 
“One would think, it should be wholly needless to enter on such an 
argument with any that profess themselves Christ ians” (). Th at is, 
Edwards viewed the open theist ’s claim so prepost erous (and blasp he-
mous), that it was to be recognized as outside of the Christ ian faith 
altogether.
 . Jonathan Edwards did not adopt the faulty view of man known 
as “faculty psychology,” which maintains that the sp iritual asp ect  of 
man consist s of the “faculties” of the mind, the will, and the emo-
tions. Rather, he believed that these are three dist inct  “funct ions” of 
the one human person.
 . Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume , 
edited by John E. Smith, Religious Aff ect ions (New Haven, Connect i-
cut: Yale University Press, ) –. 

which is called the underst anding. Th e other faculty is 
that by which the soul does not merely perceive and 
view things, but is some way inclined with resp ect  to 
the things it views or considers; either is inclined to 
them, or is disinclined, and averse from them; or is the 
faculty by which the soul does not behold things, as an 
indiff erent unaff ect ed sp ect ator, but either as liking or 
disliking, pleased or disp leased, approving or reject ing. 
Th is faculty is called by various names; it is sometimes 
called the inclination; and, as it has resp ect  to the ac-
tions that are determined and governed by it, is called 
the will: and the mind, with regard to the exercises of 
this faculty, is oft en called the heart…. Th e will, and 
the aff ect ions of the soul, are not two faculties; the af-
fect ions are not essentially dist inct  from the will, nor 
do they diff er from the mere act ings of the will and 
inclinations of the soul, but only in the liveliness and 
sensibleness of exercise.

When it comes to defi ning the “will,” Edwards said 
that it “is that by which the mind chooses anything.” It 
“is that faculty or power or principle of mind by which 
it is capable of choosing.” An act  of the will “is the same 
as an act  of choosing or choice.” Th ere are diff erent levels 
of “aff ect ions” involved in making choices, some higher 
than others, and vice-versa, depending upon the de-
gree of like or dislike, pleasure or disp leasure, etc. But 
“a man never, in any inst ance, wills anything contrary 
to his desires, or desires anything contrary to his will.” 
It cannot be otherwise (–).

The Determination of the Will

By “determining the will,” wrote Edwards, “if the phrase 
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be used with any meaning, must  be intended, causing 
that the act  of the will or choice should be thus, and 
not otherwise: and the will is said to be determined, 
when, in consequence of some act ion, or infl uence, its 
choice is direct ed to, and fi xed upon a particular object .” 
Necessarily involved here is the underst anding that “to 
talk about the determination of the will, supposes an 
eff ect , which must  have a cause” (), because if the 
will is determined (which is an eff ect ), there must  be 
something that determined it (which is the cause). In 
the Edwardsian view, as noted above, “nothing ever 
comes to pass without a cause” (). Hence, every ef-
fect  necessarily needs a cause; an eff ect  is something 
that is caused. Although Edwards does not develop this 
issue at this point in the treatise, the fact  that every ef-
fect  needs a cause reduces the Arminian concept of a 
self-determined will to the level of absurdity.

What is it (as a secondary cause) that determines 
the will? It is the “st rongest  motive.” It is “that motive, 
which, as it st ands in the view of the mind, is the st ron-
gest , that determines the will.” And what is a motive? 
“By ‘motive,’ I mean the whole of which moves, excites 
or invites the mind to volition, whether that be one 
thing singly, or many things conjunct ly.” Th ere may be a 
number of things which encourage or induce the mind 
to make a choice; some of these are weaker and some 
are st ronger. But it is always the st rongest  motive that 
“determines the will.” Th e st rongest  motive is the one 
which appears to be the most  agreeable or attract ive; 
or said another way, it is the “greatest  apparent good.” 
Th is being so, “the will always is as the greatest  apparent 
good is.” A man will always choose that which seems 
most  agreeable to him at that time; he will always choose 
based on “the greatest  apparent good.” It will never vary 
from this. “Th e choice of the mind never departs from 
that which, at that time, and with resp ect  to the direct  
and immediate object s of that decision of the mind, 
appears most  agreeable and most  pleasing, all things 
considered” (–).

As st ated by Wainwright:

Th e argument from motivation depends upon Edwards’ 
identifi cation of willing or choosing with one’s st rongest  
inclination or preference. Since choosing is a prevail-
ing inclination, it is logically impossible to choose in 
the absence of a prevailing motive. If there is a prevail-
ing motive, however, then the will is necessarily deter-
mined by it, for if the will were to choose contrary to a 
prevailing motive, the agent would have two opposed 
preponderant inclinations at the same time. All choices, 
therefore, are necessarily determined.

Implicit in Edwards’ thought here is the biblical view 
concerning the fallen nature of man. Th e Reformed doc-
trine of “total depravity,” as taught in Scripture (Ro-
mans :–; :–), and explained by the West minst er 
Confession of Faith (:, ), maintains that fallen man 
is “dead in sin, and wholly defi led in all the faculties 
and parts of the soul and body.” Th is being so, “we are 
utterly indisp osed, disabled, and made opposite to all 
good, and wholly inclined to all evil.” Because of this, 
as the Confession (:) goes on to say, “man, by his fall 
into a st ate of sin, has wholly lost  all ability of will to 
any sp iritual good accompanying salvation.” “God 
made man upright,” says Solomon, “but they have 
sought out many schemes” (Ecclesiast es :). And as 
taught in Jeremiah : (“Can the Ethiopian change 
his skin or the leopard its sp ots? Th en may you also do 
good who are accust omed to do evil”), a person is not 
able to make choices which are contrary to his nature. 
Th erefore, since man is in this st ate of total depravity, 
and “has wholly lost  all ability of will to any sp iritual 
good,” the greatest  apparent good to fallen man will 
never be pleasing to God. Fallen man, as Paul st ates in 
Ephesians :–, always “freely” chooses to sin “with 
greediness.” Man loves his sin, and he sins greedily. And 
God holds him accountable for his sin.

As the West minst er Confession of Faith (:–) teaches, 
man only has the ability to choose that which pleases 
God when he is converted: “When God converts a sin-
ner, and translates him into the st ate of grace, He frees 
him from his natural bondage under sin; and, by His 
grace alone, enables him freely to will and do that which 
is sp iritually good; yet so, as that by reason of his remain-
ing corruption, he does not perfect ly, nor only, will that 
which is good, but does also will that which is evil.” Yet, 
there will come a day when the “will of [Christ ian] man 
is made perfect ly and immutably free to good alone,” but 
this is to be found “in the st ate of glory only.”

Jonathan Edwards, commented that when a per-
son is converted, there is not an essential change in 
this person’s mind or will; that is, there is not a “new 

 . Stephen Daniel points out that when Edwards wrote that “the 
will always is the greatest  apparent good (as opposed to saying is de-
termined by the greatest  apparent good),” he was showing how “the 
intentionally of intellect ual act ivity links the underst anding intimately 
to the operation of the will.” Th at is, that the mind is involved in the 
choice of the will. Edwards does this, says Daniel, by identifying the 
good with that which agrees with the disp osition of the mind. See 
Stephen H. Daniel, Th e Philosophy of Jonathan Edwards (Indianapolis, 
Indiana: Indiana University Press, ) . 
 . William Wainwright, “Jonathan Edwards,” Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy (http://plato.st anford.edu/entries/edwards/) [Accessed 
on Oct ober , ].
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faculty of underst anding,” nor is there a “new faculty 
of will” involved. What has changed is that the per-
son has a new and inward “sense of the heart.” Th ere is 
now a “new and holy disp osition of heart that attends 
this new sense”; there is a “new foundation laid in the 
soul” of the converted sinner that enables him to do 
those things, to make those choices which please God 
(Works, .). Th is new sense will then necessarily be 
followed by certain “dist inguishing marks” that reveal 
the inward work of God the Holy Spirit in the converted 
sinner’s life.

But here again, in this new st ate, the converted sin-
ner is act ive in his resp onse to God. God is sovereign, 
but man has a resp onsibility to act :

In effi  cacious grace we are not merely passive, nor yet 
does God do some, and we do the rest . But God does 
all, and we do all. God produces all, and we act  all. For 
that is what He produces, viz. our own act s. God is the 
only proper author and fountain; we only are the proper 
act ors. We are, in diff erent resp ect s, wholly passive and 
wholly act ive (Hickman, .).

Natural and Moral Necessity

According to Jonathan Edwards, something is said to 
be “necessary” when it “must  be, and cannot be other-
wise” (). No matter what the opposition, if an event 
will necessarily take place, then nothing can success-
fully oppose it. It is impossible that it not occur. But 
we must  dist inguish here between external act s and 
internal act s, or natural necessity and moral necessity. 
In the former sense, the idea of opposition is essential. 
For example, tomorrow morning is going to come no 
matter what the opposition to its coming. When we 
sp eak of internal act s or moral necessity, however, we 
use the word “necessity” in a diff erent sense. Here we 
may use the word when no opposition is involved at all. 
For inst ance, a man may have a virtuous desire to do 
something, without any inclination to do the opposite. 
His choice will necessarily occur, and be virtuous, even 
though there is nothing opposing this choice. Th e choice 
is not less virtuous because the individual “necessarily” 
has made it without contrary inclinations (Gerst ner, “A 
Determinist ic Model,” A–A).

Edwards goes on to sp eak of metaphysical or philo-
sophical necessity, and says that it “is nothing diff er-
ent from certainty.” Philosophical necessity “is really 
nothing else than the full and fi xed connect ion between 
the things signifi ed by the subject  and predicate of a 

proposition, which affi  rms something to be true” (–
). Both natural and moral necessity are included in 
the defi nition of philosophical necessity. Natural neces-
sity would involve a compulsion from “the force of natu-
ral causes” (such as gravitational forces); whereas moral 
necessity, “such as habits or disp ositions of the heart,” 
would not be forced or compelled by such outside act s 
(–). Natural necessity would occur when the will 
of man is compelled to make a certain choice. Th ese are 
very rare, but when they occur, man is not blameworthy. 
Moral necessity, on the other hand, takes place when 
there is “that necessity of connect ion and consequence, 
which arises from such moral causes, as the st rength 
of inclination, or motives, and the connect ion which 
there is in many cases between these, and such certain 
volitions and act ions” (). Here there is an internal 
desire, without opposition (in the st rict  sense), while 
at the same time there is a certainty of occurrence (in 
the philosophical sense). In the case of moral necessity, 
the “will” produces the choices and man is resp onsible 
for them (–).

Natural and Moral Inability

Edwards also makes the dist inct ion between natural 
inability and moral inability. A man is naturally unable 
to do a certain thing when he cannot do it even if he 
desires to do so; it is naturally impossible for him to do 
it. Moral inability, on the other hand, has to do with a 
lack of desire or inclination to do a certain thing. Here 
there are contrary motives involved. With moral inabil-
ity, it is not that the person does not have the natural 
ability to do a certain thing; rather, it is that he does not 
desire to do it. In the case of natural inability, man is 
prevented from accomplishing something. Th is is not 
the case with moral inability. In the latter, the only thing 
that is lacking is a willingness to do accomplish some-
thing. A person may have the “natural” desire to help 
a needy individual, yet not have the wherewithal to aid 
him, i.e., he is naturally unable to be of help. Th is is not 
blameworthy. But if the person may have the natural 
ability to help a genuinely needy individual, and lack 
the compassion or desire to do so, this is blameworthy. 
Here the problem is a lack of moral ability; the person 

 . Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume , 
edited by C. C. Goen, Th e Great Awakening (New Haven, Connect icut: 
Yale University Press, ), “Th e Dist inguishing Marks of a Work 
of the Spirit of God” (–). 
 . John H. Gerst ner, “A Determinist ic Model: Jonathan Edwards’ 
Freedom of the Will” (a handout sheet used by Dr. Gerst ner in his 
lect ures on Freedom of the Will) A.
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simply (and wrongfully) does not want to be of help 
(–).

When this dist inct ion is applied to man’s resp onsi-
bility to repent and turn to God, it is not that man does 
not have the natural ability to pray, to confess his sins, to 
seek God, and so forth. Th e problem is that fallen man 
does not desire to do this. As the apost le Paul writes: 
“Th ere is none who seeks aft er God”; “Because the car-
nal mind is enmity against  God; for it is not subject  to 
the law of God, nor indeed can be. So then, those who 
are in the fl esh cannot please God” (Romans :; :
–). And in the words of Jesus Christ , men “loved the 
darkness rather than the light, because their deeds were 
evil” (John :). It is not so much, then, that men can-
not “naturally” seek the light of the gosp el; it is that they 
do not desire to do so, because they prefer to live in the 
darkness rather than in the light (Kist ler, Jonathan Ed-
wards, tape ). Slavery to sin, then, leaves man without 
excuse, because his inability is moral, not natural.

Edwards also diff erentiates between “determinism” 
and “compulsion.” As we have noted, according to the 
West minst er divines and Jonathan Edwards, every eff ect  
necessarily has a cause, and is therefore determined to 
occur. Since God has decreed all things that will ever 
take place (and therefore foreknows that they will oc-
cur), it is absolutely certain that they will take place. 
Nothing will ever change this necessity. Th is does not 
mean, however, that every event is a compelled event. 
Th ere is a diff erence between a determined act  and an 
act  that takes place by compulsion. As st ated by Ramsey, 
“free act s are uncompelled act s, not uncaused or unde-
termined act s” (). Th ese things being so, said the Puri-
tan divine, theological determinism and moral necessity 
are not incompatible. Man is resp onsible before God to 
make moral choices, and he will be held accountable for 
the choices he makes (see, e.g., Matthew :).

One of the places in Edwards’ theology that we see 
this dist inct ion between natural ability and inability and 
moral ability and inability most  clearly, is in his doct rine 
of “seeking salvation.” When the gosp el is preached, 
some hearers are hardened by it and reject  it outright. 
Others are convict ed of their sin by the message and 
turn to Christ  in faith and repentance for their salva-
tion. But there are st ill others who are also convict ed 
of their sin by the truth of God’s Word, and are “awak-
ened” to their “sottish” (i.e., lethargic) sp iritual st ate. 
Th ese sinners become aware of their desp erate need for 
the Savior Jesus Christ , but they have not yet positively 

resp onded to the call of the gosp el. What are they able 
to do? Jonathan Edwards told them to seek their salva-
tion. Although these persons are not “willing” to believe 
in the gosp el and be saved, they do have the “natural” 
ability to prepare for it. John Gerst ner explained:

Probably the most  dist inct ive thing about Jonathan 
Edwards’ evangelist ic message is his theory of seeking. 
A natural man could do certain things (use the means 
of grace, obey the commandments of God outwardly, 
etc.) that would probably issue in his salvation. Th is 
theory falls between the Arminian, on the one hand, 
and the extreme Calvinist , on the other. According to 
the Arminian theory of salvation, the sinner was able 
of himself alone to repent, believe, and be saved: all 
without the working of regeneration having previously 
taken place. According to Calvinism, regeneration must  
precede such gracious act s as believing and repenting. 
When the message comes to the unconverted he has no 
ability to receive it savingly unless God, at the time the 
message is given, works faith in the person. He will then 
evince this regeneration by believing the gosp el which 
is presented. But if God does not work faith, there is 
nothing, according to some Calvinist s, that the sinner 
can do. At this point perhaps the Calvinist  Edwards is 
dist inct ive (through certainly not among Puritans). He 
insist s that there is something that the sinner can do; in 
that, he agrees with the Arminians. Still, he denies with 
vigor that the sinner can do what the Arminian thinks 
he can do. But at the same time he disagrees with those 
Calvinist s who say there is nothing that the sinner can 
do. According to Edwards, he can do something non-
saving but promising and hopeful: namely, seek.

Edwards taught that apart from the gracious, salvifi c 
work of God in the sinner’s heart, he would surely perish 
in his sin. But even though the sinner had no “moral” or 
“sp iritual” ability to repent and believe the gosp el, the 
“awakened” sinner, being under convict ion of sin, and 
being aware of his sp iritual condition and concerned 
about it, does have the natural ability to do those things 
which may lead to his salvation. Th e unregenerate man 
can and should go to church, where he will hear the 
Word of God preached. He can and should read the 
Bible. He can and should cry out to God for mercy. He 
can and should talk to his past or and other Christ ians 
about his need for a Savior, asking them to pray for his 
salvation. None of these act s of “seeking” or prepara-
tion will merit the lost  sinner anything before God. But 
God may use these to draw the sinner savingly to Christ  
(Gerst ner, –).

 . John H. Gerst ner, Jonathan Edwards: Evangelist  (Morgan, Penn-
sylvania: Soli Deo Gloria, ) –.
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Freedom

Edwards defi nes freedom or liberty as the “power, op-
portunity, or advantage, that anyone has, to do as he 
pleases.” Th e will, as defi ned by the Puritan divine, is 
the mind of the person choosing. And when the person 
is free from const raint, he possesses liberty. “Th e will 
itself is not an agent that has a will: the power of choos-
ing, itself, has not a power of choosing. Th at which has 
the power of volition or choice is the man or the soul, 
and not the power of the volition itself.” According to 
Edwards, it is the man who is free to choose; it is not 
the will that is free. “Let the person come by his voli-
tion or choice how he will, yet, if he is able, and there is 
nothing in the way to hinder his pursuing and executing 
his will, the man is fully and perfect ly free” (–). 
Th e “proper quest ion,” then, “is not whether or not the 
will is free, but whether or not one wills freely.” As 
Holbrook explained, “to be prevented from carrying 
out an act  of will because of some natural impediment 
and defect  exterior to the will robs man of freedom and 
excuses him of guilt, but moral inability signifi es lack 
of inclination to act  and does not excuse” (Holbrook, 
Ethics of Jonathan Edwards, –).

Edwards concludes Part I by pointing out that Ar-
minians and other antagonist s “who oppose the Calvin-
ist s” have a diff erent defi nition of liberty. As has been 
noted above, there are (at least ) three elements which 
are added: ) self-determination, wherein the will pos-
sesses a certain sovereignty over itself; ) indiff erence, 
wherein the mind is viewed in a st ate of equilibrium 
prior to its choices; and ) contingency, wherein it is as-
serted that there is an absence of all necessity in making 
choices, so that there is no fi xity or connect ion between 
the choice and some prior reason of the choice being 
made (–). A goodly portion of the balance of the 
treatise is concerned with refuting these points.

Summary

So far we have seen that Jonathan Edwards believed that 
it is not possible for something to come to pass without 
a cause; every eff ect  necessitates a cause, including ev-
ery act  of the human will. Th is means that every act  of 
the will (which is the mind choosing) of man is caused 
by something. God, of course, is the eternal and ulti-
mate First  Cause of all things that ever occur, but He 
also brings about His purposes by means of secondary 
causes. Th e secondary cause for the will making a choice 
is the motive which appears to be most  agreeable to the 
mind of the person at the time of his choice. Th e will is 

as the greatest  apparent good. Th e act  of the will, then, 
is “necessarily” connect ed with the st rongest  motive as 
perceived by the mind. Th is is a moral necessity, and, 
unless compelled to make a choice (which is rare), man 
is held resp onsible for his choices, because the will is in-
volved in the choices made. A man’s freedom has to do 
with his doing as he pleases to do. In this, the Edward-
sian view, “a person is free to do what he wills; he enjoys 
freedom in the exercise of this liberty. But will, which is 
not its own cause, is determined by something outside 
and beyond itself.” Th e Arminian view, on the other 
hand, contends that for man to be free it must  be self-
determined or sp ontaneous, and/or indiff erent, and/or 
contingent (See Storms, ).

Part II (–) deals with the Arminian notion 
of freedom: “Wherein It is Considered Whether Th ere 
is or Can be Any Such Sort of Freedom of Will, as Th at 
Wherein Arminians Place the Essence of the Liberty of 
All Moral Agents; and Whether Any Such Th ing Ever 
Was or Can be Conceived of.”

The Self-determination of the Will

Jonathan Edwards begins his refutation of the Armin-
ian view of freedom in Part II. In the Arminian view, 
the will of man is self-determined; it is the cause of 
its own choices. Th e cause must  come solely from the 
will because the will must  be self-determined. Nothing 
outside of the will determines the will. But for the will 
to determine itself is an act  of the will. Th is being the 
case, what causes the will to “determine itself ” must  be 
a prior act  of the will. Th e reason for this is that the will 
cannot produce its own choice as that would be an ef-
fect  without a cause. Or said another way, if the will is 
act ually “self-determined,” then it would be at the same 
time both the cause (the “determiner”) and the eff ect  
(that which is “determined”). Th is, of course, is a logical 
contradict ion. So when asked what it is that caused the 
prior act  of the will (since it cannot come from noth-
ing), the only answer the Arminian is able to give is that 
it must  have been another prior act  of the will, and ad 
infi nitum. Th is view reduces itself to logical absurdity, 
because there is no st arting point to the act ions of the 
will. If, on the other hand, we arrive at an act  of the will 
which is not determined by a prior act  of the will, then 
it would not be a “free” act  (as per the Arminian view), 

 . William J. Danaher, Jr., Th e Trinitarian Ethics of Jonathan Ed-
wards (London: West minst er John Knox Press, ) .
 . Harold P. Simonson, Jonathan Edwards: Th eologian of the Heart 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans Publishing Company, ) .
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since it would not be self-determined (–). Con-
rad Cherry explained it this way:

Th e Arminian presupposition is that human freedom 
must  consist  in the will’s determining itself when man 
act s. Edwards demonst rates on the Arminians’ own 
ground that this way of conceiving human liberty 
contains a logical contradict ion. For if the will freely 
determines itself in all its act s, then each act  of will must  
be preceded by another free act . Th e chain of act s either 
leads in infi nitum or st ops with a fi rst  act  which is not 
self-determined.

And Storms commented that “the Arminian notion 
of freedom as self-determination either contradict s itself 
by positing an un-chosen choice, or shuts itself wholly 
out of the world by an infi nite regress” (Storms, ). 
In Edwards’ own words:

If the will determines the will, then choice orders and 
determines the choice: and act s of choice are subject  
to the decision, and follow the conduct  of other act s of 
choice. And therefore if the will determines all its own 
free act s, then every free act  of choice is determined by 
a preceding act  of choice, choosing that act . And if that 
preceding act  of the will or choice be also a free act , then 
by these principles, in this act  too, the will is self-de-
termined; that is, this, in like manner, is an act  that the 
soul voluntarily chooses; or which is the same thing, it 
is an act  determined st ill by a preceding act  of the will, 
choosing that. And the like may again be observed of the 
last  mentioned act . Which brings us direct ly to a contra-
dict ion: for it supposes an act  of the will preceding the 
fi rst  act  in the whole train, direct ing and determining 
the rest ; or a free act  of the will, before the fi rst  free act  
of the will. Or else we must  come at last  to an act  of the 
will, determining the consequent act s, wherein the will 
is not self-determined, and so is not a free act , in this 
[Arminian] notion of freedom: but if the fi rst  act  in the 
train, determining and fi xing the rest , be not free, none 
of them all can be free ().

Edwards’ conclusion is that “this Arminian notion 
of liberty of the will, consist ing in the will’s self-deter-
mination, is repugnant to itself, and shuts itself wholly 
out of the world” ().

The Spontaneity of the Will

To “evade the force” of what has been just  been observed 
(), some Arminians opt for a form of sp ontaneity of 
the will, i.e., that the will act s without any cause at all; 
the act s of the will just  sp ontaneously happen. Inst ead 
of asserting that the will is self-caused, this alternative 
suggest ion is that the will is uncaused. Th is too involves 
a contradict ion, for it is not possible for something to 
come from nothing; this is the principle of ex nihilo ni-
hil fi t. We have st udied the Edwardsian view of causal-
ity above, and we noted how very important this is in 
his overall theological and philosophical dealings. It is 
very signifi cant in the treatise presently under review 
and analysis. God alone is self-exist ent, eternally ex-
ist ing without a cause. Moreover, He is the eternal and 
ultimate First  Cause of all things, yet He carries out His 
decretive will by means of second causes. As st ated by 
the West minst er Confession of Faith (:): “Although, in 
relation to the foreknowledge and decree of God, the 
First  Cause, all things come to pass immutably and in-
fallibly: yet, by the same providence, He orders them 
to fall out, according to the nature of second causes.” 
Hence, in the created universe, said Edwards, “nothing 
ever comes to pass without a cause” ().

In another treatise, Edwards defi ned a cause as “that 
aft er, or upon the exist ence of which, or its exist ence in 
such a manner, the exist ence of another thing [necessar-
ily] follows” (Edwards, Works, .). Here, in a more 
philosophical way, he uses the word “cause”:

To signify any antecedent, either natural or moral, posi-
tive or negative, on which an event, either a thing, or 
the manner and circumst ance of a thing, so depends, 
that it is the ground and reason, either in whole, or in 
part, why it is, rather than not; or why it is as it is, rather 
than otherwise; or in other words, any antecedent with 
which a consequent event is so connect ed, that it truly 
belongs to the reason why the proposition which affi  rms 
that event, is true; whether it has any positive infl uence 
or not. And in agreeableness to this, I sometimes use 
the word “eff ect ” for the consequence of another thing, 
which is perhaps rather an occasion than a cause, most  
properly sp eaking (–).

Th en in an ad hominem apologetical fashion, Ed-
wards points out that if it were possible for things to 
come into exist ence without a cause, then the teaching 
of Paul in Romans : (“Th e invisible things of Him 
[God], from the creation of the world, are clearly seen; 
being underst ood by the things that are made; even 

 . Conrad Cherry, Th e Th eology of Jonathan Edwards: A Reap-
praisal (Indianapolis, Indiana: Indiana University Press, , ) 
–.
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His eternal power and Godhead”), that God’s created 
order gives us clear evidence of His eternal Godhead, 
would be rendered vacuous. If one temporal thing can 
come about without a cause, then there would be no 
reason to doubt that millions of such uncaused events 
could occur. Perhaps the whole universe could be an 
uncaused event. Th ere would be no genuine evidence 
from general revelation for the Creator God. It is im-
portant to underst and here that Edwards’ “primary 
purpose” in this argument, “is to base cause on the 
commonly accepted knowledge of God, not … to base 
the knowledge of God upon cause.” In other words, his 
argument is a reasoning “from” sp ecial revelation, not 
from pure reason.

Second, Edwards asserts that such an untenable view 
of sp ontaneity would lead to a form of solipsism, i.e., 
we would have no reason to believe that anything ex-
ist s outside of our own minds. Finally, if the will of man 
act s sp ontaneously, and thus independently of man, how 
can the man be held resp onsible for his act ions? Th ere 
would be no act  that could rationally be considered 
praiseworthy or blameworthy. Th e inconsist encies in-
volved in this theory are legion (–).

The Indifference of the Will

Th e indiff erence of the will of man is another nec-
essary part of the Arminian view of freedom. Th e 
thought here is that for the will to be free, it must  be 
completely indiff erent when it makes its choices. Th is 
again is a logical absurdity. It is irrational to contend 
that one is able to make a choice without a prevail-
ing motive. What this would mean is that the mind 
would have a “preference, at the same time that it has 
no preference.” It is impossible to conceive of a situa-
tion wherein “the mind is indiff erent before it comes 
to have a choice, or till it has a preference; which is the 
same thing, that the mind is indiff erent until it comes 
to be not indiff erent.” To make a choice, one must  
prefer one thing above another, or one could not ever 
choose one thing rather than another. “Th e very act  of 
choosing one thing rather than another, is preferring 
that thing, and that is setting a higher value on that 
thing.” To suppose “the will to act  at all in a st ate of 
perfect  indiff erence, or to do anything else, is to assert 
that the mind chooses without choosing. To say that 
when it is indiff erent, it can do as it pleases, is to say 
that it can follow its pleasure, when it has no pleasure 
to follow.” Indeed, “choice and preference can no more 
be in a st ate of indiff erence, than motion can be in a 
st ate of rest .” Th e Arminian theory here, as elsewhere, 

is “full of nothing but absurdity and self-contradict ion” 
(–, , ).

The Contingency of the Will

We have noted that the Arminian notion of libertari-
anism contends that no act  of the will is necessary. All 
such act ions, therefore, must  be contingent events; they 
may occur or they may not occur, but they certainly do 
not “necessarily occur. Th e Edwardsian resp onse (as 
found also in the West minst er Standards) is that all 
eff ect s necessitate a cause. No event, such as an act  of 
the will (an eff ect ) can possibly occur without a cause. 
Th is being so, the act s of the will cannot ever be con-
tingent (–).

Moreover, as also st udied above, every act  of the 
will, every choice or refusal, is necessarily connect ed 
to an antecedent cause, which is not the will itself, but 
is a choice of the mind. Th e will is the mind choosing. 
And the (secondary) cause in every act  of the will is the 
st rongest  motive. Th e will of man is governed by the 
cause of the greatest  apparent good. Again we see that 
the act ions of the will are not contingent (–).

Finally, Jonathan Edwards (and the West minst er 
theologians) taught that God comprehensively and 
immutably foreknows all things that will ever occur. 
Th is necessarily includes every human choice. God “has 
a certain and infallible prescience of the act s of the will 
of moral agents” (). It is not possible, however, to 
foreknow something that is contingent; future contin-
gencies cannot be “foreknown.” “What a contradict ion 
is this,” wrote Edwards, “to say that God knows a thing 
will come to pass, and yet at the same time knows that 
it is contingent whether it will or no!”

Since God’s knowledge of the future is comprehensive 
and immutable (thereby rendering the future certain), 
then no future event, including every human choice, 
can possibly be contingent. At the same time, we must  
insist  that because God foreordains all events to fall 
out by means of secondary causes (to include human 
act s of the will), the foreknowledge of God and human 
resp onsibility can be in perfect  accord. On the other 
hand, however, comprehensive divine foreknowledge 
and contingency are unable to coexist . (–). Ed-
wards draws the following conclusion:

 . Josh Moody, Jonathan Edwards and the Enlightenment (New 
York: University Press of America, ) , .
 . Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume , 
edited by Th omas A. Schafer, Th e “Miscellanies” a- (New Haven, 
Connect icut: Yale University Press, ), Miscellany .
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On the whole, I need not fear to say, that there is no 
geometrical theorem or proposition whatsoever, more 
capable of st rict  demonst ration, than that of God’s cer-
tain prescience of the volitions of moral agents is in-
consist ent with such a contingence of these events, as 
is without all necessity; and so is inconsist ent with the 
Arminian notion of liberty (–).

John Gerst ner summarized Edwards’ assertions in 
Part II follows:

In essence, he [Edwards] shows that if choice is by “self-
determination,” from a st ate of “indiff erence,” in a “con-
tingent” of uncaused sequence … then, choice would 
never occur. Self-determination would preclude means; 
indiff erence would preclude means; and, contingence 
would preclude means. Th ere could be no means to in-
fl uence choice and there could be no choice (Gerst ner, 
Rational Biblical Th eology, .).

Part III (–) is on freedom and moral resp on-
sibility: “Wherein is Inquired, Whether Any Such Lib-
erty of Will as Arminians Hold, be Necessary to Moral 
Agency, Virtue and Vice, Praise, and Disp raise, etc.”

Th e Arminians contend that the determinist ic view 
esp oused by Edwards and the West minst er divines disal-
lows the concept of resp onsibility. Necessary act ions, it 
is alleged, cannot be praiseworthy or blameworthy. But 
this is not so. First , as even the Arminians admit, God 
is necessarily holy; He cannot sin. “God is necessarily 
a good and gracious Being … it is impossible but that 
God should do good.” Does this mean that He is not 
worthy of our praise? On the contrary, “He is worthy of 
our supreme benevolence for His virtue.” He “deserves 
to be thanked and praised for His goodness” (). 
Th e necessity of God’s doing good in no way alters His 
praiseworthiness. Herein “is prima facie evidence that 
necessity is not inconsist ent with morality” (Gerst ner, 
Th e Rational Biblical Th eology, .).

Second, in His earthly minist ry, Jesus Christ  was nec-
essarily obedient to every jot and tittle of the law of God. 
He was “necessarily holy,” while at the same time He was 
“truly virtuous” (). Th e impeccability of Christ  was 
decreed by God before the creation of the world; then, 
it was prophesied in the Old Test ament: He was to live 
a perfect ly obedient life and die an atoning death. Th ese 
things were necessary to occur because God cannot lie 
(Titus :). Th en too, God promised the Virgin Mary 

that her Son would be the recipient of a kingdom that 
would never end, and He gave Him the Spirit without 
measure to carry out His task. Further, the hypost atic 
union that exist s between the divine Logos and the hu-
man nature of Jesus Christ  guarantees the impeccability 
of the Son of God. All of these reasons (and more) 
assure us that it was “necessary” for Jesus Christ  to be 
without sin, to be perfect ly holy; He could not be oth-
erwise. Yet, He was “truly virtuous,” and worthy “to be 
praised” (–).

Th ird, if the Arminian belief that act ions that are 
necessary are not worthy of praise or blame is true 
(which it is not), then those whom God has hardened 
so that they will necessarily sin (Psalm :; Act s :
; Romans :) would be found excusable. But this 
is unimaginable because God has told us in His Word 
that they are culpable even though He has hardened 
their hearts (–).

Fourth, the Arminian view of free will avers that it 
the Calvinist  is correct  that all act s are necessary, then 
the use of commands and prohibitions would be ren-
dered meaningless. Edwards suggest s that it is really the 
Arminian notion that dest roys the use of commands 
and prohibitions. First , there is the problem of a self-
determined will. Th e Arminian “notion of the freedom 
of the will consist ing in the soul’s determining its own 
act s of will, inst ead of being essential to moral agency, 
and to men’s being the subject s of moral government, 
is utterly inconsist ent with it. For if the soul determines 
all its act s of will, it is therein subject  to no command 
or moral government.” In act uality it is “the Arminian 
scheme, and not the scheme of the Calvinist s, that is ut-
terly inconsist ent with moral government, and with all 
use of laws, precepts, prohibitions, promises, or threat-
enings” (–).

Th e same is true of the Arminian view of contingency 
or sp ontaneity, because laws are of no use to a will that 
act s by “perfect  accident.” When a person’s choosing is 
determined by nothing but “chance,” apart from “any 
cause or rule,” then commands are useless (). Fur-
ther, the notion that the will is indiff erent, in a st ate of 
equilibrium, without any previous bias or prior inclina-
tion to choose one thing over another, is just  as useless 
when it comes to the use of commands and prohibitions. 
What virtue could there in an act  wherein a person 
act s in obedience to a command when he is in a st ate 
of indiff erence (which is act ually impossible) to his ac-
tions? “What dignity or privilege is there,” asks Edwards 
(rhetorically), “in being given up to such a wild contin-
gence as this, to be perfect ly and const antly liable to act  
unintelligibly and unreasonably, and as much without 

 . See also Edwards, Sermon on John :, cited in Gerst ner, Th e 
Rational Biblical Th eology of Jonathan Edwards, ..
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the guidance of underst anding, as if we had none, or 
were as dest itute of perception as the smoke is driven by 
the wind!” (). Scripture commands us to love God 
with all of our heart, soul, mind, and st rength, and to 
love our neighbor as ourselves. How can a heart that 
allegedly seeks to fulfi ll these commands from a st ate 
of total apathy or contingency be considered virtuous? 
Th is view of indiff erence would even have to claim 
that Jesus Christ  Himself made choices from a st ate of 
indiff erence, even the thought of which is repugnant 
(–). As Storms explains, “the demand for indif-
ference and self-determination precludes resp onsibility, 
for there can be then no virtue in such habits as humil-
ity, love, meekness, patience, or any preponderance to 
good” (Storms, ).

Edwards concludes Part III as follows:

By these things it appears, that the argument against  the 
Calvinist s, taken from the use of counsels, exhortations, 
invitations, expost ulations, etc., so much insist ed on by 
Arminians, is truly against  themselves. For these things 
can operate no other way to any good eff ect , than as in 
them is exhibited motive and inducement, tending to 
excite and determine the act s of the will ().

John Gerst ner, the following summarizes Edwards’ 
teaching in Part III:

Again it is shown that self-determination admits of no 
moral means; indiff erence admits of no moral means; 
and contingence admits of no moral means. On this 
view there can be no choice; esp ecially no moral choice. 
So far from “free will” being necessary to virtue it neces-
sarily makes virtue impossible…. If, on the other hand, 
motives necessarily move the will [as in the Edwardsian 
“determinist ic” view], means are vindicated as the fuel 
for all our psychological machinery. Causality, the very 
foundation of all necessitarianism, is the connect ive tis-
sue of the web of exist ence (Gerst ner, Rational Biblical 
Th eology, .).

Edwards hereby vindicated means and human re-
sp onsibility in his syst em of theological determinism.

Part IV (–) has to do with the consideration 
for the reasons for self-determination: “Wherein the 
Chief Grounds of the Reasonings of Arminians, in Sup-
port and Defense of the Fore-mentioned Notions of 
Liberty, Moral Agency, etc. and Against  the Opposite 
Doct rine, are Considered.”

In this sect ion Edwards rebuts Arminian libertarian-
ism as he st ates and further argues that the doct rine of 

“necessity” as expounded by the Calvinist s is in perfect  
accord with human resp onsibility. On the one hand, 
there is a diff erence between natural necessity and 
moral necessity. Th e former has to do with a necessity 
of compulsion. Here the “will is compelled to make a 
choice by a force external to the will.” In such cases, the 
person is not blameworthy (Gerst ner, “A Determinist ic 
Model,” A). But moral necessity (which is the view the 
Calvinist s are asserting) has to do with those choices 
where there is no compulsion involved. Th e person 
freely chooses that which he desires to choose. Th e 
Arminians have confused this dist inct ion, and therein 
is their error (–).

On the other hand, the Arminian object ion has to 
do with a truncated underst anding of the nature of hu-
man depravity. In the biblical view, as esp oused by the 
West minst er Confession of Faith (:):

Man, by his fall into a st ate of sin, has wholly lost  all abil-
ity of will to any sp iritual good accompanying salvation: 
so as, a natural man, being altogether averse from that 
good, and dead in sin, is not able, by his own st rength, 
to convert himself, or to prepare himself thereunto.

In Edwards’ words, in this st ate of total depravity 
“men are naturally God’s enemies” (Hickman, .). 
Th eir “depravity is both odious, and also pernicious, 
fatal and dest ruct ive.” Man “as he is by nature, is in a 
deplorable and undone st ate.” He is “truly ruined and 
undone.” He is “corrupt, miserable, and helpless,” in a 
st ate of “sp iritual death” (Edwards, Works, ., ). 
And when it comes to his free choices, the problem with 
fallen man is that “his heart [is] wrong.” Th is individual 
“does as he pleases,” but what he pleases is wrong be-
cause he has a wrong heart; “there is something bad in 
himself...he has a bad disp osition.” Nevertheless, the 
person is blameworthy because he freely chooses to 
do wrong from his sinful heart. Th at is to say that he 
is to blame for it because his will is in the choice; it is a 
choice that he willingly makes. “When a thing is from 
a man, in that sense, that it is from his will or choice, 
he is to blame for it, because his will is in it,” and “so far 
as the will is in it, blame is in it, and no further” (, 
). Th erefore,

If a man is not rest rained from act ing as his will de-
termines, or const rained to act  otherwise; then he has 
liberty, according to common notions of liberty, without 

 . See Storms, “Jonathan Edwards on Freedom of the Will,” ; 
and Cherry, Th e Th eology of Jonathan Edwards: A Reappraisal, .
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taking into the idea that grand contradict ion of all the 
determinations of a man’s free will being the eff ect s of 
the determinations of his free will…. He that in act ing, 
proceeds with the fullest  inclination, does what he does 
with the greatest  freedom, according to common sense 
[rational thinking] ().

Finally in Part IV, we come to the object ion that so 
many have leveled against  the Calvinist  teaching of 
“theological determinism,” which is that if the Calvin-
ist  view is correct , then God must  be the author of sin. 
We have addressed this subject  above, but we need to 
review it again. Th e West minst er Confession of Faith (:
) teaches that:

Th e almighty power, unsearchable wisdom, and infi -
nite goodness of God so far manifest  themselves in His 
providence, that it extends itself even to the fi rst  Fall, 
and all other sins of angels and men; and that not by a 
bare permission, but such as has joined with it a most  
wise and powerful bounding, and otherwise ordering 
and governing of them, in a manifold disp ensation, to 
His own holy ends; yet so, as the sinfulness thereof pro-
ceeds only from the creature, and not from God, who, 
being most  holy and righteous, neither is, nor can be, 
the author or approver of sin.

Th is is the Edwardsian view as well. Edwards st ates 
it this way:

Th ey who object , that this doct rine makes God the au-
thor of sin, ought dist inct ly to explain what they mean 
by that phrase “the author of sin.” I know, the phrase, 
as it is commonly used, signifi es something very ill. If 
by “the author of sin,” be meant the sinner, the agent, or 
act or of sin, or the doer of a wicked thing; so it would 
be a reproach and blasp hemy, to suppose God to be 
the author of sin. In this case, I utterly deny God to be 
the author of sin; reject ing such an imputation on the 
most  High, as what is infi nitely to be abhorred; and 
deny any such thing to be the consequence of what I 
have laid down. But if by “the author of sin,” is meant 
the permitter, or not the hinderer, of sin; and at the same 
time, a disp oser of the st ate of events, in such a manner, 
for wise, holy, and most  excellent ends and purposes, 
that sin, if it be permitted or not hindered, will most  

certainly and infallibly follow: I say, if this be all that 
is meant, by being the author of sin, I don’t deny that 
God is the author of sin (though I dislike and reject  the 
phrase, as that which by use and cust om is apt to carry 
another sense), it is no reproach for the most  High to 
be thus the author of sin. Th is is not to be the act or of 
sin, but on the contrary, of holiness. What God does 
herein, is holy; and a glorious exercise of the infi nite 
excellency of His nature. And I don’t deny, that God’s 
being thus the author of sin, follows from what I have 
laid down ().

Th e omni-benevolent triune God of Scripture can-
not sin; neither can He be the author or approver of sin 
(–). Edwards list s numerous biblical passages 
where God is clearly shown to be the “permitter, or not 
the hinderer, of sin.” He list s (among others) Exodus :
; :–; :; :–; :; Genesis :–; Psalm :
; Deuteronomy :; Joshua :; etc. (–). As 
to God, in these cases, not being “the act or of sin, but 
on the contrary, of holiness,” God is decreeing and us-
ing the sinful act ions of men to bring about a greater 
good: the redemptive work of Jesus Christ , wherein God 
will receive all of the glory. In the Edwardsian view, not 
only is the West minst er Shorter Catechism (Q. ) correct  
when it teaches us that “man’s chief end to is to glorify 
God, and to enjoy Him forever,” but it is also the case 
that God’s chief end is “to glorify Himself, and to en-
joy Himself forever” (Kist ler, Jonathan Edwards, tapes 
 and ); and in this case in the redemption of fallen 
elect  creatures through Jesus Christ . Edwards devel-
oped this thesis more fully in his Concerning the End 
for Which God Created the World. Th ere, as st ated by 
Piper, Edwards convincingly argues that God created 
the world, “fi rst , that the glory of God might be magni-
fi ed in the universe, and second, that Christ ’s ransomed 
people [the elect ] from all times and all nations would 
rejoice in God above all things. And ultimately, these 
“two great passions” of God “are not at odds,” but are 
really one. In Edwards own words:

Th us we see that the great and last  [or ultimate] end of 
God’s works which is so variously expressed in Scrip-
ture, is indeed but one; and this one end is most  prop-
erly and comprehensively called, “the glory of God”; by 
which name it is most  commonly called in Scripture…. 
What has been said may be suffi  cient to show how those 
things, which are sp oken of in Scripture as ultimate ends 
of God’s works, though they may seem at fi rst  view to be 
dist inct , all are plainly to be reduced to this one thing, 
viz. God’s internal glory or fullness extant externally, or 

 . Piper, God’s Passion for His Glory, , . Jonathan Edwards 
Jr. also st ated that his father’s concept of the chief end of God as His 
own glory and the good of elect  sinners are “both [the] ultimate end 
of the creation, that they are only one end, and that they are really 
one and the same thing.” See Hickman, .cxcii.
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exist ing in its emanation. And though God in seeking 
this end, seeks the creature’s good; yet therein appears 
His supreme regard to Himself…. Th e emanation or 
communication of the divine fullness, consist ing in 
the knowledge of God, love to God, and joy in God, 
has relation indeed both to God and the creature: but 
it has relation to God as its fountain, as it is an ema-
nation from God; and as the communication itself, or 
thing communicated, is something divine, something 
of God, something of His internal fullness; as the wa-
ter in the st ream is something of the fountain; and as 
the beams are of the sun. And again, they have rela-
tion to God as they have resp ect  to Him as their object : 
for the knowledge communicated is the knowledge of 
God; and so God is the object  of the knowledge: and 
the love communicated, is the love of God; so God is 
the object  of that love: and the happiness communi-
cated, is joy in God; and so He is the object  of the joy 
communicated. In the creature’s knowing, est eeming, 
loving, rejoicing in, and praising God, the glory of 
God is both exhibited and acknowledged; His fullness 
is received and returned. Here is both an emanation 
and remanation. Th e refulgence shines upon and into 
the creature, and is refl ect ed back to the luminary. Th e 
beams of glory come from God, and are something of 
God, and are refunded back again to their original. So 
that the whole is of God, and in God, and to God; and 
God is the beginning, middle, and end of this aff air 
(Works, .–).

Th e Fall was necessary for this to be accomplished. 
Th erefore, as God sovereignly decreed that the Fall 
occur, and then providentially brought it about, He 
was working all things together for a greater good, the 
glorifi cation of Himself through the salvation of elect  
sinners.

Finally we come to the Conclusion (–). Above 
we saw that Jonathan Edwards believed that if the Ar-
minian view of libertarianism were true (which it is 
not), it would dest roy the Christ ian faith; it would un-
dermine the great teachings of biblically based Calvin-
ism, esp ecially in the realm of soteriology. He wrote:

I st and ready to confess to the fore-mentioned modern 
[Arminian] divines, if they can maintain their peculiar 
notion of freedom, consist ing in the self-determining 
power of the will, as necessary to moral agency, and can 
thoroughly est ablish it in opposition to the arguments 
lying against  it, then they have an impregnable cast le, 
to which they may repair, and remain invincible, in 
all controversies they have with the Reformed divines, 

concerning original sin, the sovereignty of grace, elec-
tion, redemption, conversion, the effi  cacious operation 
of the Holy Spirit, the nature of saving faith, persever-
ance of the saints, and other principles of the like kind 
(Works, .).

Th erefore, in the concluding pages of this volume, 
Edwards defends the “fi ve points” of Calvinism, desig-
nated by the acrost ic “TULIP”: Total depravity, Uncon-
ditional elect ion, Limited atonement, Irresist ible grace, 
and the Perseverance of the saints. Conrad Cherry 
explains the signifi cance of this:

Edwards intended his Freedom of the Will to silence 
Arminian object ions against  the Five Points of the 
Calvinist  Synod of Dort – object ions against  the to-
tal depravity of man, effi  cacious grace, the sovereign 
freedom of God’s elect ing certain men to salvation, the 
limited atonement, and the perseverance of the saints. 
All fi ve of Dort’s points where claimed by Edwards as 
necessary defenses of God’s power and glory in the sal-
vation of man and as necessary means of preventing 
the ascription of power and glory to man inst ead. Man 
is totally corrupt and incapable of extricating himself 
from sin; the grace which does save him is given freely 
by the elect ing God through the “limited” atonement 
(i.e., limited to elect ed saints); and this effi  cacious 
grace alone is suffi  cient for man’s perseverance in faith 
(Cherry, –).

Was Edwards successful in his endeavor? As already 
noted, B. B. Warfi eld believed that Edwards work post -
poned the threat of Arminianism for about a century. 
But perhaps Samuel Storm’s comments, with which 
the present writer is in agreement, come to the heart 
of the matter:

If there is one thing Edwards’ treatise has proven … it 
is that if man is to be saved it must  be by a sovereign 
and miraculous work of grace. Th e doct rines of hu-
man inability, necessity, and const itutional depravity 
are not mere scholast ic dist inct ions, but vocal test imony 
that salvation, if it is to be at all, must  be of the Lord 
(Storms, ).

Continued on Page .

 . For more on the “fi ve points” of Calvinism, see David N. Steele, 
Curtis C. Th omas, and S. Lance Quinn, Th e Five Points of Calvinism 
(Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P & R Publishing, ). See also Kenneth 
G. Talbot and W. Gary Crampton, Calvinism, Hyper-Calvinism, and 
Arminianism (Draper, Va.: Th e Apologetics Group, [] ).
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John Calvin, the Nascent Sabbatarian, Continued from 
Page .
Sabbath almost  disappears from recorded Christ ian pract ice 
aft er Christ ’s resurrect ion,” and that furthermore, “the indirect  
evidence is very st rong, and shows not merely that the Lord’s 
Day was kept by Jewish Christ ians, but that it originated with 
them,” for it is likely “that the church in Palest ine originally 
observed both the Sabbath and the Lord’s Day.”

In short, Calvin’s underst anding of the biblical doct rine 
of the Lord’s Day or Christ ian Sabbath, while off  slightly due 
largely to an exegetical error, and (underst andably) not so 
well developed as that of his Puritan successors, is in suffi  cient 
agreement with them on the central issues that he is certainly 
not ‘non-sabbatarian’ as some have suggest ed. In fact , one may 
just ly categorize Calvin together with later sabbatarians; the 
term ‘nascent sabbatarian’ would seem most  appropriate. ■

Edwards’ Freedom of the Will, Continued from Page .
Th e present author concludes this review and analysis of Free-
dom of the Will by turning to the advice that Martyn Lloyd-
Jones once gave to a man seeking to learn more about the 
doct rines of the Christ ian faith. Said Lloyd-Jones: “My advice 
to you is: Read Jonathan Edwards…. Read this man. Decide to 
do so. Read his sermons; read his pract ical treatises, and then 
go on to the great discourses on theological subject s.” Better 
advice could hardly be given. If one wants to know about the 
Christ ian faith in its richest  Calvinist ic form, he could do no 
better than beginning by reading Jonathan Edwards.

Soli Deo Gloria. ■

Presbyterians in the South and the Slave, Continued from 
Page .
Zion Session, the following Freedmen were nominated to 
serve in the offi  ce of Ruling Elder—Paul Trescot, William 
Price, Jacky Morrison, Samuel Robinson, William Spencer, 
and John Warren. On “Sabbath August  , ,  ½ P.M.” 
the congregation of Zion Presbyterian Church (Colored) 
met for worship and the ordination and inst allation of 
their Ruling Elders. Girardeau chose for his text on this 
occasion Act s :—”And when they had appointed for 
them elders in every church, and had prayed with fast ing 
… they commended them to the Lord.” Th e records tell us, 
“Session did then with prayer and the imposition of their 
hands ordain the persons … and inst all them in the same.” 
Th us, Zion became the fi rst  Southern church governed by 
black elders. Girardeau had done what Dabney and a host  
of other Southern churchmen would not consider doing. He 
had admitted that black men could be qualifi ed to rule in the 
church. He had exhibited his approbation by participating in 
the holy service, even the laying on of hands. What Dabney 
and others doubted possible, Girardeau confi rmed as real.

Sadly, Girardeau’s experiment did not gain prominence in 
the Southern Church. In , the Presbyterian Church US, 
under political and social pressures from within and without, 
voted to segregate their communion into black and white 
churches. Girardeau opposed the move, lost  the vote, and 
lost  his beloved Zion. Within a few short years many black 
Presbyterians across the South affi  liated with the Presbyterian 
Church USA, leaving the Presbyterian Church US. 

Conclusion

All human weaknesses aside, the heritage of Davies, Jones, 
Adger, Smyth, and Girardeau is a good one. Th eir sacrifi cial 
labors could and should serve as a model for many today. Our 
elders and deacons should adopt a paternalist ic model toward 
the precious sheep entrust ed to them by our heavenly Father. 
A great sensitivity and shepherd like service would follow. Th e 
men we have considered loved their black brothers and gave 
themselves to the good work even in the face of social, political, 
and ecclesiast ical diffi  culties. No doubt there are many rejoicing 
in the presence of our Lord today because of the loving minis-
tries of these men and countless others like them. ■

Seminary Education, Continued from Page .
Catechisms as the guide to the survey. Readings are required 
in Calvin’s Inst itutes as well as catechism memorization” 
(Greenville Catalogue). 

Th ird, we seek to teach all doct rine courses exegetically. 
But when the truth has been est ablished from Scripture, we 
use the summary found in the Standards.

 . Roger T. Beckwith and Wilfrid Stott, Th is is the Day: Th e 
Biblical Doct rine of the Christ ian Sunday in its Jewish and Early 
Church Setting (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott: ) –.

 . From D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, “Jonathan Edwards and the 
Crucial Importance of Revival,” as cited in Just in Taylor, “Reading 
Jonathan Edwards: Object ions and Recommendations,” A God 
Entranced Vision of All Th ings: Th e Legacy of Jonathan Edwards, 
edited by John Piper and Just in Taylor (Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway 
Books, ) .

 . Minutes of Session of the Zion Presbyterian Church, Glebe 
Street, August  , , PHS. An announcement of the events of 
Sunday evening August  ,  was published in the Southern 
Presbyterian and Index, nd., available on Microfi lm #, SCL.

 . Girardeau was elect ed Professor of Didact ic and Polemic 
Th eology in the Columbia Th eological Seminary in  and 
remained in that chair until  when his failing health forced 
his retirement. He died a peaceful death in Columbia on June , 
 and lies awaiting the resurrect ion of the body in Columbia’s 
Elmwood Cemetery.


