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bsolute sovereignty is what I love to ascribe to God.”1 By this 
well-known declaration the Puritan pastor of Northampton, Jona-
than Edwards, describes the conviction to which he awakened 

as these words of Scripture opened the window of his soul to the bright 
rays of the glory of God: “Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invis-
ible, the only wise God, be honour and glory for ever and ever. Amen” 
(1 Tim. 1:17 KJV).

1 Jonathan Edwards, “Personal Narrative,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 16, Letters and 
Personal Writings, ed. George S. Claghorn (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 792.

I offer this essay with gratitude beyond expression for John Piper’s camaraderie in the gospel, shared for 
nearly four decades with two dozen others gathered around Dan Fuller in the “Fellowship of the Arc,” 
some of whom are already enjoying the direct fellowship of the Father, but all of whom learned together 
with John to draw deeply from the biblical wisdom and devotion of Jonathan Edwards.
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By Edwards’s own testimony in his “Personal Narrative,” this love that 
came to consume his life and ministry had to find him. His own early 
affections were seeking their object elsewhere, in religious duties: in prayer, 
in spiritual conversation, in disciplines of denial, and in self-examination. 
These, too, were loves and types of delight. He found it easy, he says, 
to mistake them for grace. But the vision of ultimate majesty that broke 
in upon the eyes of his soul—as “God’s excellency, wisdom, purity, and 
love” displaced every excellency of his own religious efforts—outshone 
Edwards’s youthful delights in a manner he could compare only with the 
sight of beautiful color breaking in upon a blind man.

Says Edwards, “Those former delights never reached the heart; and did 
not arise from any sight of the divine excellency of the things of God; or 
any taste of the soul-satisfying and life-giving good there is in them.”2 In 
sharp contrast, he calls his new sense of the absolute sovereignty of God 
exceedingly pleasant, bright, sweet, and delightful. So powerful was his 
contemplation that all things rest in God’s loving control that its promise 
sustained him in the highest joy and comfort through a lifetime of ministry 
challenges, personal injustices, attacks of physical illness, the sorrows of 
unfaithful and dying parishioners, and in the end the anticipation of his 
own death while still at the prime of his life.

Along the path of his earlier pursuits, however, this soul-satisfying 
vision of the sovereignty of God had brought Edwards revulsion instead of 
satisfaction. “It used to appear like a horrible doctrine to me,” he avows. 
“From my childhood up, my mind had been full of objections against the 
doctrine of God’s sovereignty, in choosing whom he would to eternal life; 
and rejecting whom he pleased; leaving them eternally to perish, and be 
everlastingly tormented in hell.”3 Before him loomed a vision not majestic 
but arbitrary, enslaving, unloving, even absurd.

Nevertheless, over time—in a manner that recalls the apostle Paul’s 
experience on the Damascus road—a transformed perspective on the 
sovereignty of God dawned upon Edwards not merely because a divine 
and supernatural light from heaven flashed around him (Acts 9:3; 22:6; 
26:13), but because the Word of God and the Ananiases on his library 
shelves provided the means of compellingly preached arguments through 
which the light of God was pleased to find its way to the reasoning of 
his mind and from there to the affections of his heart. Indeed, despite the 
deep certainty that this new sense “came into” him and “would often 
of a sudden kindle up” wholly apart from his own prompting or ability 

2 Edwards, “Personal Narrative,” 795.
3 Ibid., 791–92.
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“to give an account how, or by what means, [he] was thus convinced,” 
Edwards professes that he became “fully satisfied as to this sovereignty 
of God and his justice in thus eternally disposing of men, according to 
his sovereign pleasure,” and that his “reason apprehended the justice and 
reasonableness of it.” One could accurately describe his new conviction 
as a submission of his will to the authority of an almighty God, but not 
if by that one meant a blind acquiescence. Edwards insists out of his 
experience that his “mind rested in it; and it put an end to all those cavils 
and objections.”4

By Edwards’s own report this new, joyful light on an old, seemingly 
horrible doctrine did not fully dawn upon a sudden morning. Rather 
he speaks of this conviction of divine things as a sense that “gradually 
increased” and that imperceptibly “became more and more lively, and had 
more of that inward sweetness.” Edwards attributes his first new appre-
hensions and freshly envisioned thoughts about Christ and his redemp-
tive work to the glory that poured forth to him out of the doxology of 
Paul in his first letter to Timothy (1:17). But this was only the beginning. 
He further recounts frequent, ongoing occasions throughout the course 
of his pastoral ministry when his sense of delight in the sovereign and 
universal providence of God grew and deepened through his continuing 
study and prayer.

The fruits of Edwards’s labors over this and other questions have 
become increasingly familiar to modern readers, thanks both to the active 
publication of his treatises and sermons5 and to a flourishing production 
of introductions, abridgments, and other secondary studies of Edwards’s 
writings.6 Beneath the fruit of these formally published treatises and pub-
licly preached sermons of Edwards and nourishing them lay a seedbed of 
his more private theological journaling in notebooks. These records of his 
running theological deliberations have become transcribed and included 
in the volumes of Yale’s edition only within the last generation, under 

4 Ibid., 792.
5 A scholarly edition of The Works of Jonathan Edwards in twenty-six volumes was completed by Yale 
University Press in time for the three hundredth anniversary of Edwards’s birth, in 2003. The eight to ten 
volumes of The Works of President Edwards published at Worcester have been available since the early 
nineteenth century. An especially accessible reprinting of a substantial segment of The Works of Jonathan 
Edwards (1834) in two volumes was published by the Banner of Truth Trust in 1974 (and republished by 
Hendrickson Press in 1998). Most recently the Jonathan Edwards Project at Yale University has made its 
entire transcribed corpus of the writings of Jonathan Edwards accessible (without cost, to date) through 
a searchable Internet Web site: http://edwards.yale.edu/research. To all of these the present article owes 
an incalculable debt of gratitude.
6 Exemplary among such introductory editions that have proved especially successful in broadening 
readership and understanding of Edwards’s works are: John Piper, God’s Passion for His Glory: Living 
the Vision of Jonathan Edwards (with the complete text of The End for Which God Created the World) 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1998); and Gerald R. McDermott, Seeing God (with a paraphrased text of the 
Treatise concerning Religious Affections) (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1995).
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Edwards’s own title, the Miscellanies (hereafter identified parenthetically 
by the numbers Edwards assigned them as he wrote).7

In the hundreds of entries in these notebooks one may witness Edwards’s 
mind at work on the arguments that eventually emerge in his published 
writings. Here, in particular, one can observe the growing collection of 
reasons and the increasing sense of joyful delight through which the Holy 
Spirit gradually, indiscernibly, but inexorably put an end to all his earlier 
cavils and objections against the sweetness of the sovereignty of God and 
set his mind and heart at rest in this doctrine that became paramount in 
all his thought and practice.

The full flower of Edwards’s defense of the reasonableness and goodness 
of the absolute sovereignty of God may be found in his more well-known 
treatises and above all in the 1754 work entitled The Freedom of the Will.8 
With an interest in the development of his arguments in the seedbed from 
which that flower blossomed, however, we turn our attention primarily 
to the Miscellanies, on our knees with Edwards in prayer that his argu-
ments there might serve for us, as for him, as the means by which God 
can shine in the full glory and sweetness of his absolute sovereignty over 
all that he surveys.

What Does Jonathan Edwards Mean by Sovereignty?
Edwards has nothing eccentric in view in his use of the word sovereignty, 
and as always he is nothing less than precise in defining his terms. By 
the sovereignty of God, Edwards understands God’s absolute right and 
power to dispose over all things as he wills. Sovereignty presupposes 
God’s all-sufficiency, his utter independence from all influences, motives, 
standards, and resources outside of himself, an inexhaustible power to 
create as he wills, to assign purposes to all he creates, and to serve as 
cause to every effect in his creation, and an unlimited title to dispose 
over creation according to the designs he intends for each part. In entry 
no. 1263 Edwards expresses the sum of God’s sovereignty like this: In 
God “there is no other law than only the law of the infinite wisdom of 
the omniscient first cause and supreme disposer of all things who in one, 

7 Quotations from Edwards’s entries have been altered here to modernize spelling and to clarify punctua-
tion. The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 13, The “Miscellanies”: Entry Nos. a–z, aa–zz, 1–500, ed. 
Thomas A. Schafer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994); vol. 18, The “Miscellanies”: Entry Nos. 
501–832, ed. Ava Chamberlain (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000); vol. 20, The “Miscel-
lanies”: Entry Nos. 833–1152, ed. Amy Plantinga Pauw (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002); vol. 
23, The “Miscellanies”: Entry Nos. 1153–1360, ed. Douglas A. Sweeney (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2004).
8 Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 1, A Careful and Strict Inquiry into the Prevail-
ing Notions of the Freedom of the Will, ed. Paul Ramsey (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957).
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simple, unchangeable, perpetual view comprehends all existence in its 
utmost compass and extent and infinite series.”

In Edwards’s mind this comprehensive sweep of God’s sovereignty 
implies a crucial theological corollary. In that God designed creation 
to commit all things to Christ so that Christ “might dispose of it to the 
purposes and designs of his work of redemption and procuring the salva-
tion and glory of his church,” and in that “the creation of the world in 
strictness cannot be distinguished from his government and disposal of all 
things” (no. 1039), Edwards perceives the providence of God in entrust-
ing the creation of the world itself to Christ (John 1:1–3). As a result, 
Christ, as Head of his body, the church, “has the absolute possession of 
all and rules over all and disposes all things according to his will” (no. 
1072). Christ the Son, in other words, shares altogether in the absolute 
sovereignty of the Godhead.

Unlike his disciples, Jesus Christ works his signs and wonders by his own 
power and in his own name (no. 518). Even those distinguishing works 
that demonstrate the sovereignty of God in the Old Testament Edwards 
finds spoken of as “the work and glory of the Messiah” (Psalm 72; Isaiah 
11; Psalm 45; no. 1194). Jesus’ high-priestly prayers confirm for Edwards 
that Jesus “knew that he was the sovereign Lord of heaven and earth 
and was to reign as such as God-man” (no. 791). In his incarnation and 
identification with humanity, Christ sets many exercises of his sovereignty 
aside, but “as respects his divine nature” all that Edwards affirms of the 
sovereignty of God he affirms of all three persons of the Trinity.

God exercises his sovereignty over nature by creating the very laws 
that govern it. Because he is their author he commands them and not they 
him. When it pleases his purposes to set the laws of nature aside, nothing 
prevents his performing the miraculous in their place. More radically yet, 
the influence of Nicolas Malebranche9 engenders in Edwards a functional 
“occasionalism” by which all causation is reserved to God. By this he 
means that the laws of physics do not identify cause-effect relationships 
in matter. Rather,

in natural things means of effects in metaphysical strictness are not proper 
causes of the effects, but only occasions. God produces all effects, but yet 
he ties natural events to the operation of such means, or causes them to be 
consequent on such means, according to fixed, determinate, and unchange-
able rules which are called the laws of nature. (no. 629)

9 Nicolas Malebranche, Entretiens sur la Metaphysique: Dialogues on Metaphysics (New York: Abaris, 
1980).
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God reigns in utter control over the physical world he has created. 
Yet freedom from obligation to its laws of nature or to any other exter-
nal necessity speaks only of a negative and derivative expression of the 
sovereignty of God. The root and positive expression of sovereignty in 
Edwards’s understanding reside in the unfettered exercise of “God’s mere 
good pleasure” (no. 1127) and the utter dependence of all things upon 
the counsel of his will. “For he is not seen to be the sovereign ruler of the 
universe or God over all any otherwise than he is seen to be arbitrary” 
(no. 1263).

The growing evidence in which Edwards found positive arguments to 
convince him of the truth of God’s absolute sovereignty fills his notebooks. 
The disposition of the world toward final causes or future goods presup-
poses a cause in an intelligent and voluntary or designing agent anteced-
ent to the world: a God who sovereignly disposes the world to ends (no. 
749). Even non-Christian peoples acknowledge, through ancient tradition 
and the light of nature, God’s moral government over the world as its 
supreme Head and fountain of laws and judgments (no. 954). It is evident 
to reason that there is but one eternal, self-existent, independent, infinite 
being upon whom all else is dependent (no. 1156). Scripture clearly teaches 
that God rules in absolute sovereignty (nos. 683, 710). The record of his 
miracles (no. 1190), the fulfillment of biblical predictions (no. 1194), the 
beauty and proportion of natural laws (no. 1196), the extraordinariness 
of Moses’ laws and Jewish doctrine that unlike any other ancient religion 
wholly savor, magnify, and exalt God rather than great people or people 
in power (no. 1300), all together serve as distinguishing marks of a God 
who reigns in reality with the serenity of sovereignty. Even the traditions 
of the Chinese, in particular of Confucius, about which Edwards read 
in his Monthly Review, confirm reason’s conviction of a supreme, holy, 
intelligent, invisible sustainer of all things, including an expectation that 
“in the West the holy one will appear” (no. 1200). And, as to the sov-
ereignty of this deity, “as it is absurd to suppose that an infinitely wise 
being should make creatures for no end at all so it is equally absurd to 
imagine that he does not conduct them to the end designed by his provi-
dence” (no. 1184).

Does Absolute Sovereignty Attribute the Origin of Evil to God?
Still, Edwards appreciates that the doctrine invites objections. He had had 
them himself. One potential reason for Edwards’s objections and cavils 
against the doctrine of God’s sovereignty might have presented itself to 
him from his metaphysical notion that all causation belongs to God. The 
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denial of causation to any source but God threatens an implication that 
even evil must then have its origin with God. If this were among his earlier 
objections, it does not appear much to preoccupy his thinking. Augustine’s 
customary response lays the issue to rest for Edwards wherever the threat 
seems to loom. Recognizing that in numerous places Scripture does speak 
of God’s “creating evil” and other contraries of good (Num. 16:30; Isa. 
41:20; 45:8; 48:7; 54:16; 57:19; Jer. 31:22), Edwards is content to counter 
that “God makes wicked men in no other sense than he creates darkness, 
which is not by any positive effecting, but only ordering by withholding 
light, for darkness is only a negative.”10 What after all can a theist of any 
stripe offer as an alternative to a single ultimate origin of good and evil 
beside the Manichaean heresy of an independent, competing principle 
that co-occupies eternity with God? At all events, Edwards denies any 
need to reason that God’s allowing of evil makes him the author of it for 
its own sake or need saddle him with any culpability for it. Commenting 
on the most explicit text in Isaiah 45:7, he concludes, “It doesn’t appear 
that this scripture will justify such an expression as that, that God made 
some men to damn them.”11

Four other objections, focused less upon God’s sovereignty over nature 
and more upon his sovereignty over the human will, attract the greater 
energy and passion of Edwards’s intellect: (1) If God is sovereign over 
the will and “turns [the heart] wherever he will” (Prov. 21:1), do humans 
not then act under coercion and thereby lose their responsibility? (2) If 
the distinguishing principle of God’s sovereignty consists in the arbitrary 
freedom of his will (no. 1263), does that not subject humanity to an 
untrustworthy God of whim and caprice? (3) If God is sovereign and 
thus “infinitely greater than all other beings and . . . as it were the sum 
of all being,” does it not “follow that a proper regard to himself is the 
sum of his regard” (no. 1077) and that therefore God’s purposes are ulti-
mately selfish rather than aimed at love for his creatures? And (4) does 
the doctrine of the sovereignty of God not entail so much mystery and 
complexity that it ought simply to be rejected as absurd and beyond our 
understanding?

Do We Act under Coercion If God Is Sovereign?
Jonathan Edwards encountered a “prevailing notion” of the freedom of 
the will in his time that still prevails in popular reasoning today: Respon-

10 Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 24, The Blank Bible, ed. Stephen J. Stein 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 561; cf. 679; Miscellanies no. 761.
11 Ibid.
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sibility presupposes ability. If the abilities of our will are subject to the 
sovereignty of God and are not determined by our own agency, then we 
would lack ability and ought not to count ourselves responsible. Since we 
do consider ourselves responsible, the problem must lie with the premise: 
our human wills must be free from the sovereign direction of God and 
fall instead under our own determination. Augustine’s assessment that 
fallen humanity sins because we are “not able not to sin” must surely 
misdiagnose our condition.

Edwards exposes the flaws in the logic of this objection from two 
directions. First, he argues that the inability of the will we fallen humans 
suffer from apart from the enablement of the Holy Spirit does not con-
form to the expectations we have when we experience physical or natural 
inabilities. And, second, he argues that the freedom that popular reasoning 
wants to locate in a capacity for self-determination apart from outside 
influences turns out to be a freedom that, defended in one way, fails of 
self-contradiction and, defended in another, no one would ever desire.

Edwards develops the distinction between natural and physical ability 
on the one hand and moral ability on the other in greater detail in his 
treatise on The Freedom of the Will than he did in the Miscellanies, but 
the nature of moral inability and its compatibility with responsibility 
receives a long treatment in Miscellanies no. 1153. Edwards acknowledges 
that natural and physical inabilities do properly diminish responsibility. 
An inability to yield apples on command will produce guilt in no one. 
Humans do not share the nature of apple trees. Neither will an inability 
to lift more than one’s own weight or to swim the Atlantic Ocean on 
command produce guilt since—despite natural abilities to lift and to 
swim—the feats in question ordinarily defy our human physical strength. 
Our first instinct that follows from this is therefore conditioned to assume 
that a moral inability should follow a similar logic. Nevertheless, actual 
experience confirms that it does not.

Moral ability refers to the ability of the will. The prophet Isaiah asks,

Can a woman forget her nursing child,
 that she should have no compassion on the son of her womb? 

(Isa. 49:15)

She has scarcely any moral ability at all to do so, he clearly implies. But if 
she is morally unable to abandon remembrance and compassion, then is 
our first instinct right, that she lacks responsibility or is not praiseworthy 
for those acts of care? No. This sort of inability, Edwards points out to 
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our common sense, puts no constraints whatsoever on our responsibility. 
If anything, it elevates it.

If I find myself morally unable to complete my homework because I 
cannot tear myself away from my favorite television program, I do not 
arrive in class expecting my teachers to absolve me for that inability. A 
physical ailment or a natural incapacity might encourage that expectation. 
The awareness of a “lazy will” only aggravates my feelings of responsibil-
ity and guilt. If I find myself morally unable to betray my best friend, I do 
not count myself involuntarily coerced into faithfulness to our friendship, 
nor a mere puppet manipulated by strings of loyalty. The constraints of 
a loyal nature that cannot betray a friend characterize deliberate and 
voluntary choices of my will.

Edwards hears Augustine’s not ables in just this sense. Our fallen con-
dition does not hinder us by nature or by strength from obeying God in 
trust (much as the term sin nature might invite that assumption). Christ’s 
incarnation in fully human nature stands against the conclusion that our 
human nature by itself precludes a life free from sin. We are not able not 
to sin only in the sense that our will lacks a motive to do other than sin. 
The weakness of our will can of course also put us into circumstances 
where physical hindrances to faithful obedience grow and contribute 
even further to sin. For this reason Scripture admonishes us to “seek the 
Lord while he may be found” (Isa. 55:6). Still, when we face the question 
honestly, we ourselves lay ultimate responsibility upon our own moral 
inability whence those physical habits and hindrances originally sprang. 
When we rightly understand inability in this sense, the objection against 
Augustine that our inability not to sin would rob us of responsibility 
loses all its force.

Referring in the same sense to moral inability, one can say that neither 
God the Father nor God the Son is able to sin. This concerns no deficiency 
in God’s power to do as he wills. It affirms only that sin could never be 
what he wills. God’s infinite wisdom and unbridled passion for his own 
glory would never let loose of such a prize as the enjoyment of himself 
to settle for a lesser object of joy.

Likewise, Augustine describes Adam prior to the fall as “able to sin and 
able not to sin.” By this description Augustine would not in Edwards’s 
understanding make Adam the world’s only Pelagian, indifferent at all 
moments to all influences upon his will and making his choices wholly 
free from any causes that might disturb his equilibrium in favor of any 
preference. Edwards must see Adam rather as a man subject to the influ-
ences of circumstances beyond him and to the finite short-sightedness 
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of his vision and commitment to his own benefit. Unlike his progeny, 
he might have continued in his inclination toward God indefinitely. He 
could have. He had only to fix his vision upon God to find God’s soul-
satisfying beauty irresistible. Yet at the moment the external influences of 
immediate, momentary allurements attracted his preferences away from 
the deeper but sometimes hidden joys of eternity, a new motive overtook 
him, and with it he could not do otherwise than sample the fleeting sweet-
ness of moral independence that grew upon the Tree of the Knowledge 
of Good and Evil. He fell and henceforth was cursed, and we in him, to 
be morally able to do no other. The argument by no means resolves the 
mystery why Adam chose the lesser joy over the mightily greater one. It 
only expresses the mystery in a way that we can recognize its inexplicable 
but undeniable reality as we repeat it so often and so foolishly in our 
own experience.12

Edwards’s demonstration that an inability of the will does not, as the 
prevailing notion would have it, imply any reduction of responsibility 
points the way to a second flaw in the popular logic: it operates with 
a notion of freedom that cannot reasonably be attributed to the will. 
The will does not need to be free from prior influences in order to act 
responsibly; in fact, it cannot be free from external determination as the 
popular view imagines it.

Only two alternatives to the will’s being determined by causes external 
to it present themselves, Edwards reasons. The will can be determined 
by a cause internal to it, namely itself, or it is simply not determined at 
all by anything.

Edwards wrestles often and at great length against the supposition that 
the will must be self-determining to be free. One can discern from the 
attention he pays the idea how widely he found it to prevail in popular 
thinking. The modern reader may not realize it from the usual abbrevi-
ated name we employ, but the title of his treatise on The Freedom of the 
Will promises not his own positive definition of the phrase but “a careful 
and strict enquiry into the modern prevailing notions of that freedom 
of will which is supposed to be essential to moral agency, virtue and 
vice, reward and punishment, praise and blame” (but that is altogether 
mistaken in that presupposition). He devotes all of parts 2, 3, and 4 of 
this 5-part treatise to a defense of his negative answer to the question 
“whether there is or can be any such sort of freedom of the will” consist-

12 It thus also provides evidence that the mystery represents no final paradox or antinomy. See John Piper, 
“A Response to J. I. Packer on the So-Called Antinomy between the Sovereignty of God and Human 
Responsibility,” March 1, 1976, available at www.desiringGod.org.
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ing in self-determination, “and whether any such thing ever was, or can 
be conceived of.” A dozen lengthy entries concern the question in the 
Miscellanies, and a blank space was left at no. 1155 to go back and add 
even more. Perhaps he had entertained the idea himself in the days when 
the prospect that the sovereignty of God might determine the will had 
appeared to him so horrible and unfree. But as his mind considered this 
alternative, its logic slid again and again into circularity.

If the freedom of the will consists in the will’s power to determine itself, 
then, for example, “that determination of itself is an act of the will, and 
the freedom must attach to that act; but then what determines that act 
must also be a self-determining act of the will and what determines that 
determining act is a further act and so on in an infinite circle of logic” 
(no. 1075b). Either there must be a first act that determines the rest, 
which cannot be free if it is not the first act but one determined by some 
preceding act of choice; or the first act must be determined in a manner 
that is not free in the sense presupposed because it was not determined 
by the will.13

The alternative—that the will is neither externally determined nor self-
determined but simply not determined at all by anything—might mean 
that the will up and chooses for no particular reason. Yet few would 
content themselves with—let alone want—a will whose actions arose at 
random, with no determining connection to one’s circumstances, purposes, 
or expected outcomes.

A more appealing formulation of this alternative therefore maintains 
that the will’s freedom consists in a “state of indifference antecedent to the 
act of choice.” Edwards discovered that this formulation, too, devolves 
in a circular way, albeit not to a contradiction but to another undesirable 
conclusion. He forged the reasoning that undercut this construction of 
freedom in Miscellanies no. 830, an entry that proved one of the earliest 
and most important preparatory steps toward his published treatise.

Here he argued that, by this formulation of the will’s freedom, any 
natural disposition that might be found in a person—whether the mali-
ciousness of an ill nature or the good cheer and virtue of an excellent 
spirit—would count as evidence that the person could not be accorded 
any responsibility—whether blame or praise—for these acts because they 
arose not from indifference but from a determining nature. In particu-
lar, Christ himself would be unworthy of praise on the grounds that his 
actions do not arise from a freedom of indifference but are determined 

13 Cf. his similar argument in The Freedom of the Will, 172.

JP FameBook.indd   115 7/12/10   8:14:14 PM



116

by his holy state. Similarly, if circumstances swayed the will from its state 
of sovereign indifference, its choices would no longer be exercises of its 
own sovereignty, but be determined by the influences of external induce-
ments that diminished the indifference in which the will’s freedom was 
presumed to consist.

The logical difficulties that beset any view of freedom that disconnects 
the will’s choices from prior, determining causes convinced Edwards that 
the formulation of freedom itself needed rethinking. Despite stereotypes 
that a doctrine of absolute sovereignty must commit Edwards to determin-
ism or fatalism, Edwards was certainly not convinced that he needed to 
deny freedom. He took for granted that humans universally experience 
themselves as distinct from inert matter that conforms only to physical 
laws of nature.14 Against the accusations of his Arminian objectors, he 
insisted that “man is entirely, perfectly and unspeakably different from a 
mere machine, in that he has reason and understanding, and has a faculty 
of will, and so is capable of volition and choice.” Moreover, in that his 
actions are subject to his will, every human has, Edwards affirms, “liberty 
to act according to his choice, and to do what he pleases.”15 The liberty 
humans enjoy must simply be rethought and understood in a manner that 
is compatible with the will’s choices being determined by motives and with 
those motives’ being subject to the absolute sovereignty of God.

Choice, Edwards has persuasively demonstrated, is in no way at odds 
with having a nature or a preference that is out of equilibrium. Indeed 
choice logically presupposes a preference for the option that one chooses. 
For the same reason choice is in no way at odds with being determined by 
a preponderance of attractive circumstances. We think of people as hin-
dered or unfree when we see them faced with an attractive and beneficial 
option yet making a choice that seems contrary to it. We say it doesn’t 
make sense to us. We think if they were free they would let the evidence 
in favor of the beneficial option influence them. And just there we have 
arrived at Edwards’s more relevant, important, and practical formulation 
of freedom as it applies to the will. Add to the common-sense require-
ment (that one be free from physical and natural hindrance) this moral 
requirement (that one is free to the degree that one’s choices succeed in 
assisting one toward objective benefit), and Edwards’s reformulation of 

14 See, for example, the premises on which he builds his argument for “The Importance of Christian 
Knowledge” in his sermon (by that simpler title in earlier editions) “The Importance and Advantage of 
a Thorough Knowledge of Divine Truth,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 22, Sermons and 
Discourses, 1739–1742, ed. Harry S. Stout (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 90.
15 Edwards, The Freedom of the Will, 370.
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freedom compellingly expresses what we ordinarily mean when we speak 
of our wills as free.

This means that responsible, voluntary choice is in no way at odds 
with the will’s being determined by the ordering of divine providence, if 
the work of providence consists in the ordering of circumstances and the 
bestowing of nature and of motives—all of which thoughtful observers 
have always recognized are given to us.16 We do not cause ourselves to 
have such things. We find ourselves to have them. From whence are they 
given? From whence do we find ourselves to have them? Edwards’s pen-
etrating inquiries brought him to the inescapable answer: from God alone 
who, through the natural means of circumstances, motives, preferences, 
and other influences prior to and presupposed in our choosing, rules in 
absolute sovereignty over human wills.

Does the Sovereignty of God Subject Us to Mere Arbitrary Whims  
of Divine Caprice?

We have heard Edwards locate the heart of God’s sovereignty in the 
“arbitrary” quality of his rule over the universe. God’s absolute sover-
eignty in those terms means that his will prevails freely over all things 
without exception. “Arbitrary operation being every way the highest,” he 
reasons, “it is that wherein God is most glorified. ’Tis the glory of God 
that he is an arbitrary being, that originally he in all things acts as being 
limited and directed in nothing” (no. 1263). In this freedom of God to 
be what he will be (cf. Ex. 3:14–15; 33:19) Edwards sees the pinnacle of 
the glorious nature of God.17

Edwards often expresses the same thought in different terms by stressing 
(as in no. 537) that, paramount above all his other acts, “God will make 
his sovereign-right here more eminently to appear, in the bestowment of 
[grace].” Here in the freedom of grace Edwards sees the “best communi-
cation of God’s nature.” For “there is no gift or benefit that is so much 
in God, that is so much of himself [and] of his nature, that is so much a 
communication of the Deity, as grace is: ’tis as much a communication 
of the Deity, as light [is] a communication of the sun.”

Just as Edwards epitomizes the freedom of God’s will by emphasizing its 
arbitrary character, so too does he stress that the “means of grace are not 

16 See, for example, Aristotle’s analysis of motivation for the purposes of persuasive rhetoric: “some end 
must be given”—qέmeνoi tέloV ti (Nicomachean Ethics 3.3.11).
17 See further the incisive treatment of these Exodus texts in the same light of the sovereignty of God in 
chap. 4 of John Piper’s The Justification of God, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993), 75–89. “It is the 
glory of God and his essential nature mainly to dispense mercy . . . on whomever he pleases apart from any 
constraint originating outside his own will. This is the essence of what it means to be God” (88–89).
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means of the exercises of grace [in the same way that natural means are the 
causes of the exercises of natural principles,] for the actings of the Spirit of 
God in the heart are more arbitrary and are not tied to such and such means 
by such laws or rules” (no. 629). Again, “The exercises and operations 
of this Spirit are after the manner of a natural principle in many respects, 
but yet there is that in it that shows it [to] be something supernatural, not 
only in such a sense as to be a principle besides all the principles of human 
nature as such, but also so as to be above all nature, above all laws of any 
nature and all natural principles whatsoever” (no. 818).

The more, however, one elevates the freedom of God’s will and accen-
tuates its arbitrary quality, the more one invites the objection that God 
then operates by mere caprice and whim. The doctrine of God’s absolute 
sovereignty may well have stung Edwards early on with apprehensions 
that such a God whose will is free to act in any manner whatsoever might 
prove himself unpredictable and therefore untrustworthy.

Edwards’s path to overcoming this objection about God’s will lay along 
the same route as his reasoning concerning the human will. If, that is, the 
freedom of the human will consists in some degree of absence of natural 
and physical constraint in the act of choosing and some degree of success 
in attaining objective benefit from the choice, one may then ask, in what 
does the freedom of God’s arbitrary will consist?

The threat of capriciousness in God might stand if reason were to 
permit Edwards to ascribe an Arminian view of freedom to God, as 
though God begins his choices from a position of utter indifference. A 
God unconstrained not only by the laws of nature he authored but also 
by his own nature and loves and sense of order, whose will made its 
choices spontaneously apart from any motives, would indeed be utterly 
free—even of the consistency of keeping promises and covenants. To such 
a God his subjects may be obliged to bow. They surely, however, would 
find in him few grounds for trust.

Nevertheless, even God cannot conform to this Arminian notion of 
freedom. Edwards’s rejection of any alleged freedom of self-determination 
or of absent determination and indifferent equilibrium in the human will 
had no recourse to a deficiency in the human. The deficiency he exposed 
lay in the logic. As little sense as he found in the self-determination or 
indifference of the human will in its choices, so little does he also find in 
either account of the divine will.

But if the freedom of God resembles, because it is the source and inspi-
ration of, the human freedom Edwards found fully compatible with a 
prior nature and all its preferences and commitments, then Edwards has 
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grounds for his important clarification in Miscellanies no. 1263: “When 
I speak of arbitrary operation, I don’t mean arbitrary in opposition to an 
operation directed by wisdom but in opposition to an operation confined 
to and limited by those fixed establishments and laws commonly called 
the laws of nature.” To Edwards’s understanding of the sovereignty of 
God the distinction is key, and he labels it with the terms “arbitrary 
operation” and “natural operation.”

In the material world, natural operations dominate our observation. 
The laws that govern natural operations have a limiting quality that, on 
the one hand, confers immense benefit: science becomes possible because 
the limit of regularity makes natural outcomes predictable and replicable; 
on the other hand, humans abhor an imposition of the same limit upon 
ourselves: we disavow every suggestion that we can be reduced to the 
mere effect of our natural causes and refuse to be treated as machines or 
science experiments. Our operations, we prefer to think, can be arbitrary 
after the pattern of God’s. We have a will.

Edwards has made clear that our will has a necessary and desirable 
connection to, not an unwelcome coercion from, our nature and prefer-
ences when it acts freely to choose that which it perceives to be to its 
benefit. He therefore finds it altogether reasonable to discover the same 
principle in the free action of God’s sovereign will. “’Tis the glory of God 
that he is an arbitrary being, that originally he in all things acts as being 
limited and directed in nothing but his own wisdom, tied to no other 
rules and laws but the directions of his own infinite understanding” (no. 
1263, emphasis added).

Caprice furthermore vanishes when one observes how scrupulously 
God attends to—and in a sense is pleased to limit himself by—the proper 
fitness of his choice of means to the ends that are given to his will by his 
holy nature. “If free grace, exercised in a way of mere sovereignty without 
regard to propriety, was all that was requisite, there would have been 
no need of the means and methods provided for man’s salvation in the 
admirable scheme which infinite wisdom hath contrived” (no. 1346). In 
the same entry Edwards illustrates the point:

God saw it necessary . . . that the Mediator should die for sinners. And, if 
the sinner was saved on his account, it was not possible that that cup should 
pass from him, because propriety required it. So God will not bestow the 
benefits of the Mediator on them that are not united to him, because there 
is no propriety in it. It is not proper that they should have communion with 
Christ who have no union with him. And furthermore God will not look 
on those as in a state of union with the Mediator and treat them as persons 
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united to him who don’t cordially receive him and cleave to him but reject 
him, because it is not proper that he should so do. There can be no propriety 
in looking on intelligent beings capable of act and choice as united to Christ 
that don’t consent to it and while their hearts are disunited. Therefore active 
voluntary union is insisted on. But neither does this in the least infringe on 
any possible freedom of grace in the method of salvation.

The conclusion Edwards reaches here has crucial significance for his 
understanding of God’s justification of the elect through faith alone. 
God’s limiting himself to observe particular means in his choice to give 
grace in a most noncapricious way to certain people under the condition 
of certain qualifications does to no degree, Edwards is arguing, diminish 
the freedom of God’s arbitrary exercise of his sovereignty. That is because, 
unlike natural means that necessarily conform to the laws of nature, the 
means of grace are arbitrary: “Not only the principle of grace but every 
exercise of it is the immediate effect of the sovereign acting of the Spirit 
of God” (no. 629). Still, they are not arbitrary in the sense that God, for 
instance, simply appointed that faith shall have some peculiar influence, 
as if any of God’s graces might have served just as suitably as a means of 
uniting a person to Christ. Faith stands in a relationship to being united 
with Christ that Edwards calls a “natural fitness.” God looks on believers 
rather than others as united to Christ because he recognizes a “natural 
suitableness in faith to unite to Christ” (no. 1092).

This does not mean that a fitness between faith and union with Christ 
had its ground in a nature to which God had to conform and thus did 
not originate in God’s good pleasure, as if God could not have decreed 
otherwise. The fitness of faith’s receptivity to the accepting of Christ’s 
offer of grace depended upon a prior deliberation of God’s will whether 
to give humanity his Son in the first place as a Savior and Head in whom 
the body of believers might be counted righteous (no. 831).

Neither does it mean that God exercises any obligation to faith in itself. 
Faith is indeed a virtuous thing, but, Edwards insists, in respecting it as 
the means by which a person is set rightly into union with Christ, God has 
no respect to faith’s own virtue, much less any virtue of the person who 
exercises it. Such a respect for the excellence of a thing itself or for the 
goodness of the person who exercises it Edwards calls instead a “moral 
fitness” (no. 877).

For all of faith’s inherent virtue and potential for moral inducement, 
in looking at a believer as united with Christ, God has respect not at all 
to faith’s own moral suitableness to be respected but only to the natural 

JP FameBook.indd   120 7/12/10   8:14:14 PM



121

fitness anyone would acknowledge of the receptive posture of a beneficiary 
to the gracious generosity of a benefactor.18 In honoring the propriety of 
the relationship between the means he wisely fits to his ends and those 
ends he by nature pursues, God obligates himself to the beauty of that 
propriety he himself established and not to the nature or the goodness of 
the human who employs those means. 

The freedom of grace in God’s exercise of his sovereign will, Edwards 
concludes, is undiminished by the necessity that certain conditions should 
influence it, provided those conditions are necessary by a natural rather 
than a moral fitness. If by a charge of capriciousness one alleges that God’s 
sovereignty implies a will that acts in utter independence of an omniscient 
wisdom and disposition to pursue the end of his own glorification or of 
the propriety of the means he might ordain to his ends, Edwards con-
cludes that “’tis unreasonable to suppose that [God in] Christ is in this 
sense arbitrary” (no. 1092). God’s will acts purposefully, and it is wholly 
reasonable to rely upon him as unshakably trustworthy.

Can a Sovereign God Who Puts Himself First Still Love Us?
In Miscellanies no. 1208, Edwards poses a question of central importance: 
“What would it have been fit and proper for God to have a chief respect 
to and make his highest end in creating a world (if he did create one) and 
in establishing a system of intelligent creatures?” He poses the question 
to a hypothetical third party who would come to the inquiry with perfect 
wisdom, holy motives, and completely disinterested objectivity. The answer 
he believes such an arbiter must reach is this: “As he is every way the 
first and supreme Being and his excellence is in all respects the original 
excellence, the fountain of all good, and the supreme beauty and glory, 
so he must in all respects have the supreme regard, as he is God over all” 
(no. 1208; cf. no. 1077). The absolute sovereignty of God demands that 
God place himself and his own glory at the center of his attention and 
esteem. To give honor anywhere else would fail to give all credit where 

18 Remarkably, Edwards follows the logic of the distinction even to argue that our works might be required 
in order to attain our salvation. In Edwards’s terms, works may be counted “as necessary in order to a 
natural fitness or proper capacity for the benefit, without any consideration of a moral value, fitness or 
amiableness recommending; and they may be connected as having a natural tendency so to fit us for the 
benefit as to enhance it and increase the sweetness of it and our relish of it and delight in it.” Convictions 
of sin along with all their suffering don’t detract from free grace because “converting grace isn’t consequent 
on them as the reward of something profitable to God or as something recommending the sinner to God 
by their value [i.e., their moral fitness] but by the propriety of their humility to receive a benefit of grace 
[i.e., their natural fitness]” (no. 1070). The defense of this entry helps lessen the reservations many have 
about Edwards’s arguments in the third section of his 1734 treatise on “Justification by Faith Alone,” in 
The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 19, Sermons and Discourses, 1734–1738, ed. M. X. Lesser (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2001).
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it is due and render God unjust. To seek the satisfaction of his happiness 
from any other source would require him to settle for less.

Edwards brings his exposition of this key insight to its full fruit in the 
treatise entitled The End for Which God Created the World.19 Along the 
way to its publication, we find Edwards working in his Miscellanies, 
particularly in the entry just cited, to come to terms first with another 
challenge he would have to meet from the sovereignty of God. He sets a 
first objection before himself with force:

An indifferent third being might fitly determine that ’tis proper that God 
should be the supreme object of respect . . . [and] that this would [be] 
no other than equal and just in it self, but yet that it might show a noble 
generosity in God, when he himself orders and regulates all things, to deny 
himself, forego his own right, and make the good of his creatures his last 
end. Seeing it is so that God himself is the supreme determiner in his own 
cause, it would look like selfishness in him in his actions to prefer himself 
to all other beings. (no. 1208)

To the student of morals tutored in altruism, the objection seems to 
carry substantial weight. Does not Paul’s ethic of imitating Christ call his 
churches to elevate love over rights and to sacrifice their own advantage 
for the benefit of others? But Edwards quite quickly discerns the error 
in this objection’s mistaken understanding of selfishness. Selfishness, he 
notes, is vicious only where the importance of the self eclipses a greater 
public good. In the case of God’s infinite worth, however, that is to an 
infinite degree never the case. Furthermore, to forgo one’s own interest 
for the sake of others has no more title to be called generosity than does 
treating things according to reason and according to them what they are 
worth. True generosity means valuing and protecting the infinite worth 
of God, inasmuch as it is the very gift that his most generous expression 
of love has to offer and without which his generosity instead suffers.

A second objection conveys comparable force. Since God has no needs 
and cannot be improved by making him one’s end,

it would be improper and foolish . . . to seek that which can’t possibly be 
obtained and which doesn’t need to be obtained. The highest good that can 
be brought to pass by any thing that can be done by either God or created 
beings is the happiness of the creature. Therefore this is properly made the 
highest end by both. (no. 1208)

19 See Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 8, Ethical Writings, ed. Paul Ramsey 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 403–536.
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In response, Edwards protests the inaccuracy of assuming that God can 
rejoice only in his own goodness directly and delight only directly in 
himself. Scripture portrays him also rejoicing in the good of his creatures 
and delighting in our happiness as well. What is more, since our greatest 
good and highest joy lie in God, God’s delight in our creaturely happiness 
resolves into a delight in himself.

Edwards’s insight into this God-centered revolution in understanding 
the purpose of creation and human history arrives at a liberating conclu-
sion: the end of the happiness of the creature is one with the end of the 
glorifying of God.

This one supreme end consists in two things, namely, in God’s infinite per-
fection being exerted and manifested, that is, in God’s glorifying himself; 
and, second, his infinite happiness being communicated and so making 
the creature happy. Both are sometimes in scripture included in one word, 
namely, God’s being glorified. (no. 1066; cf. no. 1218)

Edwards relates the unity to the character of the Trinity itself: “That 
which proceeds from God ad extra is agreeable to the twofold subsis-
tences which proceed from him ad intra, which is the Son and the Holy 
Spirit, the Son being the idea of God or the knowledge of God, and the 
Holy Ghost which is the love of God and joy in God” (no. 1218). Mis-
cellanies no. 1275 suggests that the insight into this happy confluence of 
God’s ends came to him from the writings of Thomas Goodwin.20 To the 
twenty-first century the insight has become especially well known through 
the watchword of John Piper at Bethlehem Baptist Church: “God is most 
glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him.”21

Must I Finally Sacrifice My Intellect to Believe in the Mysterious  
Sovereignty of God?

Even such an extraordinary intellect as Jonathan Edwards’s appreciated 
the depths of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God, unsearch-
able in his judgments and inscrutable in his ways (Rom. 11:33). “It may 
reasonably be expected” that a doctrine so bound up with the supremacy 
and infinity of the ruler of the universe should “contain many mysteries” 
(no. 1340). The wisdom of Providence towers above our meager human 
imaginations and orders its designs more than we could ask or think. In 
the main we see its benefit and wisdom. Who could have arranged it such 

20 Thomas Goodwin, The Works of Thomas Goodwin, 12 vols. (1681; repr., Eureka, CA: Tanski, 
1996).
21 This is the message of John Piper’s book, Desiring God, 3d ed. (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 2003), 10.
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that Pilate would place over Jesus’ cross a sign that read not “he says 
he is . . .” but simply, and more truly than he knew, “King of the Jews” 
(no. 629)? But we also meet with heights and depths that confound us 
by their mystery and complexity. Why should Adam have turned from 
the most delicious of all joys for a momentary bite that would turn so 
bitter? Why would Esau exchange a birthright for a dish of stew? Why 
do I turn away from the gold of God’s promises to the tin of the world’s? 
How do we reconcile the givenness of our motives with the responsibility 
we nonetheless take for them?

As the questions multiply, two sorts of temptations can arise with 
them. On the one hand, one may be tempted to despair of believing in 
the sovereignty of God because belief in a doctrine so incomprehensible 
would seem absurd. On the other hand, one may be tempted to redefine 
belief to mean a simple acquiescence in the incomprehensible and so 
believe because of the apparent absurdity. Edwards refused the resort to 
either path. To the contrary, he pronounced “the doctrines of regenera-
tion and the sovereign grace of God in it exceedingly rational” (no. 1156; 
cf. no. 1346).

By that he did not mean that answers are always apparent. He recounts 
his experience of attempting to convince a thirteen-year-old boy that a 
cube of 2-inch sides had eight times the volume of a cube with 1-inch sides. 
Nothing he said or demonstrated could prevail on the boy to accept this 
as a truth and not an absurdity. “And why should we not suppose that 
there may be some things that are true that may be as much above our 
understandings and as difficult to them as this truth was to this boy?” 
he asks (no. 652). Many adults have the same experience with works of 
literature and art (no. 1340).

His evidence for the rationality of these mysterious doctrines lies not 
with the answers he has discovered but rather in the correspondence of the 
mysteries to his own curious experience in being human. “The doctrine 
of Original Sin and the exceeding depravity and corruption of human 
nature is so agreeable to experience and also man’s obstinacy in sin and 
folly under all manner of means” (no. 1156). Perhaps we do not know 
how human responsibility squares with moral inability, but we do know 
that we make choices whose deliberate foolishness can only be the acts 
of an unfree slave to sin, and nonetheless we own our responsibility for 
them. Scripture speaks exactly of such sin and lawlessness as “the mys-
tery” (2 Thess. 2:7). At least we have this biblical reassurance of having 
sorted the mystery into the right drawer.
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Perhaps, Edwards muses, our failure to find answers on earth, or to 
achieve the great happiness for which we sense we were made, simply 
proves that “God reserves happiness to be bestowed hereafter; that is 
the appointed time for it, and that is the reason he doesn’t give it now” 
(no. 585).

Conclusion
In the end, none of Edwards’s youthful objections to the absolute sover-
eignty of God survived the intellectual rigors of his daily writing, studying, 
thinking, and journaling, always in the context of the Scriptures and prayer. 
The sovereignty of God, he learned, does not attribute evil to God; it does 
not cause us to act under coercion; it does not give us a God of arbitrary 
caprice; in it there is no absence of love; nor is it guilty of absurdity. To 
the contrary, it came to provide Edwards with the only sufficiently firm 
foundation for his faith, the only hope by which to withstand earth’s 
trials, and a soul-satisfying vision to capture the eyes of his mind and 
heart with the majestic beauty of holiness. Absolute sovereignty is what 
Edwards loved to ascribe to God. Few statements more than this so unite 
the passions of the man who is the subject of this article and the man 
whose ministry its writing celebrates.22 I venture that the beauty of this 
natural fitness would have delighted Jonathan Edwards, “whose ghost” 
in the words of J. I. Packer, “walks through most of Piper’s pages.”23

22 At the time this essay was written, an Internet search on the key terms absolute sovereignty, God, and 
love in any given search engine typically yielded two names at the head of the resulting list: Jonathan 
Edwards and John Piper.
23 Bookjacket of the 1986 edition of Desiring God.
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