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Freedom of the Will 
 

Jonathan Edwards 
 

Part I. 
 

HEREIN ARE EXPLAINED AND STATED VARIOUS TERMS AND THINGS 
 BELONGING TO THE SUBJECT OF THE ENSUING DISCOURSE 

Section 3.  

Concerning the meaning of the terms, Necessity, Impossibility, Inability, 
&c. and of Contingence  

THE words necessary, impossible, &c. are abundantly used in controversies 
about Free-Will and Moral Agency ; and therefore the sense in which they are 
used should be clearly understood.  

Here I might say, that a thing is then said to be necessary when it must be, and 
cannot be otherwise. But this would not properly be a definition of Necessity, any 
more than I explained the word must, by the phrase, there being Necessity. The 
words must, can, and cannot, need explication as much as the words necessary, 
and impossible; excepting that the former are words that in earliest life we more 
commonly use.  

The word necessary, as used in common speech, is a relative term; and relates 
to some supposed opposition made to the existence of a thing, which opposition 
is overcome, or proves insufficient to hinder or alter it. That is necessary, in the 
original and proper sense of the word, which is, or will be, notwithstanding all 
supposable opposition. To say, that a thing is necessary, is the same thing as to 
say, that it is impossible that it should not be. But the word impossible is 
manifestly a relative term, and has reference to supposed power exerted to bring 
a thing to pass, which is insufficient for the effect; as the word unable is relative 
and has relation to ability, or endeavor, which is insufficient. Also the word 
irresistible is relative, and has always reference to resistance which is made, or 
may be made, to some force or power tending to an effect, and is insufficient to 
withstand the power, or hinder the effect. The common notion of Necessity and 
Impossibility Implies something that frustrates endeavor or desire. Here several 
things are to be noted.  

1. Things are said to be necessary in general, which are or will be 
notwithstanding any supposable opposition from whatever quarter. But things are 
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said to be necessary to us, which are or will be notwithstanding all opposition 
supposable in the case from us. The same may be observed of the word 
impossible, and other such like terms.  

2. These terms necessary, impossible, irresistible, &c. more especially belong to 
controversies about liberty and moral agency, as used in the latter of the two 
senses now mentioned, viz. as necessary or impossible to us, and with relation 
to any supposable opposition or endeavor of ours.  

3. As the word Necessity, in its vulgar and common use, is relative, and has 
always reference to some supposable insufficient opposition; so when we speak 
of anything as necessary to us, it is with relation to some supposable opposition 
of our Wills, or some voluntary exertion or effort of ours to the contrary. For we 
do not properly make opposition to an event, any otherwise than as we 
voluntarily oppose it. Things are said to be what must be, or necessarily are, as 
to us, when they are, or will be, though we desire or endeavor the contrary, or try 
to prevent or remove their existence: but such opposition of ours always either 
consists in, or implies, opposition of our wills.  

It is manifest that all such like words and phrases, as vulgarly used, are 
understood in this manner. A thing is said to be necessary, when we cannot help 
it, let us do what we will. So any thing is said to be impossible to us, when we 
would do it, or would have it brought to pass, and endeavor it; or at least may be 
supposed to desire and seek it; but all our desires and endeavors are, or would 
be, vain. And that is said to be irresistible, which overcomes all our opposition, 
resistance, and endeavor to the contrary. And we are said to be unable to do a 
thing when our supposable desires and endeavors are insufficient.  

We are accustomed, in the common use of language, thus to apply and 
understand these phrases: we grow up with such a habit; which, by the daily use 
of these terms from our childhood, becomes fixed and settled; so that the idea of 
a relation to a supposed will, desire, and endeavor of ours, is strongly connected 
with these terms, whenever we hear the words used. Such ideas, and these 
words, are so associated, that they unavoidably go together, one suggests the 
other, and never can be easily separated as long as we live. And though we use 
the words, as terms of art, in another sense, yet, unless we are exceedingly 
circumspect, we shall insensibly slide into the vulgar use of them, and so apply 
the words in a very inconsistent manner, which will deceive and confound us in 
our reasonings and discourses, even when we pretend to use them as terms of 
art.  

4. It follows from what has been observed, that when these terms necessary, 
impossible, irresistible, unable, &c. are used in cases wherein no insufficient will 
is supposed, or can be supposed, but the very nature of the supposed case itself 
excludes any opposition, will, or endeavor; they are then not used in their proper 
signification. The reason is manifest; in such cases we cannot use the words with 



reference to a supposable opposition, will, or endeavor. And therefore if any man 
uses these terms in such cases, he either uses them nonsensically, or in some 
new sense, diverse from their original and proper meaning. As for instance; if any 
one should affirm after this manner, That it is necessary for a man, or what must 
be, that he should choose virtue rather than vice, during the time that he prefers 
virtue to vice; and that it is a thing impossible and irresistible, that it should be 
otherwise than that he should have this choice, so long as this choice continues; 
such a one would use the terms must, irresistible, &c. with either insignificance, 
or in some new sense, diverse from their common use; which is with reference, 
as has been observed, to supposable opposition, unwillingness, and resistance; 
whereas, here, the very supposition excludes and denies any such thing: for the 
case supposed is that of being willing, and choosing.  

5. It appears from what has been said, that these terms necessary, impossible, 
&c. are often used by philosophers and metaphysicians in a sense quite diverse 
from their common and original signification; for they apply them to many cases 
in which no opposition is supposable. Thus they use them with respect to God’s 
existence before the creation of the world, when there was no other being; with 
regard to many of the dispositions and acts of the divine Being, such as his 
loving himself, his loving righteousness, hating sin, &c. So they apply them to 
many cases of the inclinations and actions of created intelligent beings wherein 
all opposition of the Will is excluded in the very supposition of the case.  

Metaphysical or philosophical Necessity is nothing different from their certainty. I 
speak not now of the certainty of knowledge, but the certainty that is in things 
themselves, which is the foundation of the certainty of the knowledge, or that 
wherein lies the ground of the infallibility of the proposition which affirms them.  

What is sometimes given as the definition of philosophical Necessity, namely, 
“That by which a thing cannot but be,” or “where by it cannot be otherwise,” fails 
of being a proper explanation of it, on two accounts: First, the words can, or 
cannot, need explanation as much as the word Necessity; and the former may as 
well be explained by the latter, as the latter by the former. Thus, if any one asked 
us what we mean, when we say, a thing cannot but be, we might explain 
ourselves by saying, it must necessarily be so; as well as explain Necessity, by 
saying, it is that by which a thing cannot but be. And Secondly, this definition is 
liable to the fore-mentioned great inconvenience; the words cannot, or unable, 
are properly relative, and have relation to power exerted, or that may be exerted, 
in order to the thing spoken of; to which as I have now observed, the word 
Necessity, as used by philosophers, has no reference.  

Philosophical Necessity is really nothing else than the FULL AND FIXED 
CONNECTION BETWEEN THE THINGS SIGNIFIED BY THE SUBJECT AND 
PREDICATE OF A PROPOSITION, which affirms something to be true. When 
there is such a connection, then the thing affirmed in the proposition is 
necessary, in a philosophical sense; whether any opposition or contrary effort be 



supposed, or no. When the subject and predicate of the proposition, which 
affirms the existence of any thing, either substance, quality, act, or circumstance, 
have a full and CERTAIN CONNECTION, then the existence or being of that 
thing is said to be necessary in a metaphysical sense. And in this sense I use the 
word necessity, in the following discourse, when I endeavor to prove that 
necessity is not inconsistent with liberty.  

The subject and predicate of a proposition, which affirms existence of something, 
may have a full, fixed, and certain connection several ways.  

(1.) They may have a full and perfect connection in and of themselves; because it 
may imply a contradiction, or gross absurdity, to suppose them not connected. 
Thus many things are necessary in their own nature. So the eternal existence of 
being generally considered, is necessary in itself: because it would be in itself the 
greatest absurdity, to deny the existence of being in general, or to say there was 
absolute and universal nothing; and is as it were the sum of all contradictions; as 
might be shown if this were a proper place for it. So God’s infinity and other 
attributes are necessary. So it is necessary in its own nature, that two and two 
should be four; and it is necessary that all right lines drawn from the center of a 
circle to the circumference should be equal. It is necessary, fit and suitable, that 
men should do to others, as they would that they should do to them. So 
innumerable metaphysical and mathematical truths are necessary in themselves: 
the subject and predicate of the proposition which affirm them, are perfectly 
connected of themselves.  

(2.) The connection of the subject and predicate of a proposition, which affirms 
the existence of something, may be fixed and made certain, because the 
existence of that thing is already come to pass; and either now is, or has been; 
and so has, as it were, made sure of existence. And therefore, the proposition 
which affirms present and past existence of it, may by this means be made 
certain and necessarily and unalterably true; the past event has fixed and 
decided the matter, as to its existence; and has made it impossible but that 
existence should be truly predicated of it. Thus the existence of whatever is 
already come to pass, is now become necessary; it is become impossible it 
should be otherwise than true, that such a thing has been.  

(3.) The subject and predicate of a proposition which affirms something to be, 
may have a real and certain connection consequently; and so the existence of 
the thing may be consequently necessary; as it may be surely and firmly 
connected with something else, that is necessary in one of the former respects. 
As it is either fully and thoroughly connected with that which is absolutely 
necessary in its own nature, or with something which has already received and 
made sure of existence. This Necessity lies in, or may be explained by, the 
connection of two or more propositions one with another.——Things which are 
perfectly connected with other things that are necessary, are necessary 
themselves, by a Necessity of consequence.  



And here it may be observed, that all things which are future, or which will 
hereafter begin to be, which can be said to be necessary, are necessary only in 
this last way. Their existence is not necessary in itself; for if so, they always 
would have existed. Nor is their existence become necessary by being already 
come to pass. Therefore, the only way that any thing that is to come to pass 
hereafter is or can be necessary, is by a connection with something that is 
necessary in its own nature, or something that already is, or has been; so that 
the one being supposed the other certainly follows.—And this also is the only 
way that all things past, excepting those which were from eternity, could be 
necessary before they come to pass; and therefore the only way in which any 
effect or event, or any thing whatsoever that ever has had or will have a 
beginning, has come into being necessarily, or will hereafter necessarily exist. 
And therefore this is the Necessity which especially belongs to controversies 
about the acts of the will.  

It may be of some use in these controversies, further to observe concerning, 
metaphysical Necessity, that (agreeable to the distinction before observed of 
Necessity, as vulgarly understood) things that exist may be said to be necessary, 
either with a general or particular Necessity. The existence of a thing may be 
said to be necessary with a general Necessity, when, all things considered, there 
is a foundation for the certainty of their existence; or when in the most general 
and universal view of things, the subject and predicate of the proposition, which 
affirms its existence, would appear with an infallible connection.  

An event, or the existence of a thing, may be said to be necessary with a 
particular Necessity, when nothing that can be taken into consideration, in or 
about a person, thing, or time, alters the case at all, as to the certainty of an 
event, or the existence of a thing; or can be of any account at all, in determining 
the infallibility of the connection of the subject and predicate in the proposition 
which affirms the existence of the things; so that it is all one, as to that person, or 
thing, at least, at that time, as if the existence were necessary with a Necessity 
that is most universal and absolute. Thus there are many things that happen to 
particular persons, in the existence of which no will of theirs has any concern, at 
least, at that time; which, whether they are necessary or not, with regard to things 
in general, yet are necessary to them, and with regard to any volition of theirs at 
that time; as they prevent all acts of the will about the affair.—I shall have 
occasion to apply this observation to particular instances in the following 
discourse.—Whether the same things that are necessary with a particular 
Necessity, be not also necessary with a general Necessity, may be a matter of 
future consideration. Let that be as it will, it alters not the case, as to the use of 
this distinction of the kinds of Necessity.  

These things may be sufficient for the explaining of the terms necessary and 
Necessity, as terms of art, and as often used by metaphysicians, and 
controversial writers in divinity, in a sense diverse from, and more extensive than, 
their original meaning, in common language, which was before explained.  



What has been said to show the meaning of the terms necessary and necessity, 
may be sufficient for the explaining of the opposite terms, impossible and 
impossibility. For there is no difference, but only the latter are negative, and the 
former positive. Impossibility is the same as negative necessity, or a Necessity 
that a thing should not be. And it is used as a term of art in a like diversity from 
the original and vulgar meaning, with Necessity.  

The same may be observed concerning the words unable and inability. It has 
been observed, that these terms, in their original and common use, have relation 
to will and endeavor, as supposable in the case, and as insufficient for the 
bringing to pass the thing willed and endeavored. But as these terms are often 
used by philosophers and divines, especially writers on controversies about Free 
Will, they are used in a quite different and far more extensive sense, and are 
applied to many cases wherein no will or endeavor for the bringing of the thing to 
pass is or can be supposed.  

As the words necessary, impossible, unable, &c. are used by polemic writers, in 
a sense diverse from their common signification, the like has happened to the 
term contingent. Any thing is said to be contingent, or to come to pass by chance 
or accident, in the original meaning of such words, when its connection with its 
causes or antecedents, according to the established course of things, is not 
discerned; and so is what we have no means of foreseeing. And especially is any 
thing said to be contingent, or accidental, with regard to us, when it comes to 
pass without our foreknowledge, and besides our design and scope.  

But the word contingent is abundantly used in a very different sense; not for that 
whose connection with the series of things we cannot discern, so as to foresee 
the event, but for something which has absolutely no previous ground or reason, 
with which its existence has any fixed and certain connection.  
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