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INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING AUGUSTINE’S PHILOSOPHICAL MASTERPIECE

The problem of evil has haunted human thought for millennia. If God is all-powerful, all-knowing, and wholly good, why does evil exist? Few thinkers
have grappled with this question as profoundly as Saint Augustine of Hippo, and no single work of his addresses it more directly than On Free Choice
Of The Will. For anyone seeking a clear, structured breakdown of this dense philosophical dialogue, an On Free Choice Of The Will Sparknotes-
style  analysis  proves  invaluable.  This  guide  unpacks  the  arguments,  themes,  and  enduring  significance  of  Augustine’s  treatise,  helping  readers
navigate  its  complexities  without  losing  the  nuance  of  the  original  text.
Written around 388–395 AD, early in Augustine’s career as a Christian bishop, On Free Choice of the Will (Latin: De Libero Arbitrio) is a dialogue
between Augustine and his friend Evodius. The work systematically explores how human free will  can coexist with divine foreknowledge and
predestination, while also accounting for the presence of evil in a world created by a good God. It remains one of the most influential texts in Western
philosophy and theology. This article functions as a comprehensive supplement to any On Free Choice Of The Will Sparknotes reading, offering
deeper context and analysis for students, scholars, and curious readers alike.

HISTORICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL CONTEXT

Augustine’s Intellectual Journey
Before diving into the text itself, it helps to understand where Augustine was coming from. A former Manichaean, Augustine had once believed in a
cosmic dualism where good and evil were co-eternal, warring forces. His conversion to Christianity in 386 AD forced him to reject this worldview and
construct a coherent explanation for evil that preserved God’s sovereignty and goodness. On Free Choice of the Will represents his mature attempt at
doing exactly that.

The Dialogue Format
Augustine chose the Platonic dialogue as his literary medium, following in the tradition of Plato and Cicero. This format allows for a dynamic back-and-
forth where objections are raised, positions are refined, and conclusions emerge through reasoned discussion. Evodius plays the role of the inquisitive
student, asking the very questions that readers themselves would likely pose. The conversational flow makes the work more accessible than a dry
philosophical treatise, though it still demands careful attention.

STRUCTURE OF ON FREE CHOICE OF THE WILL

The work is divided into three books,  each addressing a distinct layer of  the overarching problem. A typical  On Free Choice Of The Will
Sparknotes breakdown will separate these books clearly, so we will follow that same logical structure here.

Book One: The Origin of Evil
The  dialogue  opens  with  Evodius  posing  the  central  question:  “Is  God  the  cause  of  evil?”  Augustine  immediately  clarifies  a  crucial  distinction.  He
separates evils that people suffer (which may be punishments or trials) from evils that people do—namely, sin. The focus of Book One is squarely on
moral evil, the evil that originates in human action.
Augustine argues that evil has no positive existence. It is not a substance or a thing in itself. Rather, evil is a privation of good (Latin: privatio boni).
Just as blindness is the absence of sight, evil is the absence or corruption of something good. This means that everything that exists is good insofar as
it exists; evil is simply a defect or a turning away from a higher good.
Where does this turning away come from? Augustine locates its origin in the free choice of the will. Human beings possess a faculty of choice that
allows them to love and pursue the highest good (God) or to turn toward lower, temporal goods. Evil arises when the will becomes disordered—when
it prefers lesser goods over the supreme Good.
Key arguments in Book One include:

The distinction between eternal law (unchanging truth) and temporal law (human legislation).
The idea that sin is a voluntary act, not something forced upon us.
The claim that a person who is truly wise cannot be made unhappy by external circumstances, because their happiness rests in unchanging
truth.

Book Two: The Problem of Free Will and Divine Foreknowledge
Book Two is the philosophical heart of the entire work, and it is where any thorough On Free Choice Of The Will Sparknotes must spend the most
time. Evodius raises a pressing objection: if God gave humans free will and if free will is the cause of sin, why did God give it to us at all? Wouldn’t it
have been better to create beings without the capacity to sin?
Augustine’s response is both subtle and powerful. He argues that free will is a good thing in itself, even though it can be misused. He points to the
obvious fact that it would be impossible for human beings to live rightly, to love, to seek truth, or to choose virtue if they did not possess free will. The
will is the faculty through which we pursue the good. If we were forced to do the good, it would not be genuinely our own. The capacity to sin is not
part of free will’s essence; it is a defect that occurs when the will turns away from its proper object.
Augustine then offers a famous analogy: a body must have hands to perform good actions, but those same hands can also be used to harm others.
The existence of hands is a good, even when misused. Likewise, free will is a good, even when the will chooses badly.
A significant portion of Book Two is dedicated to a rigorous proof for the existence of God. Augustine argues from the nature of truth and reason. He
begins with the obvious fact that human beings are capable of judgment—we can say that one thing is better or truer than another. The very act of
judgment implies an unchanging standard against which things are measured. This unchanging standard, he argues, is Truth itself, which he identifies
with God. This passage is especially famous among scholars of philosophy and is often highlighted in any On Free Choice Of The Will Sparknotes
summary.
Key themes in Book Two include:

The goodness of free will as a divinely given gift.
The hierarchy of goods: eternal vs. temporal, higher vs. lower.
The proof for God’s existence through the nature of truth.
The distinction between using a good (properly) and enjoying it (improperly).

Book Three: Foreknowledge, Predestination, and Grace
Book Three is the most theologically dense section and the one most likely to puzzle modern readers. Here, Augustine confronts the most difficult
version of the problem: if God foreknows everything that will happen, and if nothing can happen contrary to God’s foreknowledge, then how can
human actions be genuinely free? If God knew before creation that Adam would sin, was Adam forced to sin?
Augustine’s answer hinges on a careful analysis of what foreknowledge means. He argues that foreknowledge does not cause an event any more
than memory causes a past event. If I remember that I ate breakfast this morning, my memory does not cause the breakfast to have happened.
Similarly, God’s foreknowledge that something will happen does not force it to happen. It simply means that God, who exists outside of time, sees all
events—past, present, and future—in a single eternal present.
But Evodius (and many readers) are not entirely satisfied. If God’s foreknowledge is infallible, then the event must certainly happen. And if it must
certainly happen, how can it be free? Augustine introduces a crucial distinction: something can be necessary in one sense and free in another. For
example, it is necessary that God foreknows the event, but the event itself can still arise from the free choice of the will. There is no contradiction
between certain foreknowledge and voluntary action.
This leads Augustine into a deeper discussion of grace. Even with free will, human beings are wounded by original sin and unable to consistently
choose the good. Eventually, Augustine would develop his full doctrine of grace in his later writings against Pelagius, but the seeds of that doctrine
are already present in Book Three of On Free Choice of the Will.
Key arguments in Book Three include:

Foreknowledge does not imply compulsion.
God’s knowledge exists outside of temporal sequences.
Sin originates from the will itself, not from God or from any external cause.
The justice of God in punishing sin is compatible with both foreknowledge and free will.

MAJOR THEMES AND PHILOSOPHICAL CONTRIBUTIONS
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The Privation Theory of Evil
Perhaps Augustine’s most enduring contribution to philosophy is the idea that evil is not a substance but a privation of good. This theory has been
enormously  influential  in  both  Christian  theology  and  Western  metaphysics.  It  allows  for  a  solution  to  the  problem  of  evil  that  does  not  require
denying God’s goodness or power. Evil is not something that God creates; it is a turning away from God by free creatures. This idea has been adopted
and refined by thinkers like Thomas Aquinas and continues to be discussed in contemporary philosophy of religion.

The Goodness of Free Will
Augustine insists that free will is a genuine good, even though it can be misused. This position sets him against both fatalists (who deny free will) and
those who would argue that it would have been better for God to create beings without the capacity for sin. Augustine’s argument is that a world with
free creatures capable of choosing the good is better than a world of automatons who do good merely because they are forced to. This line of
reasoning anticipates later theodicies, including the “free will defense” made famous in the twentieth century by Alvin Plantinga.

Divine Foreknowledge and Human Freedom
Augustine’s treatment of foreknowledge is subtle and remains a reference point for debates in both philosophy and theology. While some later
theologians (like Boethius and Aquinas) offered more refined versions of the argument, Augustine’s core insight—that God’s timeless knowledge does
not cancel human freedom—is still widely regarded as a significant contribution to the field.

PRACTICAL SIGNIFICANCE FOR MODERN READERS

Why should a modern reader, especially one who is not a professional philosopher or theologian, care about a book written over 1,600 years ago?
There are several compelling reasons.

The problem of evil is perennial. Every thinking person must confront the question of why suffering exists and how it can be reconciled with1.
belief in a good God. Augustine offers a framework that many still find intellectually satisfying.
The work challenges our assumptions about freedom. In a culture that often equates freedom with the absence of external constraints,2.
Augustine’s deeper notion of freedom as the ability to pursue the true Good is a provocative alternative.
The dialogue format models genuine inquiry. Augustine and Evodius do not pretend to have all the answers. They follow the argument3.
where it leads, and they are willing to admit when they reach the limits of human understanding. This intellectual humility is refreshing and
instructive.

HOW TO USE AN ON FREE CHOICE OF THE WILL SPARKNOTES GUIDE EFFECTIVELY

For  students  encountering  this  text  for  the  first  time,  a  reliable  summary  can  be  a  helpful  stepping  stone.  However,  it  is  important  not  to  let  the
summary replace the actual text. Think of an On Free Choice Of The Will Sparknotes guide as a map before a journey—it shows you the terrain,
the major landmarks, and the potential pitfalls, but it cannot substitute for the experience of walking the path yourself.
Here are some practical tips for using this guide alongside the original text:

Read each book of the dialogue first, and then consult the relevant section of this guide to reinforce your understanding.
Pay attention to the argumentative structure. Augustine often builds his case step by step, and a Sparknotes-style breakdown can help you see
how each step connects to the next.
Take note of the key definitions. Augustine is very


