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Classical Jewish Approaches to Free Will 

 
Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance 5:1 

 
רְשׁוּת לְכָל אָדָם נְתוּנָה. אִם רָצָה לְהַטּוֹת  

יק הָרְשׁוּת   עַצְמוֹ לְדֶרֶךְ טוֹבָה וְלִהְיוֹת צַדִּ

יָדוֹ. וְאִם רָצָה לְהַטּוֹת עַצְמוֹ לְדֶרֶךְ   בְּ

יָדוֹ. הוּא   ע הָרְשׁוּת בְּ רָעָה וְלִהְיוֹת רָשָׁ

תּוֹרָה  תוּב בַּ כָּ הֵן   אשית ג כבבר  שֶׁ
נּוּ לָדַעַת טוֹב   אַחַד מִמֶּ הָאָדָם הָיָה כְּ

ל אָדָם הָיָה  לוֹמַר הֵן מִין זֶה שֶׁ וָרָע". כְּ

זֶה   נִי דּוֹמֶה לוֹ בְּ עוֹלָם וְאֵין מִין שֵׁ יָחִיד בָּ

דַעְתּוֹ   הֵא הוּא מֵעַצְמוֹ בְּ יְּ הָעִנְיָן שֶׁ

בְתּוֹ יוֹדֵעַ הַטּוֹב וְהָרַע וְע ל וּבְמַחֲשַׁ ה כָּ וֹש ֶ

יָדוֹ   ב בְּ עַכֵּ יְּ הוּא חָפֵץ וְאֵין מִי שֶׁ ֶ מַה שּׁ

וֹת הַטּוֹב אוֹ הָרַע.  מִלַּעֲש 

Free will is granted to all people: If 
one wanted to turn oneself to a 
good path and to be righteous he 
has free will, and if one wanted to 
turn oneself to an evil path and be 
wicked he has free will, as it is 
written in the Torah: “Behold, the 
man is become like one of Us, to 
know good and evil” (Bereishit 
3:22).  Ie  
 

 
 

R. Saadia Gaon (Emunot Ve-De’ot, ma’amar 4)  

How do we know we have free will? 

 

1. Experience 
We “feel” that we are free. For example, if I am holding a pen, I feel that I 
can choose whether to drop the pen on the floor or to remain grasping it. 
My experience teaches me that I have free will. 

 
2. Divine Justice and Reward and Punishment 
As Jews, we believe that God rewards us for doing mitzvot and 
punishes us for committing transgressions.  
We also believe that God is just, as articulated by Avraham in his 
argument to save Sedom: “Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring 
death upon the innocent as well as the guilty, so that innocent and guilty 
fare alike. Far be it from You! Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal 
justly?” (Bereishit 18:25 שפט ץ לא יעשה משופט כל הארה)     
 
3. Biblical Command and Exhortation 
The Torah includes many commandments, and it would only make sense 
to command if people have free will to follow the commandment or to 
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refrain from following it. In particular, the Torah exhorts us: “Choose the 
right path,” “Do the right thing.”  
 
4. Talmudic Statements 
"R. Chanina states: Everything is in the hands of Heaven except for 
whether or not we fear Him” (Berakhot 33b). God controls everything, 
except for one thing – whether we listen to Him or not.  
 

 

Philosophical Objections  

to Free Will & Classical Responses 

 
 
1. Scientific Argument & the Response 

Scientific argument: If Newtonian physics and its later developments 
prove that every physical action is caused by something, since our 
brains are physical machines, which decide to do something based on 
the physical firing of synapses, there must be a cause. If everything 
has a cause, then something about the structure of our brains or the 
experiences we have in the world cause us to do things, and 
therefore we cannot choose freely.  
 
Response: R. Assaf Bednarsh: This is a matter of scientific debate, 
as quantum physics teaches us that while most physical phenomena 
can be explained by scientific cause and effect, there are phenomena 
that fundamentally cannot be attributed to any scientific causation. 
We will leave the application of quantum physics to human 
psychology as a question for scientists to explore and limit ourselves 
to purely philosophical objections. 

 

2. Argument from Divine Omnipotence – God is All-

Powerful & Response 

 

How can I decide to do something that is against God's will? If God 
wills for me to sin, then I must. And if He doesn't want me to, then I 
can't. So how is there room for free will if God is all-powerful and 
controls everything in the world?  
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יו מְסוּרִים לוֹ  יַּחְפֹּץ וְיִהְיוּ מַעֲש ָ ֶ ל מַה שּׁ ה כָּ תְמַהּ וְתֹאמַר הֵיאַךְ יִהְיֶה הָאָדָם עוֹש ֶ וְאַל תִּ

תוּב אוֹמֵר רְשׁוּת קוֹנוֹ וְלאֹ חֶפְצוֹ וְהַכָּ לּאֹ בִּ בָר שֶׁ עוֹלָם דָּ ה בָּ  תהילים קלה ו וְכִי יֵעָש ֶ
י  כּל אֲ " ה וְאַף עַל פִּ חֶפְצוֹ יֵעָש ֶ הַכּל כְּ ע שֶׁ מַיִם וּבָאָרֶץ". דַּ ָ שּׁ ה בַּ ר חָפֵץ ה' עָש ָ שֶׁ

הַיּוֹצֵר חָפֵץ לִהְיוֹת הָאֵשׁ וְהָרוּחַ עוֹלִים לְמַעְלָה   ם שֶׁ שֵׁ יצַד. כְּ ינוּ מְסוּרִין לָנוּ. כֵּ עֲש ֵ מַּ שֶׁ

ה וְהַגַּ  יִם וְהָאָרֶץ יוֹרְדִים לְמַטָּ רִיּוֹת הָעוֹלָם לִהְיוֹת  וְהַמַּ אָר בְּ עִגּוּל וְכֵן שְׁ ל סוֹבֵב בְּ לְגַּ

יו מְסוּרִין לוֹ וְלאֹ   יָדוֹ וְכָל מַעֲש ָ כָה חָפֵץ לִהְיוֹת הָאָדָם רְשׁוּתוֹ בְּ חָפֵץ בּוֹ. כָּ מִנְהָגָן שֶׁ כְּ

ךְ אֶלָּא הוּא מֵעַצְמוֹ וּבְדַעְתּוֹ שֶׁ  ל  יִהְיֶה לוֹ לאֹ כּוֹפֶה וְלאֹ מוֹשֵׁ ה כָּ נָּתַן לוֹ הָאֵל עוֹש ֶ

ה טוֹבָה מֵיטִיבִין לוֹ וְאִם   יו. אִם עָש ָ נִין אוֹתוֹ לְפִי מַעֲש ָ וֹת. לְפִיכָךְ דָּ הָאָדָם יָכוֹל לַעֲש  שֶׁ

ה רָעָה מְרֵעִין לוֹ.   עָש ָ

Now, do not wonder and ask: "How is it possible for man to do what 
his heart desires, and have his entire course of action lodged within 
himself seeing that he can not do aught in the world without the 
permission of his Master and without His Will, even as the Verse 
says: "Whatsoever the Lord pleased, that hath He done, in heaven 
and in earth, in the seas and in all deeps" (Ps. 135.6)? Know all that 
man does is in accordance with His Will, although our actions are really 
in our own keeping. For example? Even as it is the Creator's Will that fire 
and air shall ascend upward, and that water and earth shall descend 
downward, or that the sphere shall revolve in a circle, and that other 
creatures of the universe should likewise follow their respective natural 
laws, as it was His Will for them to be, so was it His Will that man shall 
have the free choice of conduct in his own hand, and that all his actions 
should be lodged within him, and that he should be neither forced or 
drawn, but he, of his own free will and accord, as God endowed him with, 
he exercises in all that is possible for man to do. He is, therefore, judged 
according to actions; if he did good, his is rewarded with good; and if he 
did wrong, he is punished.  

Parable – R. Assaf Bednarsh: A king might be an all-powerful ruler over 
an empire; one of the ways in which he exerts power over that empire is 
by appointing ministers and having them make decisions on his behalf. 
The human king does this because there aren't enough hours in his day 
for him to control every detail of his kingdom. God, of course, is all-
powerful and He could choose to control everything, but He can also 
choose to delegate that power to others. God chose to delegate the power 
of choice to human beings because He wanted us to have free will. His 
Divine plan for the world was not merely to create mineral, vegetable, 
animal, and angel. He wanted to create human beings, and He wanted 
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them to decide on their own whether to do the right thing or the wrong 
thing, so He delegated that power to them.  

 

3. Argument from Divine Omniscience and Responses 

 
הְיֶה יֵדַע   יִּ הְיֶה וְקֹדֶם שֶׁ יִּ ֶ ל מַה שּׁ רוּךְ הוּא יוֹדֵעַ כָּ דוֹשׁ בָּ א תֹּאמַר וַהֲלאֹ הַקָּ מָּ שֶׁ

ר  יק אִי אֶפְשָׁ הוּא יִהְיֶה צַדִּ ע אוֹ לאֹ יֵדַע. אִם יֵדַע שֶׁ יק אוֹ רָשָׁ זֶּה יִהְיֶה צַדִּ שֶׁ

ע הֲרֵי לאֹ   הְיֶה רָשָׁ יִּ ר שֶׁ יק וְאֶפְשָׁ הְיֶה צַדִּ יִּ יֵּדַע שֶׁ יק וְאִם תֹּאמַר שֶׁ לּאֹ יִ הְיֶה צַדִּ שֶׁ

רְיוֹ  בָר עַל בֻּּ  יֵדַע הַדָּ
 

Peradventure, thou wilt ask: "The Holy One, blessed is He, does he 
not know what it will be before it will come to pass? Did he know 
whether a certain person will be either just or wicked, or did He not 
know it? If he knew that he would be just, then it would be 
impossible for him not to be just? If thou wilt say that He did know 
that he would be just but that it is possible for him to be wicked, lo, 
He did not know the matter clearly? 

  
 

a. The Position of Rashi 

 
א"ר שמואל בר רב יצחק כי הוה פתח ריש לקיש בסוטה אמר הכי אין מזווגין לו  

  לאדם אשה אלא לפי מעשיו
 
Rav Shmuel bar Rav Yitzḥak says: When Reish Lakish would 
introduce his discussion of the Torah passage of sota he would say this: 
Heaven matches a woman to a man only according to his actions 

ארבעים יום קודם יצירת הולד בת קול יוצאת   והא אמר רב יהודה אמר רב איני

הא בזוג  לא קשיא י שדה פלוני לפלוניבת פלוני לפלוני בית פלוני לפלונ ואומרת

  ראשון הא בזוג שני

The Gemara asks: Is that so that a man is matched to a woman according 
to his actions? But Rav Yehuda says that Rav says: Forty days before 
an embryo is formed a Divine Voice issues forth and says: The 
daughter of so-and-so is destined to marry so-and-so; such and such 
a house is destined to be inhabited by so-and-so; such and such a field 
is destined to be farmed by so-and-so. This clearly states that these 
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matters, including marriage, are decreed for a person even before he is 
formed. 

Rashi 

איני - מי הוי זיווג לפי רשע וזכות והא מקודם יצירתם שאין נודע רשעו  
וזכותו מכריזין את זוגו ואם תאמר הכל גלוי לפניו הכל בידי שמים חוץ  

מיראת שמים כדאמר במסכת נדה )דף טז:( מלאך הממונה על ההריון  
נוטל טיפה ומביאה לפני המקום ואומר לפניו טיפה זו מה תהא עליה  
גבור או חלש חכם או טיפש עשיר או עני אבל צדיק ורשע לא קאמר  

 ליה דאין זה בידי שמים
 

If something hasn't happened yet, then not knowing it is not a lack of 
perfection. Being “all-knowing” means knowing all there is to know, and 
that which hasn't happened yet does not exist and is not a part of all there 
is to know. God knows everything there is to be known, which includes 
the past, the present, and those things that are determined by physical 
laws that will happen in the future. But He does not know the choices we 
have not yet made, because they are not there to be known. 

 
 

b. Ralbag (R. Levi ben Gershon), a 14
th
 century French halakhist, 

Biblical exegete, and philosopher 

 
The Ralbag argues that God knows everything in terms of general 
knowledge. He knows how the human body works; He knows all the laws 
of physics, psychology, chemistry, and any other branch of knowledge 
that we can or can't imagine. God knows all the general laws – but He 
doesn't know specific instances. God knows all about cows, but not about 
a specific cow. Similarly, God knows all about human beings, including 
the natural workings of human psychology, but He does not know 
whether a particular human being used his free will to overcome his 
nature and do a mitzva or an aveira today. According to the Ralbag, God's 
knowledge is limited to those things determined by laws of nature – those 
events which are deterministic.  

 
But isn't God's knowledge perfect? The Ralbag tells us that God’s 

perfect knowledge knows perfectly all the laws of the universe and all 
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of those things that are determined by regular laws, but He doesn't 
descend to know all of the particulars in any given time and place. 
Those details are beneath God's attention. As a matter of a fact, the 
Ralbag argues that it would be an imperfection of God if He were to 
distract Himself, as it were, with knowledge of the particular things 
that you and I do at every moment. The perfection of God is that He 
knows the ultimate, eternal truth of the universe, and not the ephemeral, 
transient actions that happen at a particular time and place.  
 
  

C. The Position of Rambam  

  

דוֹלִים   רִים גְּ ה עִקָּ י יָם וְכַמָּ ה וּרְחָבָה מִנִּ ה מֵאֶרֶץ מִדָּ כָּ אֵלָה זוֹ אֲרֻּ שׁוּבַת שְׁ תְּ ע שֶׁ דַּ

בָר  אֲנִי אוֹמֵר. כְּ דָבָר זֶה שֶׁ ה לֵידַע וּלְהָבִין בְּ הּ אֲבָל צָרִיךְ אַתָּ לוּיִים בָּ וַהֲרָרִים רָמִים תְּ

נִי מֵהִלְכוֹת   פֶרֶק שֵׁ אַרְנוּ בְּ הִיא  בֵּ עָה שֶׁ רוּךְ הוּא אֵינוֹ יוֹדֵעַ מִדֵּ דוֹשׁ בָּ הַקָּ יְסוֹדֵי הַתּוֹרָה שֶׁ

מוֹ וְדַעְתּוֹ אֶחָד וְאֵין   נַיִם. אֶלָּא הוּא יִתְעַלֶּה שְׁ ם שְׁ הֵם וְדַעְתָּ בְנֵי אָדָם שֶׁ נּוּ כִּ חוּץ מִמֶּ

רְיוֹ. בָר זֶה עַל בֻּּ יג דָּ ִ ל אָדָם יְכוֹלָה לְהַש ּ עְתּוֹ שֶׁ יג וְלִמְצֹא   דַּ ִ אָדָם לְהַש ּ אֵין כֹּחַ בָּ ם שֶׁ וּכְשֵׁ

נֶּאֱמַר ת הַבּוֹרֵא שֶׁ אָדָם    "שמות לג כ  אֲמִתַּ ךְ אֵין כֹּחַ בָּ י לאֹ יִרְאַנִי הָאָדָם וָחָי" כָּ כִּ

הַנָּבִיא אָמַ  ל הַבּוֹרֵא. הוּא שֶׁ עְתּוֹ שֶׁ יג וְלִמְצֹא דַּ ִ בוֹתַי   ישעיה נה ח  רלְהַש ּ י לאֹ מַחְשְׁ כִּ

דוֹשׁ   נוּ כֹּחַ לֵידַע הֵיאַךְ יֵדַע הַקָּ ן הוּא אֵין בָּ כֵּ בוֹתֵיכֶם וְלאֹ דַרְכֵיכֶם דְרָכָי". וְכֵיוָן שֶׁ מַחְשְׁ

לאֹ סָפֵק ים אֲבָל נֵדַע בְּ עֲש ִ רוּאִים וְהַמַּ ל הַבְּ רוּךְ הוּא כָּ יַד הָאָדָם  בָּ ה הָאָדָם בְּ עֲש ֵ מַּ שֶׁ

לְבַד  ת בִּ לַת הַדָּ נֵי קַבָּ ךְ. וְלאֹ מִפְּ וֹת כָּ כוֹ וְלאֹ גּוֹזֵר עָלָיו לַעֲש  רוּךְ הוּא מוֹשְׁ דוֹשׁ בָּ וְאֵין הַקָּ

נְּ  נֵי זֶה נֶאֱמַר בַּ בְרֵי הַחָכְמָה. וּמִפְּ רוּרוֹת מִדִּ רְאָיוֹת בְּ בָר זֶה אֶלָּא בִּ נִין  נוֹדַע דָּ דָּ בוּאָה שֶׁ

בוּאָה   בְרֵי הַנְּ ל דִּ כָּ ר שֶׁ יו אִם טוֹב וְאִם רַע וְזֶה הוּא הָעִקָּ פִי מַעֲש ָ יו כְּ אֶת הָאָדָם עַל מַעֲש ָ

לוּיִין בּוֹ   :תְּ
 
Know that the answer to this question – the measure of it is longer than 
the earth and broader than the sea (Iyov 11:9), and several great 
principles and lofty mountains depend on it, but you must know and 
understand this matter that I will say. We have already explained in the 
second chapter of the Laws of the Foundations of Torah that the Holy 
Blessed One does not know based on separate knowledge, like humans 
who are distinct from their knowledge; rather, God (may His name be 
exalted) and God’s knowledge are one. And a person’s intellect is not able 
to comprehend this matter with clarity; just as a person lacks the power 
to comprehend and discover the Creator’s Truth, as it says, “For a human 
shall not see Me and live” (Shemot 33:20), a person lacks the power to 
comprehend and discover the Creator’s knowledge, as the prophet 
said, “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My 

/Exodus.33.20
/Isaiah.55.8
https://www.sefaria.org/Job.11.9
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.33.20


 
 

7 

ways” (Yeshayahu 55:8). And since it is thus, we do not have the power to 
know how it is that the Holy Blessed One knows all the creations and all 
the actions. But know without a doubt that a person’s actions are in his 
hands, and the Holy Blessed One does not pull him or decree for him to 
do so. And this is not only known from acceptance of the religion, but 
through clear proofs from philosophy. And therefore it says in prophecy 
that a person is judged on his actions such as they are, whether good or 
evil, and this is the principle upon which all words of prophecy depend.  
 

In the Laws of the Foundations of the Torah (2:10) the Rambam explains 
that God does not have knowledge that is “outside” of Him; God and His 
knowledge are one and the same. My knowledge of mathematics is 
something different than me. I did not always know mathematics, and I 
could have not known mathematics, but I happen to have knowledge of 
mathematics. That is one of my attributes. God, however, is One. The 
Rambam took the idea of monotheism to an extreme, arguing that 
God is One to the extent that He doesn't “have” anything. Not only 
doesn’t He have body parts, He doesn't even have emotions, or 
mercy, or wisdom. He just is. He is One. Therefore, the Rambam says, 
anything that God "has" is not the same as the human version that 
we are familiar with. When God has mercy, it is not similar to me or 
you having mercy, because our mercy is something that we added to 
ourselves. We describe God as merciful because that is how it comes 
across to us, but He is just the all-perfect God. Similarly, if God is all-
knowing, it is not because God “has” knowledge; it is simply part of 
the definition of being God. According to the Rambam, anyone who 
believes that a human word of description applies to God is a 
polytheist! 
 

Part of being God is that He has omniscience. Accordingly, just as 
we can't understand the nature of God, we can't understand what it 
means that God “knows.” Since we can't understand what it means that 
God knows, we can't understand what it means that God knows what I 
will do. And if we don't know what it means that God knows what I will 
do, then we can't possibly figure out the nature of this conundrum; we 
just have to believe that although God knows what I will do, I still have 
free will.  
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d. The Position of Rav Saadia Gaon 

A simple and satisfying answer to our question is offered by R. 
Saadia Gaon (Emunot Ve-De’ot 4). He notes that the very question – “How 
can I have free will if God knows what I will choose?” – is based on a 
mistake. In our human world, causation only works in one direction: 
Things that happen earlier cause things to happen later. Things that 
happen later never go back and affect things that happen earlier. That 
would be against all the rules of physics and is the stuff of science fiction. 
But God transcends the limits of the workings of time. We can never 
imagine doing something tomorrow that will affect what happens 
yesterday, but God can, because God is beyond time.  

 
Let’s say God knew yesterday that I would give charity tomorrow. 

God's knowledge yesterday didn't cause me to give charity tomorrow; 
rather, my giving charity tomorrow caused God to know about it 
yesterday – or, more precisely, at the beginning of time. God always knew 
that I would give charity tomorrow, but that doesn't take away my free 
will; rather, it is the result of my free will. Because I will give charity 
tomorrow, God always knew that I would do so. If I change my mind and 
decide not to give charity tomorrow, then God would have always known 
that I would not do so. God's knowledge did not make me give charity; my 
decision to give charity resulted in God's knowledge. Therefore, God's 
omniscience is no contradiction to free will. This is the simplest and most 
satisfying resolution to our conundrum.1  

 

 
1 The Rambam could not accept this solution, because if God's knowledge is not an additional 
attribute but is rather synonymous with the nature of God Himself, a human action obviously cannot 
cause God to know, because then a human decision would be changing God's essence, which is 
clearly impossible. 


