
LETTERS  
3 — What Is Liberty Anyway? 

Liberty Liberty the 

DEAR LIBERTY LEADER — 

 

Before one begins the investigation 

into the mystery of liberty, he must 

first know the meaning of liberty. 

What exactly is he pursuing? 

Definitions would be helpful here. 

 

No one knew the meaning of words 

better than Noah Webster (1758-

1843), the great educator who set 

the standard for the American 

language. Webster spent 30 years of 

his life studying etymology (the 

meaning of words), learning over 25 

languages, and documenting more 

than 70,000 English words. “As an 

independent nation,” he said, “our 

honor requires us to have a system 

of our own, in language as well as in 

government.” 

 

This great man of words believed 

that education without the Bible was 

useless. Thus, “it is not surprising 

that his 1828 American Dictionary of 

the English Language should contain 

the greatest number of biblical 

references given in a secular 

volume.” Webster laid his 

foundation of etymology upon the 

Scriptures. One cannot read his 

definitions without encountering a 

biblical worldview. Thus, all of the 

definitions in this book are from 

Webster’s 1828 Dictionary (the app 

and website are helpful). So then, 

how did Webster define liberty? 

 

Liberty in general, he said, is 

“freedom from restraint.” Webster 

explained that “the body is at liberty 

when not confined and the mind or 

will is at liberty, when one is not 

checked or controlled, and when no 

physical force restrains one’s actions 

or volition.”  

 

Notice that liberty is both internal 

(mind or will) and external (body). 

Adam and Eve were created to be 

free, with no physical force 

restraining their actions or volition. 

In other words, they possessed both 

internal and external liberty. They 

made their choices and acted as they 

saw fit apart from any physical 

authority. God looked at these 

untarnished, unfettered creatures He 

had made and He said, “It is very 

good” (Gen. 1:31). 

 

Another observation to note is that 

liberty exists when no physical force 

restrains an individual. While Adam 

and Eve were created to be free 

from physical or human restraint, 

they were not created to be free 

from spiritual or divine restraint. 

Though they were made in God’s 

image (Gen. 1:27), distinct from 

everything else that He made, Adam 

and Eve were still part of God’s 

creation and, therefore, subject to 

His authority. 

 

In Webster’s definition of liberty, he 

added, liberty is “the power to act as 

one thinks fit, without restraint or 

control, except for the law of nature.” 

What is the law of nature? The law 

of nature is God’s law, written and 

enforced by nature’s Creator God. 

In other words, to enjoy liberty is 

not to be without all restraints but to 

be free within the boundaries set 

forth by the One who created all 



things and who has authority over 

all things. 

 

In light of that truth, the difference 

between liberty and freedom comes 

to light. The two words are often 

used interchangeably but there is a 

slight distinction. Webster defined 

freedom as “a state of exemption 

from the power or control of 

another” (human or divine), which 

he subtly connected to the word 

“license.”  

 

He then defined license as “leave, 

permission, or liberty to do any act, 

an excess of liberty, exorbitant 

freedom, or freedom abused or used 

in contempt of law or decorum”  

(that which is proper). In other 

words, liberty has boundaries while 

license does not, an important 

distinction that will emerge later 

when considering the significance of 

law in the preservation of liberty. 

 

Webster provided eight other 

definitions or usages of the word 

liberty (i.e. political liberty, freedom 

of the press, etc.), but that is 

enough. Liberty can be summarized 

as the power to act as one thinks fit within 

God’s boundaries. 

Liberty is not (as 

some people might 

believe) the 

freedom to do 

whatever, 

whenever, to 

whomever. That is 

license, which is an 

excess or abuse of 

liberty. Where 

license exists, 

liberty cannot. 

 

 

But, for the sake of common 

language going forward, here are a 

few phrases that will appear in the 

following pages. First, there is 

spiritual liberty (which is different 

from religious liberty). Spiritual 

liberty is “the free right of adopting 

and enjoying opinions on religious 

subjects and of worshiping the 

Supreme Being according to the 

dictates of conscience, without 

external control.” Spiritual liberty, 

on the other hand, is salvation, the 

internal freedom of the spirit from 

the power and bondage of sin and 

death (John 8:36; Rom. 6:23; 8:1, 2; 

Gal. 5:1). According to Webster, 

another term for spiritual liberty is 

“Christian liberty.” 

 

Second, there is civil liberty. Civil 

liberty is the external freedom to 

govern oneself in a society with 

minimal laws. In a word, civil liberty 

is self-government. A similar term, 

Webster notes, is “Constitutional 

liberty.” 

Once a person knows the meaning 

and usage of liberty, he is ready to 

investigate liberty’s origin. Where 

does liberty come from? Is liberty a 

product of society, of constitutions, 

or governments? What is the source 

or seed of the sacred tree of liberty? 

The investigation continues. 

 
Your Friend in the Cause,  

 

Aaron 

 

 

 

 

The Liberty Letters are written by Aaron 
Ferguson, a student and teacher of 
America’s history and government and the 
author of The Liberty Pyramid: The Founders’ 
Framework. If you would like to learn more 
about liberty and how to preserve it, or if 
you would like to purchase The Liberty 
Pyramid, visit www.BiAY.org. 


