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Soveriegn Grace and 
Human Freedom 

1. John Hesselink 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

t71.p hilip Schaff, a distinguished Church historian of a past 
II generation, once called the debate about God's sover­

eignty and human freedom "the question of the ages." That 
may not be so for everyone, but with the Church it remains a 
question that will not go away. What the late Albert Outler 
wrote in 1975 is amazingly relevant today: 

In our day when all the great traditions that have held the 
world together for centuries (however tenuously) are sud­
denly becoming frazzled and "inoperative" -the issue 
between human self-sufficiency and God's primacy is still 
the great dividing line in all our struggles for a theology of 
culture that is actually theo-Iogy and not some sort of reli­
gious anthro-pology writ large across a cosmic backdrop. 
All our most fashionable credos today (the new a-morali­
ty, the new secularism, the new emotionalism and "super­
naturalisms" -ESP, psychokinesis, "transcendental medi­
tation," TA, and others) are all fresh variations on the old 
themes of human autonomy: the conviction that human 
beings can and must accept final responsibility for their 
own well-being and their collective destinies. l 
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AUGUSTINE AND AQUINAS 

It all began with Augustine's famous debate with Pelagius 
about the freedom of the will. That is, are sinners able to 
choose rightly without the assistance of God's grace? Augus­
tine's analysis of the doctrine of grace was a turning point in 
the theology of the early Church. The early Church Fathers 
generally taught that the reception of God's mercy and grace 
was to some extent dependent on an~individual's response. 2 

Augustine concluded that human merit plays no part in our 
salvation and that God's grace is utterly gratuitous. However, 
in his early writings Augustine conceded that to some extent 
humans must respond to God's gracious initiative by cooper­
ating with God's grace.3 However, once he was attacked by 
Pelagius, Augustine clarified his position concerning the 
bondage and freedom of the will. In De spiritu et littera (The 
Spirit and the Letter), written in 412, Augustine clarifies his 
views on sin, grace, and the freedom of the will in response to 
Pel agius's misuse of certain passages in Augustine's earlier 
writings .. He came to see that a radical view of sin requires a 
radical view of grace and that our salvation from beginning to 
end is a work of God's grace. Key texts for him in his later writ­
ings were John 15:5; Romans 9; 1 Corinthians 4:7; and Philip­
pians 2:13. 

"The effect of the Pelagian controversy was to sharpen the 
dilemma-either God's work or ours. That the dilemma is 
false, Augustine himself was able in his old age to recognize 
on occasion." 4 This, as I will point out later, is what I believe 
any helpful and biblically balanced view of this issue must 
affirm: that it is not a matter of either/or but rather both/and. 
Unfortunately, most of the later discussions of this issue have 
been so polemical that it appeared that one must magnify the 
sovereign grace of God (or election) at the expense of human 
responsibility and meaningful participation; or that in order 
to do justice to human freedom one must undercut the radi­
cal work of God's grace in the process of salvation. 

Augustine's solution to this problem has never won uni­
versal acceptance. The Roman church of his time officially 
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condemned the Pelagians, but it did not accept the corollary 
of Augustine's doctrine of grace (predestination), nor his view 
that the will is unable to do what is good until freed by God's 
grace and the enabling work of the Spirit. A modified Augus­
tinianism became the official position of the Church after the 
Synod of Orange (529), which met exactly 100 years after 
Augustine's death. However, in the early medieval period his 
theology of sin and grace was already watered down. A key 
figure here is Pope Gregory (elected in 590) who had a long 
and influential reign. He ostensibly taught Augustinianism in 
a simplified form but his position was synergistic. That is, our 
salvation consists of a cooperation between God's grace and 
our free will, a position that was denounced by Luther in the 
sixteenth century. Eventually, in the late medieval period an 
"Augustinian synthesis" ended up with an unhappy compro­
mise, saying that "we ought to believe both the grace of God 
and the free will of man," neither without the other.5 The 
problem is that it was never clarified how the sinful human 
will is free. Even the "angelic doctor," Thomas Aquinas, did 
not do much to clarify the situation. Prior to Aquinas some­
thing of a consensus had developed that the paradox of divine 
sovereignty and human free will can be resolved in terms of 
God's foreknowledge. That foreknowledge, in turn, was 
explained on the basis of there being no past, present, or 
future in God-only an eternal present. This includes even 
future contingencies. We only know them successively; God 
knows them simultaneously, according to Albertus, Aquinas's 
mentor.6 

This doesn't really help very much. Aquinas, therefore, saw 
the necessity of moving beyond a simple appeal to God's eter­
nity and foreknowledge. In regard to the question of the will 
Aquinas entertains various objections that the will is not free. 
He cites texts such as Romans 7:19,9:16, and Philippians 2:13 
to support this contention. But he replies: "Man has free will; 
otherwise counsels, exhortations, commands, prohibitions, 
rewards, and punishments would be in vain."7 Peter Kreeft, the 
popular Catholic scholar, makes the following. observation 
concerning this passage:"Note how basic, practical, and 
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commonsensical St. Thomas' first argument is. Note how he 
connects free will with reason."B I am not as enthusiastic 
about this "solution" because of the role reason plays here. 
Aquinas goes on to say, "Forasmuch as man is rational is it 
necessary that man have a free-will ?"9 

Fortunately, this is not the end of the matter. Although 
Aquinas seems to ignore the texts cited by his hypothetical 
objector, he does take note of Romans 7:19: "The good which 
I will I do not ... ". Aquinas then adds, "Those words of the 
Apostle are not to be taken as though man does not wish or 
does not run of his free-will, but because the free-will is not 
sufficient thereto unless it be moved and helped by God"lo 
(emphasis mine). Thus, for Aquinas, free will is not what it 
was for Pelagius or today's secular humanists, for though 
"free-will is the cause of its own movement," behind it is God 
who "is the first cause, who moves both natural and volun­
tary."l! 

Kreeft again finds here a simple and elegant solution to 
"the thorny problem of reconciling human free will with 
divine causality"-Grace, he adds, in Aquinas "establishes 
nature rather than removing it."12 Whether this represents an 
advance on Augustine is doubtful. The Protestant historian, 
William Cannon, is convinced that this is in fact not an 
advance but a retrogression, for in Aquinas "the radical 
dichotomy between nature and grace established by Augus­
tine is really set aside by Aquinas. Redemption seems more a 
supplementation of creation, not its transformed restora­
tion."13 In any case, the argumentation is scholastic, rather 
than biblical, utilizing Aristotelian causality. 

LUTHER, ERASMUS, AND CALVIN 

If that had settled the problem we would not have had the 
fierce debate between Luther and Erasmus concerning the 
bondage of the will in the sixteenth century. Erasmus, the 
Roman Catholic humanist, upon hearing that Luther had 
denied "free choice" (liberum arbitrium, often translated as 
"free will"), responded in 1524 with A Diatribe or Discourse on 
the Freedom of the Will [Choice]. The debate that followed was 
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extremely acrimonious with Luther stating, "1 wish the 
defenders of free choice would take warning at this point and 
realize that when they assert free choice they are denying 
Christ. "14 In this treatise Luther also affirms double predesti­
nation as strongly as Augustine or Calvin-an embarrassment 
to most later Lutherans. 

Calvin's discussion of the bondage/freedom of the will 
issue doesn't go much beyond Augustine and Luther except 
that it is more nuanced. His position is stated forthrightly in 
the title of chapter 2 (of Book II) of the Institutes: "Man Has 
Now Been Deprived of Freedom of Choice and Bound Over 
to Miserable Servitude."ls The recurring question is whether 
unregenerate persons can be held responsible for either 
accepting or rejecting the gospel if their wills are incapable of 
any good. It is interesting that unlike Luther, Calvin does not 
discuss predestination in this context. That is taken up later in 
Book III of the Institutes in the context of faith. 

In response to this question Calvin sounds very much like 
Augustine. "Because of the bondage of sin by which the will is 
bound," Calvin says, 

it cannot move toward good, much less apply itself there­
to; fora movement of this sort is the beginning of conver­
sion to God, which in Scripture is ascribed entirely to 
God's grace .... Therefore, simply to will is of man; to will 
ill of a corrupt nature, to will well of grace. 16 

Calvin admits that this is "a hard saying" (apparently 
from Bernard of Clairvaux), but says that it shouldn't be a 
problem for those who understand the difference between 
necessity and compulsion. Augustine and Luther had made 
this distinction before him and Jonathan Edwards was to use 
it later in his major work, The Freedom of the Will (which, in 
Augustinian fashion, he denies). That is, to do something of 
necessity does not mean that we do it because of external, 
forced compulsion. He appeals to Philippians 1:6-"that he 
who began a good work in you will bring it to completion on 
the day of Jesus Christ" -and explains that this denotes the 
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conversion of the will where II God begins his good work in us 
by arousing love and desire and zeal for righteousness in our 
hearts; or to speak more correctly, by bending, forming, and 
directing, our hearts to righteousness. "17 

. How does God do this? By his grace and the regenerating 
work of the Holy Spirit. liThe will is not effaced." Rather, "it is 
created anew; not that the will now begins to exist, but that it 
is changed from an evil to a good will." And this is "wholly of 
God's doing ... it is the work of grace above."ls In short, we 
will as God wills in us. The clue is the gracious work of the 
Holy Spirit, who not only actuates our wills but continues to 
guide and assist them. On the basis of Ezekiel 36:26, which 
refers to our hearts of stone being transformed into heart~ of 
flesh, Calvin concludes that "our conversion is the creation of 
a new spirit and a new heart" 19 by the Holy Spirit. This means 
that lithe Lord by his Spirit directs, bends, and governs our 
heart and reigns in it as his own possession."20 

DORT AND WESTMINSTER 

Much the same approach is taken by the authors of two 
classic seventeenth-century documents, the Canons of Dort 
(1618-19) and the Westminster Confession (1646). These 
confessions are often maligned as examples of seventeenth­
century scholastic orthodoxy. It is true that in the Westminster 
Confession in particular there is an emphasis on the decrees 
of God and the introduction of a covenant of works not 
found in Calvin. Yet, here too we do not have some kind of 
fatalistic determination but rather an acknowledgment that 
although our salvation is totally a matter of God's grace-a 
very biblical notion; see Romans 3:14 and Ephesians 2:8-it 
does not reduce us to automatons. Somehow God's grace and 
our response are coordinated through the mysterious working 
of the Spirit. Note how the Westminster Confession handles 
effectual calling in Chapter X: 

1. All those whom God hath predestinated unto life, and 
those only, he is pleased, in his appointed and accept­
ed time, effectually to call by his Word and Spirit, out 
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of that state of sin and death in which they are by 
nature, to grace and salvation by Jesus Christ: enlight­
ening their minds, spiritually and savingly, to under­
stand the things of God, taking away their heart of 
stone, and giving unto them an heart of flesh; renew­
ing their wills, and by his almighty power determining 
them to that which is good; and effectually drawing 
them to Jesus Christ; yet so as they come most freely, 
being made willing by his grace. 

2. This effectual call is of God's free and special grace 
alone, not from anything at all foreseen in man, who is 
altogether passive therein, until, being quickened and 
renewed by the Holy Spirit, he is thereby enabled to 
answer this call, and to embrace the grace offered and 
conveyed in it2l 

The allusion to the predestined will be a stumbling block 
to some people, but they must then deal not only with the 
Westminster Confession but also with the Apostle Paul in 
Romans 8-11. The Canons of Dort, on the other hand, which 
contain an equally strong emphasis on election (and reproba­
tion), -do not mention predestination in their discussion of 
conversion. In articles 11 and 12 of the Third and Fourth Heads 
of Doctrine there are eloquent descriptions of how regenera­
tion and conversion take place. Here there is no trace of the 
scholastic type of argumentation one finds in Aquinas or some 
seventeenth-century theologians. Because of the general unfa­
miliarity of most people even within the Reformed tradition 
with the Canons, extensive quotations are appropriate. 

When God carries out this good pleasure in his chosen ones, or 
works true conversion in them, he not only sees to it that the 
gospel is proclaimed to them outwardly, and enlightens their 
minds powerfully by the HolySpirit so that they may rightly 
understand and discern the things of the Spirit of God, but, by 
the effective operation of the same regenerating Spirit, he also 
penetrates into the inmost being of man, opens the closed 
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heart, softens the hard heart, and circumcises the heart that is 
uncircumcised. He infuses new qualities into the will, making 
the dead will alive, the evil one good, the unwilling one willing, 
and the stubborn one compliant; he activates and strengthens 
the will so that, like a good tree, it may be enabled to produce 
the fruits of good deeds (Artide 11)22 

Here the work of the Holy Spirit is prominent and is the 
presupposition of the next article which speaks of the miracu­
lous nature ofregeneration. Note again the reference to the 
will at the conclusion of the article. 

And this is the regeneration, the new creation, the raising from 
the dead, and the making alive so dearly proclaimed in the 
Scriptures, which God works in us without our help .... It is an 
entirely supernatural work, one that is at the same time most 
powerful and most pleasing, a marvelous, hidden, and inex­
pressible work, which is not lesser than or inferior in power to 
that of creation or of raising the dead .... And then the will now 
renewed, is not only activated and motivated by God but in 
being activated by God is also itself active. For this reason, man 
himself, by that grace which he has received, is also rightly said 
to believe and repent (Article 12). 

Article 13 is brief and speaks of the mysterious nature of 
this grace of God whereas Article 14 alludes to Philippians 
2: 13 and concludes that God "produces the will to believe 
and the act of believing also." One might conclude from these 
passages that the human will plays no role at all in one's sal­
vation and is entirely passive. But article 16 tries to correct 
such a misunderstanding by affirming that 

this divine grace of regeneration does not act in people as if 
they were blocks and stones; nor does it abolish the will and its 
properties or coerce a reluctant will by force, but spiritually 
revives, heals, reforms, and-in a manner at once pleasing and 
powerful-bends it back. As a result, a ready and sincere obedi­
ence of the Spirit now begins to prevail where before the rebel­
lion and resistance of the flesh were completely dominant. It is 

SOVEREIGN GRACE AND HUMAN FREEDOM 19 

in this that the true and spiritual restoration and freedom of 
our will consists. 

I find this analysis more moving and persuasive than any­
thing cited heretofore. From a Reformed perspective this may 
appear to settle the matter. God's sovereign grace by means of 
the mysterious working of the Holy Spirit not only brings 
about the miraculous experience of the new birth (regenera­
tion) but also enables the believer to respond in repentance 
and faith. However, to Wesleyans and others not sympathetic 
to the Augustinian approach-developed and refined by 
Luther, Calvin, and later Calvinists-the accent still falls too 
heavily on God and little credence is given to human freedom 
and responsibility. As a Reformed theologian I want to take 
seriously their concerns and, if possible, do justice to their 
objections. 

JONATHAN EDWARDS 

Here I find a passage ofJonathan Edwards, tucked away in 
one of his occasional writings, that seeks to do justice to both 
sides of the question. Edwards is well known for his classic 
work on this issue, The Freedom of the Will,23 in which he 
attacks not his contemporary, John Wesley, but various strains 
of American Arminianism, beginning with his own cousin 
Solomon-Williams. The Freedom of the Will, however, is a diffi­
cult philosophical work and cannot even be summarized easi­
ly. One should rather turn to Edwards' sermons, the subject of 
many of them being "the doctrine of God's absolute sovereignty 
with regard to the salvation of sinners," a theme he pointed 
out, that was "more remarkably blessed than any other. "24 

It is in a later treatise, published posthumously, however, 
where Edwards takes a position that I find remarkably bal­
anced and different from anything we have encountered 
before. 

In efficacious grace we are not merely passive, nor yet does God 
do some, and we do the rest. But God does all, and we do all. 
God produces all, and we act all. For that is what he produces, 
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viz., our own acts. God is the only proper author and fountain; 
we only are the proper actors. We are, in different respects, 
wholly passive, and wholly active. 

In the Scriptures the same things are represented as from 
God and from us. God is said to convert, and men are said to 
convert and tum. God makes a new heart, and we are command­
ed to circumcise our own hearts; not merely because we must use 
the means in order to the effect, but the effect itself is our act and 
our duty. These things are agreeable to that text, "God worketh in 
you both to will and to do" (Philippians 2:13).25 

What Edwards is saying here is that our salvation is not a 
50-50 matter, that is, that God takes us so far and then it is up 
to us (the Arminian understanding), or a 100-0 matter, that is, 
that salvation is exclusively a result of God's sovereignty or 
election and we have no responsibility (the perceived Calvinist 
view). Rather, it is totally a result of God's sovereign grace, and 
yet we are totally involved. Here one must be careful with a 
popular passage, Philippians 2:12-13, of which Edwards 
quoted only the last half; for as New Testament scholars point 
out, verse 12-"Work out your own salvation with fear and 
trembling" -does not mean that we are to earn our salvation 
by works. Rather, Paul is pointing out "how saved people live 
out their salvation in the context of the believing community 
and the world. "26 They-and we-" must 'work out' what God 
in his grace has 'worked in: So divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility time and again meet each other in the life of 
the redeemed. "27 

SCRIPTURE AND EXPERIENCE 

This is an important insight, for in Scripture it is not 
either/or, i.e., either God's sovereign grace or our individual 
efforts. It is both/and,- i.e., wholly a matter of God's grace and 
our effort. In the Arminian-Calvinist conflicts too often the 
two have been pitted against each other.28 But as the apostle 
Paul testifies in reflecting on his own ministry, it is only by 
God's grace that we can do any good and yet we are totally 
responsible for our actions. 
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For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, 
because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God 
I am what I am, and his grace toward me has not been in vain. 
On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them-though it 
was not I, but the grace of God that is with me (1 Corinthians 
15:9-10; cf. Galatians 1:15 and Ephesians 3:7-8). 

Here the divine and human dimensions of salvation coa­
lesce in such a way that the integrity of neither is compro­
mised or sacrificed. For the apostle Paul this coalescence of 
grace and effort, divine sovereignty and human freedom were 
not perceived as paradoxical but as part and parcel of the 
same experience of faith. Note how the two are conjoined in 
his testimony in Galatians 2:20: "I have been crucified with 
Christ; and it is no longer I who live but it is Christ who lives 
in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me." 

The Spirit is not mentioned here, but as noted earlier, this 
is a crucial factor in understanding how God's grace is at work 
in our lives. As we see in Paul's letter to the Romans, God's 
gracious activity in our salvation is highlighted in chapters 3-7 
with few references to the Holy Spirit and then suddenly in 
Romans 8 our life in Christ is described almost exclusively in 
terms of the Spirit. For it is "the law of the Spirit of life in 
Christ Jesus [who] has set [us] free from thelaw of sin and 
death" (8:2). The new life we have in Christ is from beginning 
to end a gift of God's grace effected by the life-giving Spirit. 

This coalescence of God's grace and human effort is fre­
quently experienced by Christians. We make decisions, seeking 
for God's will through prayer and the counsel of fellow believ­
ers, but we are not always sure that the decision is according to 
God's will; and sometimes we make bad decisions. Yet in and 
through it all God's will is eventually done. We are not always 
aware of God's Spirit working in our lives, but in retrospect we 
see how God led and guided us in ways that we couldn't have 
foreseen. Believers whose lives have been marked by frequent 
disappointments or great suffering may have more difficulty in 
appreciating this; and yet the testimony of countless saints of 
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God is that even in the midst of suffering and loss they can 
still testify to the riches of God's amazing grace. With the 
apostle Paul they can affirm with confidence, "We know that 
all things work together for good for those who love God, 
who are called according to his purpose" (Romans 8:28). 

What I have been trying to say has been expressed elo­
quently in a hymn by an unknown writer: 

I sought the Lord, and afterward I knew 
he moved my soul to seek him, seeking me; 
it was not I that found, 0 Savior true; 
no, I was found of thee. 

Thou didst reach forth thy hand and mine enfold; 
I walked and sank not on the storm-vexed sea; 
'twas not so much that I on thee took hold 
as thou, dear Lord, on me. 29 
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