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The idea of man’s free will is a belief which is very popular in the world today. We hear 

of it often, either outwardly declared, or implied in such practices as altar calls. This doctrine of 

free will is a heresy which takes the honor due unto God, and ascribes it to man. The truth of 

man’s total depravity has been taught against this heresy by many church fathers. Augustine, 

around 400 A.D., spent much of his life refuting free will as taught by the heretic Pelagius; in the 

sixteenth century, John Calvin rebuked many churchmen for holding to it; the fathers of our 

Protestant Reformed denomination fought against this idea in 1924; and we must continue to 

fight against this heresy. Let us take a look at where this terrible idea originated, how it has 

developed, and how we should view our will. 

Four hundred years before the time of Christ, the early Greek philosophers developed and 

taught the freedom of man’s will. These philosophers described it something like this: The two 

main parts of man’s soul are reason and sense perception. The reason affects all of our decisions 

and governs our will. It always takes the most effective council. Sense perception is sluggish and 

dull and is always involved in baser things and never reaches true discernment. Our will is 

located between the reason and the sense perception and is free to choose whether to obey reason 

or the senses. If it obeys the reason and does not allow itself to be subjected to the senses, it will 

always seek virtue and enables us to lead a good and blessed life. But if it subjects itself to the 

senses, it will become corrupted and degenerate into lust. However, our senses can be overcome 

by the power of reason so that we can do good in spite of our senses. 

These philosophers believed then that good as well as evil are in our power. Because we 

do what we do seemingly by our own free choice, they argued, we also have the ability not to do 

it. Thus if we choose to do evil, then we can also choose to do that which is right. And if we do 

good and gain virtue, it is because of our own doings and not of God. (“Professing themselves to 

be wise, they became fools”. Romans 1:22) We can easily see how this view of man’s will robs 

God of His honor. It gives man the ability to choose that which is right, not because of God’s 

grace, but because of his natural ability to reason. However, the Bible teaches us differently 

when it tells us that “the imaginations of man’s heart is evil from his youth” (Genesis 8:4). We 

cannot even imagine what is good, much less choose to do it. 

Foolish though the philosophers’ idea of free will may seem, it was the seed of the 

heretical doctrine of free will in the church. Early churchmen, fearing the ridicule of the 

philosophers, became guilty of ascribing free will to judgment of man, so they compromised the 

Scriptures with the beliefs of the philosophers. Chrysostom, a prominent father of the early 

Christian church about 400 A.D., once stated, “Since God has placed good and evil in our power, 

he has granted free decision of choice, and does not restrain the unwilling, but embraces the 

willing.” It was also at this time that Pelagius brought his heretical teachings against Augustine’s 

theology on original sin and total depravity. It is because of Pelagius’ belief that man has a free 

will and that he can save himself by his own efforts, that the doctrine of free will is called 

Pelagianism. 

Since this time, many views of free will have arisen, assigning various degrees of 

freedom to man’s will. These views are still prevalent in many churches today. They attribute 

some good to man. These hold that man was created in the image of God and could thus will to 

do natural and spiritual good. When man fell, he lost the ability to seek heavenly things, but 

could still will to do good concerning earthly things. According to the theory of common grace, 



man also lost the ability to do natural good in the fall, but again received and maintains this 

ability through common grace. 

All of these views, however, deny the total depravity of man and cannot be considered as 

anything but the lie. We may not compromise the Word of God for any reason. We must look 

only to the infallible Scriptures for the truth. It teaches that man became and remains totally 

depraved after the fall, and is so corrupt that he is unable to do any good except through 

regeneration by the Holy Spirit. This truth of Scripture is very clearly summed up in Article XIV 

of the Belgic Confession. Here we are taught: 

 

“We believe that God created man out of the dust of the earth, and made and 

formed him after his own image and likeness, good, righteous, and holy, capable in all 

things to will, agreeably to the will of God. But being in honor he understood it not, 

neither knew his excellency, but willfully subjected himself to sin, and consequently to 

death, and the curse, giving ear to the words of the devil. For the commandment of 

life, which he had received, he transgressed; and by sin separated himself from God, 

who was his true life, having corrupted his whole nature; whereby he made himself 

liable to corporal and spiritual death. And being thus become wicked, perverse, and 

corrupt in all his ways, he hath lost all his excellent gifts, which he had received from 

God, and only retained a few remains thereof, which, however, are sufficient to leave 

man without excuse; for all the light which is in us is changed into darkness, as the 

Scriptures teach us, saying: the light shineth in the darkness, and the darkness 

comprehendeth it not: where St. John called men darkness. Therefore we reject all that 

is taught repugnant to this, concerning the free will of man, since man is but a slave to 

sin; and has nothing of himself, unless it is given from heaven. For who may presume 

to boast, that he of himself can do any good, since Christ saith, no man can come to 

me except the Father, which sent me, draw him? Who will glory in his own will, who 

understands, that to be carnally minded in enmity against God? Who can speak of his 

knowledge, since the natural man receiveth not the things of the spirit of God? In 

short, who dare suggest any thought since he knows that we are not sufficient of 

ourselves to think anything as of ourselves, but that our sufficiency is of God? And 

therefore what the apostle saith ought justly to be held sure and firm, that God worketh 

in us both to will and to do of his good pleasure. For there is no will nor 

understanding, conformable to the divine will and understanding, but what Christ hath 

wrought in man; which he teaches us, when he saith, without me ye can do nothing.” 

 

Thus our will is free to do nothing but sin. It is a slave of sin. Our totally 

depraved nature seeks sin continually. In and of ourselves we have no hope, for the 

carnal mind is enmity against God (Romans 8:7). And thus natural man can do no 

good. 

We must not rely on our strength but humble ourselves before God Who gives 

grace to the meek (I Peter 5:5). For it is only through God’s grace that we can will to 

do good and seek his righteousness (II Corinthians 3:5). Through the regeneration of 

the Holy Spirit, our will is freed from the bonds of sin. However, we must not think 

that once we are regenerated we can will what is good of ourselves. It is only because 

of God’s grace that we can will aright. The apostle Paul clearly states this when he 

says, “For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure” 



(Philippians 2:13). Again, in II Corinthians 3:3, Paul writes, “Not that we are sufficient 

of ourselves to think anything as of ourselves; but our sufficiency is of God.” 

But even though we are never left without God’s grace, we still carry within us 

our old man of sin, and are still tempted by him. Because of our old nature, we would 

try to give ourselves the credit for doing good. But we must remember always to 

humble ourselves before God and not claim anything good of ourselves, for only true 

humility gives God the honor which is His. We must continue to ask for God’s grace 

and pray that His will be done, for “The Lord taketh pleasure in them that fear him, in 

those that hope in his mercy” (Psalms 147:11). 
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