
“WCF 9:  Free Will” 
 
 
 

WCF 9.1  God hath endued the will of man with that natural liberty, that it is neither 
forced, nor by any absolute necessity of nature determined, to good or evil.   
I.  Main idea:  The will as God created it is free, that is, He has not made it so that it must 

choose either good or evil.   
A.  What is the will?   

1.  It is the faculty by which we are able to choose something.   
2.  Edwards writes, “The will (without any metaphysical refining) is, that by which the 

mind chooses anything.  The faculty of the will is that power, or principle of mind, by 
which it is capable of choosing.  An act of the will is the same as an act of choosing or 
choice” (Freedom of the Will).   

 
B.  What is it that directs the will to choose one thing or another?   

1.  Again Edwards, “With respect to that grand inquiry, ‘What determines the will?’ it 
would be very tedious and unnecessary, at present, to examine all the various opinions 
which have been advanced concerning this matter.  Nor is it needful that I should enter 
into a particular discussion of all points debated in disputes on that question, ‘Whether 
the will always follows the last dictate of the understanding?’  It is sufficient to my 
present purpose to say, It is that motive, which, as it stands in the view of the mind, is 
the strongest, that determines the will” (Freedom of the Will).   

2.  The bottom line is we choose according to what we have a taste for, according to what 
is in our hearts.   

 
C.  Is there anything that inclines or forces our wills to choose one thing or another besides 

our hearts?   
1.  No.  The will is not bound by anything besides our own hearts.   

a.  This is the essence of human freedom.   
b.  We are completely free to choose from moment to moment the things we want the 

most from the choices presented to us.   
c.  This is true before the Fall, after the Fall, after regeneration and after glorification.   

 
2.  This is the reason God holds us accountable for our choices:   

a.  “But each one is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust” 
(James 1:14).   

b.  “But I say to you that Elijah already came, and they did not recognize him, but did to 
him whatever they wished.  So also the Son of Man is going to suffer at their hands” 
(Matt. 17:12).   

c.  “I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that I have set before you life 
and death, the blessing and the curse.  So choose life in order that you may live, you 
and your descendants” (Deut. 30:19).   

d.  This is also the reason that no one can justly blame God if they’re lost:  If God offers 
them salvation, and they refuse it, they can only blame themselves.   

 
WCF 9.2  Man, in his state of innocency, had freedom and power to will and to do that 
which was good and well-pleasing to God; but yet, mutably, so that he might fall from it.   
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II.  Main Idea:  When God originally created man, He gave him the ability to choose good, 
but that freedom was open to change.   
A.  When God created man, why was he able to will good?   

1.  He was created in God’s image.   
a.  “Then God said, ‘Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; and let 

them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over the cattle and 
over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth’” (Gen. 
1:26).   

b.  What is the image of God?   
(i)  Consciousness of existence.   
(ii)  Personality.   
(iii)  Rationality.   
(iv)  Immortality.   
(v)  Authority.   
(vi)  Morality:   

(a)  “Behold, I have found only this, that God made men upright, but they have 
sought out many devices” (Eccl. 7:29).   

(b)  It is this likeness of God with regard to His moral image that gives man the 
ability to choose what is good.   

 
2.  What is this moral image of God in man?   

a.  We see what it is when it is recreated in man at regeneration.   
(i)  “And put on the new self, which in the likeness of God has been created in 

righteousness and holiness of the truth” (Eph. 4:24).   
(ii)  “Do not lie to one another, since you laid aside the old self with its evil practices, 

and have put on the new self who is being renewed to a true knowledge according 
to the image of the One who created him” (Col. 3:9-10).   

 
b.  It is the Holy Spirit’s indwelling and work in man.   

(i)  The Spirit was given to man at his creation:  “Then the LORD God formed man 
of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man 
became a living being” (Gen. 2:7).   

(ii)  He gave man the ability not to sin (posse non peccare).   
 

B.  Why then was man able to will what was evil?   
1.  Because of the Spirit’s presence, he was not at all inclined toward evil.   
2.  But he was liable to change, so he was able also to sin (posse peccare).   

a.  God commanded Adam to do what was good:  “The LORD God commanded the 
man, saying, ‘From any tree of the garden you may eat freely; but from the tree of 
the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat from it 
you will surely die’” (Gen. 2:16, 17).   

b.  But he chose what was evil:  “When the woman saw that the tree was good for food, 
and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable to make one wise, 
she took from its fruit and ate; and she gave also to her husband with her, and he ate” 
(Gen. 3:6).   

 
WCF 9.3  Man, by his fall into a state of sin, hath wholly lost all ability of will to any 
spiritual good accompanying salvation; so as, a natural man, being altogether averse from 
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that good, and dead in sin, is not able, by his own strength, to convert himself, or to 
prepare himself thereunto.   
III.  Main Idea:  When man fell, he lost the ability to do anything toward his own salvation.   

A.  What is fallen man able to do?   
1.  He is able only to sin.   

a.  He is not able not to sin (non posse non peccare).   
b.  Why?  Through Adam he lost the Spirit’s indwelling and has gained sinful 

corruption.   
 
2.  Does this mean that he isn’t able to do any good at all?   

a.  He can do outward good.   
(i)  He can do things that are according to the matter of what God commands.   
(ii)  But he cannot in the manner in which He commands:  out of love for Him and a 

desire for His glory.   
 
b.  He is completely unable to do any spiritual good.   

(i)  “For while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly” 
(Rom. 5:6).   

(ii)  “Because the mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject 
itself to the law of God, for it is not even able to do so, and those who are in the 
flesh cannot please God” (Rom. 8:7-8).   

(iii)  “I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me and I in him, he 
bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).   

(iv)  “As it is written, ‘There is none righteous, not even one; there is none who 
understands, there is none who seeks for God; all have turned aside, together they 
have become useless; there is none who does good, there is not even one” (Rom. 
3:10-12).   

 
c.  Man, apart from God’s grace, is spiritually dead.   

(i)  “And you were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly walked 
according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the 
air, of the spirit that is now working in the sons of disobedience.  Among them we 
too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh 
and of the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, even as the rest” (Eph. 2:1-
3).   

(ii)  “When you were dead in your transgressions and the uncircumcision of your 
flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our 
transgressions” (Col. 2:13).   

 
B.  If this is true, how can anyone respond to the Gospel and be saved?   

1.  In their own strength, they can’t:   
a.  “But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are 

foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually 
appraised” (1 Cor. 2:14).   

b.  “No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him; and I will raise 
him up on the last day. . . .  And He was saying, "For this reason I have said to you, 
that no one can come to Me unless it has been granted him from the Father” (John 
6:44, 65).   
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2.  But by God’s grace, they can:   

a.  “Among them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires 
of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, even as the rest.  
But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, 
even when we were dead in our transgressions, made us alive together with Christ 
(by grace you have been saved)” (Eph. 2:3-5).   

b.  “For we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved to various 
lusts and pleasures, spending our life in malice and envy, hateful, hating one another.  
But when the kindness of God our Savior and His love for mankind appeared, He 
saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but 
according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy 
Spirit” (Titus 3:3-5).   

 
C.  Does the Spirit ever do a work, short of salvation, that moves man towards God?   

1.  Yes.  The Spirit can awaken a man to the danger of their sin and motivate them, purely 
out of self-interest, to seek the Lord.   

2.  This is entirely a work on the conscience and doesn’t change man’s nature.   
a.  He still doesn’t love God or want to glorify Him.   
b.  He really doesn’t want to be in God’s presence.   
c.  He just doesn’t want to suffer in hell.   

 
WCF 9.4  When God converts a sinner, and translates him into the state of grace, He freeth 
him from his natural bondage under sin, and by His grace alone, enables him freely to will 
and to do that which is spiritually good; yet so as that, by reason of his remaining 
corruption, he doth not perfectly nor only will that which is good, but doth also will that 
which is evil.   
IV.  Main Idea:  When God saves a man, He gives him the ability again to will what is good, 

but not completely.   
A.  Who is it that actually frees us from our bondage to sin?  God, through His Son.   

1.  “Jesus answered them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who commits sin is the 
slave of sin.  The slave does not remain in the house forever; the son does remain 
forever.  So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed’” (John 8:34-36).   

2.  “For He rescued us from the domain of darkness, and transferred us to the kingdom of 
His beloved Son” (Col. 1:13).   

 
B.  How did God free us from our bondage?  He gave us His Holy Spirit to change our hearts 

and make us able and willing to do what is right.   
1.  “And having been freed from sin, you became slaves of righteousness.  I am speaking 

in human terms because of the weakness of your flesh.  For just as you presented your 
members as slaves to impurity and to lawlessness, resulting in further lawlessness, so 
now present your members as slaves to righteousness, resulting in sanctification.  For 
when you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness.  Therefore what 
benefit were you then deriving from the things of which you are now ashamed?  For the 
outcome of those things is death.  But now having been freed from sin and enslaved to 
God, you derive your benefit, resulting in sanctification, and the outcome, eternal life” 
(Rom. 6:18-22).   
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2.  “For it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure” 
(Phil. 2:13).   

3.  “But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh” (Gal. 
5:16).   

 
C.  If we have been set free from sin by the Spirit of God, why do we still want to sin?  

Because of the corruption that is still in our hearts.   
1.  “For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; for these 

are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that you please” 
(Gal. 5:17).   

2.  “For what I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to 
do, but I am doing the very thing I hate.  But if I do the very thing I do not want to do, I 
agree with the Law, confessing that the Law is good.  So now, no longer am I the one 
doing it, but sin which dwells in me.  For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, 
in my flesh; for the willing is present in me, but the doing of the good is not.  For the 
good that I want, I do not do, but I practice the very evil that I do not want.  But if I am 
doing the very thing I do not want, I am no longer the one doing it, but sin which dwells 
in me.  I find then the principle that evil is present in me, the one who wants to do good.  
For I joyfully concur with the law of God in the inner man, but I see a different law in 
the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a 
prisoner of the law of sin which is in my members” (Rom. 7:15-23).   

3.  In a state of grace, we want to do good, but we also want to do evil.   
a.  Because of this evil desire in us, we are still not able not to sin (non posse non 

peccare), since this evil injects itself into everything we do.   
b.  But we are enabled to resist the desires of the flesh and to do what is right, even 

though imperfectly (Gal. 5:16).  
 
WCF 9.5  The will of man is made perfectly and immutably free to do good alone in the 
state of glory only.   
V.  Main Idea:  When God brings us to glory, only then we will be able perfectly to will 

what is good.   
A.  Moral perfection is not possible in this life because of because of remaining sin.  So when 

we will be perfect?  When we arrive in glory.   
1.  As long as we are on earth, we won’t fully mature, which is why we’ll still need gifted 

men to help us:  “Until we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of 
the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the 
fullness of Christ” (Eph. 4:13).   

2.  That perfect maturity is reserved for heaven:  “But you have come to Mount Zion and to 
the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to myriads of angels, to the 
general assembly and church of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, 
the Judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect” (Heb. 12:22-23).   

3.  Jesus will give that to us when He comes for us either at death or when He comes again:  
“Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be.  
We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as 
He is” (1 John 3:2).   

 
B.  What will happen to us that we will choose what is good perfectly?  God will remove our 

indwelling corruption completely and fill us with His Holy Spirit.   
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1.  “There shall be nothing within themselves to clog or hinder the saints in heaven in the 
exercises and expressions of love. — In this world the saints find much to hinder them 
in this respect. They have a great deal of dullness and heaviness. They carry about with 
them a heavy-molded body — a clod of earth — a mass of flesh and blood that is not 
fitted to be the organ for a soul inflamed with high exercises of divine love; but which is 
found a great clog and hindrance to the spirit, so that they cannot express their love to 
God as they would, and cannot be so active and lively in it as they desire. Often they 
fain would fly, but they are held down as with a dead weight upon their wings. Fain 
would they be active, and mount up, as a flame of fire, but they find themselves, as it 
were, hampered and chained down, so that they cannot do as their love inclines them to 
do. Love disposes them to burst forth in praise, but their tongues are not obedient; they 
want words to express the ardency of their souls, and cannot order their speech by 
reason of darkness (Job 37:19); and often, for want of expressions, they are forced to 
content themselves with groanings that cannot be uttered (Rom. 8:26).  But in heaven 
they shall have no such hindrance. There they will have no dullness and unwieldiness, 
and no corruption of heart to war against divine love, and hinder its expressions; and 
there no earthly body shall clog with its heaviness the heavenly flame. The saints in 
heaven shall have no difficulty in expressing all their love. Their souls being on fire 
with holy love shall not be like a fire pent up, but like a flame uncovered and at liberty. 
Their spirits, being winged with love, shall have no weight upon them to hinder their 
flight. There shall be no want of strength or activity, nor any want of words wherewith 
to praise the object of their affection. Nothing shall hinder them from communing with 
God, and praising and serving him just as their love inclines them to do. Love naturally 
desires to express itself; and in heaven the love of the saints shall be at full liberty to 
express itself as it desires, whether it be towards God or to created beings” (Edwards, 
Charity and Its Fruits).   

2.  “There, even in heaven, dwells the God from whom every stream of holy love, yea, 
every drop that is, or ever was, proceeds. There dwells God the Father, God the Son, 
and God the Spirit, united as one, in infinitely dear, and incomprehensible, and mutual, 
and eternal love. There dwells God the Father, who is the father of mercies, and so the 
father of love, who so loved the world as to give his only-begotten Son to die for it. 
There dwells Christ, the Lamb of God, the prince of peace and of love, who so loved the 
world that he shed his blood, and poured out his soul unto death for men. There dwells 
the great Mediator, through whom all the divine love is expressed toward men, and by 
whom the fruits of that love have been purchased, and through whom they are 
communicated, and through whom love is imparted to the hearts of all God’s people. 
There dwells Christ in both his natures, the human and the divine, sitting on the same 
throne with the Father. And there dwells the Holy Spirit — the Spirit of divine love, in 
whom the very essence of God, as it were, flows out, and is breathed forth in love, and 
by whose immediate influence all holy love is shed abroad in the hearts of all the saints 
on earth and in heaven. There, in heaven, this infinite fountain of love — this eternal 
Three in One — is set open without any obstacle to hinder access to it, as it flows 
forever. There this glorious God is manifested, and shines forth, in full glory, in beams 
of love. And there this glorious fountain forever flows forth in streams, yea, in rivers of 
love and delight, and these rivers swell, as it were, to an ocean of love, in which the 
souls of the ransomed may bathe with the sweetest enjoyment, and their hearts, as it 
were, be deluged with love!” (Charity and Its Fruits).   


