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 Good morning! The topic I have been assigned for this conference has to do with the 

human will. People often declare that they have a “free will.” But what exactly does this mean? 

As Americans we cherish our freedom and we appreciate having a choice. Having the 

opportunity to vote in an election and make personal decisions is important to us. But what 

about the things that have to do with God? Do we have a free will in spiritual matters? Can I 

make a decision for Christ? What powers do I have as a Christian? We are going to let God’s 

Word answer these questions. Along the way we will briefly look at a few famous debates in 

history and see how the Lutheran Reformers arrived at their position. And hopefully this study 

will help us to reexamine our hearts, rejoice in the will our Savior, and make a good confession 

of faith to share with the world.  

 First, let me ask you- what are some of the choices you’ve made so far this morning? 

You’ve chosen what clothes to wear to this conference. You’ve chosen what to have for 

breakfast. You’ve chosen what to listen to in the car on the way to Trinity. Life is full of 

ordinary, everyday choices. You and I are free to make these choices. We are not robots or 

puppets on a string. We are free to make bigger decisions in life, too (e.g. what career path we 

wish to take, who we will marry, what house to buy). We do not have a fatalistic outlook on life. 

Yet, many Christians get this turned around. They think they have no control over who they 

marry or what job they take, as if it were all determined. But when it comes to knowing God, 

they believe it’s their choice. This is backwards. 

Decisions that pertain to outward or earthly matters deal with “things below.” What 

we’re interested in talking about this morning are decisions that deal with “things above”- 

spiritual matters that have to do with God and our salvation.  

 The Bible makes an important distinction between four states of man’s will. (1) BEFORE 

THE FALL INTO SIN, (2) AFTER THE FALL INTO SIN, (3) AFTER CONVERSION, (4) AFTER THE 

RESURRECTION.  

THE FIRST STATE: BEFORE THE FALL 

 The first state took place in the Garden of Eden. Before the Fall into sin Adam and Eve 

lived in a state of original righteousness. God gave them things to do- to “be fruitful and 

multiply,” to “fill the earth, and subdue it.” God gave them responsibilities- to “have dominion 

over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves 

on the earth (Gen. 1:28).” Adam and Eve gladly obeyed God and loved Him with pure hearts. 

God also commanded, “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely 



die (Gen. 2:17).” Therefore, Adam and his wife had the choice to sin as well as the strength to 

do what was right. Martin Luther called the tree of the knowledge of good and evil “Adam’s 

altar.” At this altar, the man and woman freely worshipped their Creator. They could fear, love 

and trust in God above all things. You could say that they had “free will.”  They were able to sin 

or not to sin.  

THE SECOND STATE: AFTER THE FALL 

 But we all know what happened next. Adam and Eve sinned. They ate the forbidden 

fruit and brought a deadly curse upon themselves and the world. They lost the strength to do 

what is right before God. Their powers to do good became corrupted. Instead of delighting in 

God’s presence, they hid among the trees in the garden. When the LORD God called out to the 

man, “Where are you?” Adam said, “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, 

because I was naked, and I hid myself (Gen. 3:10).” 

 Our first parents once lived in a state of original righteousness. But after the Fall they 

entered a state of bondage- original sin. Forced to leave the garden, they became captives to 

sin. Wickedness infected every single son and daughter of Adam and Eve. Here are just a few 

verses that speak of our inherited sin. 

 

 Genesis 6:5- “The LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that 

every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.”  

 Genesis 8:21- “I will never again curse the ground because of man, for the intention of 

man's heart is evil from his youth.”  

 Psalm 14:1-3- “The fool says in his heart, “There is no God.” They are corrupt, they do 

abominable deeds; there is none who does good. The LORD looks down from heaven on 

the children of man, to see if there are any who understand, who seek after God. They 

have all turned aside; together they have become corrupt; there is none who does good, 

not even one.” 

 Psalm 51:5- “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive 

me.”  

 Jeremiah 17:9- “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can 

understand it?”  

 Matthew 15:19-20a- “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual 

immorality, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person.”   

 John 8:34- “Jesus answered them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who practices sin is a 

slave to sin.” 

 Romans 8:7, “For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not 

submit to God's law; indeed, it cannot.”  



 Ephesians 2:1-3 says, “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once 

walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, 

the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience— among whom we all once 

lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body  and the mind, and 

were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.”  

 1 Corinthians 2:14, “The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, 

for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are 

spiritually discerned.” 

 These passages clearly teach man’s total depravity. Natural man (before his conversion) 

simply does not have the power or the desire to do good. His will is bent on doing evil, enslaved 

to sin. Our will after the Fall is not able not to sin. Someone might object, “Wait! I know many 

nonbelieving folks who are wonderful human beings. Some are philanthropists who give 

millions of dollars to worthwhile charities!” Can unbelievers perform good deeds worthy of our 

praise? Yes. They are capable of works of civil righteousness before men. But can those works 

save a person before God? No. Romans 14:23 says, “whatever does not proceed from faith is 

sin.” Hebrews 11:6 says, “Without faith it is impossible to please God.” 

History has shown that there are many who refuse to acknowledge the utter depths of 

our sinful condition. Take, for example, Pelegius, (360-418) who lived during the Fall of the 

Roman Empire. Pelagius was a monk in Britain who became famous for his piety and austerity. 

He moved to Rome around 390 to teach the virtues of the ascetic life. He became distressed by 

the laxity and lukewarmness of Christians in this city. He was critical of those who made 

excuses for their sin and found assurance in their baptism. Pelagius taught that it was the 

obligation of every Christian to achieve perfection by keeping all the commandments of God.1 

He argued that God would not have given His commandments if He did not supply all humans 

with the power to fulfill them. He viewed the Christian life as a constant effort to overcome sin 

to attain salvation. Pelegius denied original sin. He asserted that sin consists only in isolated 

acts of the will. Therefore, all people are free to do good or evil without any assistance from 

God. He also taught that little children have no sin until they, of their own free will, decide to 

sin. 

 A contemporary of Pelegius was St. Augustine (354-430), the great champion of the 

doctrine of grace. Augustine was raised in North Africa by his pagan father and his Christian 

mother, Monica. He was brought up as a Christian but when he left home to pursue his 

education in law he converted to the Manichean religion. Later in life, God answered Monica’s 

constant prayers that her son would return to the faith. He converted back to Christianity 
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through the preaching of St. Ambrose of Milan and was baptized. In his Confessions, Augustine 

tells of the agonizing inward conflict he experienced before his conversion. He remembered the 

strong power of sin that held sway over his will. He maintained that the only freedom man has 

before his conversion is the freedom to sin. Concupiscence, he taught, is natural man’s desire 

to sin, the perversion of his will, and the corruption of his nature. The initiative in conversion, 

therefore, is not human but divine.  Man does not cooperate with God (synergism) toward his 

salvation. It is all by God’s grace (divine monergism) that we are saved.  Augustine returned to 

North Africa and became bishop of Hippo. At the Synod of Orange in 529, the church rejected 

Pelagianism and upheld Augustine’s doctrine of grace. 

 Now, let’s jump ahead 1,100 years.  Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536) was 

a Dutch humanist who was well-known for being one of the most brilliant scholars of his day. 

Martin Luther even used his critical text of the Greek New Testament to translate the Bible into 

German.  But the Roman Catholic Church pressured their prized scholar to challenge the feisty 

troublemaker in Wittenberg, Germany. Erasmus chose to write on a topic that he didn’t think 

would be too difficult to defend- the nature of the human will. By this time in history, 

Pelagianism was long gone. However, what took its place in the medieval church was semi-

Pelagianism. Semi-Pelagianism taught that a person by his own powers can begin his 

conversion, but cannot complete it without the Holy Spirit’s God’s grace.2 In other words, “God 

helps those who help themselves.” Erasmus’ thesis was not much different. In his 1524 diatribe, 

The Freedom of the Will, Erasmus stated that “it is within the power of our freedom to turn our 

will toward grace or to turn away from it- just as we are free to open our eyes to see the light 

that shines upon us or to do the opposite, to close our eyes to it.3” Erasmus was not a Pelagian. 

He said that the ability to turn to grace is just a “puny thing,” just a single tiny droplet within 

the broad sea of grace. But Erasmus felt the need to preserve this puny part in man, so that 

human responsibility wouldn’t be destroyed.  

 It’s been said that “Erasmus laid the egg that Luther hatched.” Martin Luther (1483-

1546) responded one year later with his great work, The Bondage of the Will. Toward the end of 

his life, when students were talking about collecting his many writings into a set of volumes, 

Luther said he would be fine if they were all burned- all except two, The Bondage of the Will 

and the Small Catechism. Why was Luther so proud of this book?  Maybe it was because it got 

to the very heart of the Reformation. Luther was not so much interested in a moral reformation 

of the church, as a theological reformation. In his conclusion, he thanked Erasmus for “going for 

the jugular.” “I give you hearty praise and commendation on this further account- that you 

alone, in contrast with all others, have attacked the real thing, that is, the essential issue. You 

have not wearied me with those extraneous issues about the Papacy, purgatory, indulgences 

and such like-trifles, rather than issues- in respect of which almost all to date have sought my 
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blood (though without success); you and you alone, have seen the hinge on which all turns, and 

aimed for the vital spot.”4 Luther recognized that in this debate the very Gospel of Jesus Christ 

was at stake. If the tiniest bit of human will power is interjected, then the Gospel is cheapened. 

Free will robs Christ of His saving work on the cross. It turns everything back on the receiver. 

The Gospel is no longer good news. 

 Luther argued that Erasmus had an overinflated view of mankind and a diminished view 

of original sin. If Erasmus were living today he might compare the human will to a car battery 

that has just enough juice in it to be jumped back to life. Luther would disagree. He would say 

that the battery power of our will is completely dead. One of the most famous quotes from The 

Bondage of the Will is when Luther compares man’s will to a beast standing between two 

riders. “If God rides, it wills and goes where God wills: as the Psalm says, ‘I am become as a 

beast before thee, and I am ever with thee’ (Ps. 73:22-3). If Satan rides, it wills and goes where 

Satan wills. Nor may it choose to which rider it will run, or which it will seek; but the riders 

themselves fight to decide who shall have and hold it.”5 For Luther, there is no “neutral gear.” 

Either the devil is pulling us in reverse, or God is driving us forward in faith.  

 Luther’s main argument comes down to simple logic, centered on Christ. “If we believe 

that Christ redeemed men by His blood, we are forced to confess that all of man was lost; 

otherwise, we make Christ either wholly superfluous, or else the redeemer of the least valuable 

part of man only; which is blasphemy, and sacrilege.”6 In other words, if Jesus had to die for 

you, then you must have needed this grace. And if you needed this grace, then you must be a 

sinner.  

 I like to show my confirmation students this spooky “Halloween” picture and ask them, 

“Who is this?” They are surprised when I say it’s them! By nature, we are blind (2 Corinthians 

4:4), dead (Ephesians 2:1-2), and enemies of God (Romans 5:10). In our natural state, we simply 

cannot contribute anything positive to our salvation. Dead means dead- a flat line on God’s 

spiritual monitor. There is no spark of spiritual life flickering in us at birth. Without the Holy 

Spirit, we are also blind to spiritual truth. Even worse, we are hostile to God (Romans 8:7). As 

rebellious sinners, we have already made a decision for Christ: it is to put Him on the cross!7 

 Roman Catholics and many American evangelicals today would agree with Erasmus’ 

view of the human will after the Fall and prior to conversion- that we are able to sin or not to 

sin. This would allow us to have some say (be it ever so small) in our conversion. Thus, we hear, 

“I gave my heart to Jesus,” or “I surrendered myself to Christ” or “I made Jesus the Lord of my 

life.” Some would argue that “God doesn’t want robots. He wants us to love Him with our free 

will.”  Christians of the Reformation tradition, however, maintain from the clear words of 

Scripture that man after the Fall is not able not to sin. Our wills are bound. 

                                                           
4
 Martin Luther, The Bondage of the Will, trans. J.I. Packer and O.R. Johnston (Grand Rapids: Revell, 1957), 319. 

5
 Luther, 103-104. 

6
 Luther, 318. 

7
 Mark Mattes, Law & Gospel in Action: Foundations, Ethics, Church (Irvine, 1517 Publishing, 2018), 57. 



THE THIRD STATE: AFTER CONVERSION 

 That brings us to the third state- after conversion. The Bible very clearly teaches divine 

monergism. God deserves all the praise and honor for our salvation, from beginning to end. 

Even our faith, which clings to the Gospel, is a gift from God. 

 John 1:12-13- “But to all who did receive Him, who believed in His name, He gave the 
right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh 
nor of the will of man, but of God.” 

 John 6:29- Jesus answered them, “This is the work of God, that you believe in Him 
whom He has sent.” 

 John 6:44- “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him. And I will 
raise him up on the last day.” 

 John 15:5- “I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he 
it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.” 

 John 15:16-  “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should 
go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide” 

 Acts 11:18- “When they heard these things they fell silent. And they glorified God, 
saying, “Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance that leads to life.” 

 Acts 16:14- “The Lord opened [Lydia’s] heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul.” 

 Romans 9:16- “So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy.” 

 Romans 10:17- “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ.” 

 Ephesians 2:8-9- “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.” 

 Philippians 2:13- “For it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for His good 
pleasure.” 

 Titus 3:5-6- “He saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but 
according to His own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy 
Spirit, whom He poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior.” 
 

Luther summarizes these passages beautifully with his meaning of the Third Article of the 

Creed. Let’s say it together. 

I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to Him; 
But the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and kept me 
in the true faith. In the same way He calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian 
church on earth, and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one true faith. In this Christian church He daily 
and richly forgives all my sins and the sins of all believers. On the Last Day He will raise me and all the 
dead, and give eternal life to me and all believes in Christ. This is most certainly true.  
 

God does not force a person to believe against his will, but the Spirit working through the 

Word kindles faith. After conversion, however, the will of a Christian cooperates with the Holy 

Spirit. The Lutheran Confessions teach, “When the Holy Spirit has worked and accomplished 

this, and a person’s will has been changed and renewed by His divine power and working alone, 



then the new will of that person is an instrument and organ of God the Holy Spirit. So that 

person not only accepts grace, but he also cooperates with the Holy Spirit in the works that 

follow.”8 Baptized Christians, therefore, do not have a free will (in spiritual matters). They have 

a “freed will.” “They now have a freed will. As Christ says, they have been made free again 

[John 8:36]. Therefore, they are able not only to hear the Word, but also to agree with it and 

accept it, although with great weakness.”9 

Lutherans have a unique stance on the third state. While others (Roman Catholics, 

American Evangelicals, Reformed, etc.) teach that the converted Christian has the ability to sin 

or not to sin (free will), Lutherans hold that he or she has two competing and opposing wills. 

There is the will of the flesh (the old Adam), and the will of the Spirit (the new man).  You might 

say that we have a “will” and a “won’t.”10 These two wills fight each other and oppose each 

other. They are locked in battle until the day the Lord frees us from sin through death. 

St. Paul describes this struggle of a Christian in Romans 7:21-25 when he says, “So I find it to 

be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand. For I delight in the law of God, in 

my inner being, but I see in my members another law waging war against the law of my mind 

and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! 

Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 

These two wills are aptly described in Luther’s phrase simul justus et peccator, “simultaneously 

justified and sinful.” According to our sinful flesh, we are not able not to sin. According to the 

new man, we are not able to sin. Wolfmueller writes, “Consider that! The flesh can do nothing 

good, nothing right, nothing holy. The spirit can do nothing wrong, nothing sinful. These two 

opposite and opposing wills fight against each other in the Christian’s heart. No wonder this life 

is full of so much turmoil.”11 Trying to train and reform the “won’t” in us is like trying to train an 

out-of-control, junkyard dog. Living by the motto, “Where there’s a will, there’s a way,” isn’t 

going to cut it. There’s only one thing to do with our sinful flesh: put it to death!12 Repenting of 

our sin and receiving absolution, we say with Paul, “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no 

longer I who live, but 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 FOURTH STATE: AFTER THE RESURRECTION 

 Finally, we come to the fourth state, which happens when we die. In heaven and in the 

resurrection the believer will be moved beyond the reach of temptation, sin, and the devil. God 

“will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, 

nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away (Revelation 21:4).” On that great 
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Day we will experience perfect freedom and bliss. At last we will have a will that is totally free 

to love God and serve our neighbor. We will not be able to sin after the resurrection. 

CONCLUSION 

 As you can see from the chart, all agree on the state of man’s will before the Fall. Adam 

and Eve had the freedom to sin or not sin. Only the Lord knows what things would be like if 

they had resisted the devil. All agree on the state of man’s will after the resurrection. Sin and 

death are not even a possibility. In the resurrection, we will not be able to sin. 

 The differences are in the second and third columns. Concerning the second column, 

Roman Catholics and American Evangelicals do not see a change in the state of man’s will after 

the fall. The will might become weaker, but it is still free. It might become sick, but not totally 

depraved. Therefore, man’s will must play an important role in conversion (be it the “altar call” 

or “decision for Christ” of the Evangelicals, or the cooperation with God’s grace of the Roman 

Catholics). This puts us on wobbly ground. What if my decision wasn’t sincere enough? What if 

my choice wasn’t confident enough? Putting our trust in a personal decision we made on a 

particular day in our life creates doubt and anxiety. But looking outside of ourselves, holding 

onto the external Word, God gives us lasting peace and assurance. What a comfort it is to trust 

in the decision Jesus made for us! He chose to suffer and die for us and be raised to life for our 

justification (Romans 4:25).  

 Luther wrote, “I frankly confess that, for myself, even if I could be, I should not want 

‘free-will’ to be given me, nor anything to be left in my own hands to enable me to endeavor 

after salvation; not merely because in face of so many dangers, and adversities, and assaults of 

devils, I could not stand my ground and hold fast my ‘free-will’ (for one devil is stronger than all 

men, and on these terms no man could be saved).13 “But now that God has taken my salvation 

out of the control of my will, and put it under the control of His, and promised to save me, not 

according to my working or running, but according to His own grace and mercy, I have the 

comfortable certainty that He is and will not lie to me, and that He is also great and powerful, 

so that no devils or opposition can break Him or pluck me from Him.”14  

 Concerning the third column, as I said before, the Lutheran distinction emerges. If the 

Christian has a will that is free to sin or not sin, then sanctification is simply going to be a matter 

of strengthening, supporting, teaching or training this free will. Our preaching and teaching will 

often boil down to “Do better!” and “Try harder!” until we obtain victory. “Not only is this 

understanding of the Christian’s will and sanctification wrong, but it is also dangerous. It invites 

growth when the Scriptures call for death. It looks for strength where the Scriptures call for 
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repentance. The idea that our wills are renewed leaves the door open for the devil’s temptation 

to pride (“I’m doing it”) and despair (“I’ll never get it right”).15  

 Arguing for free will ultimately ends up being all about you. If you begin with the 

assumption that you are free, your goal in life will be moral improvement and correcting 

behavior (i.e. keeping your freedom in check). But if you begin with the assumption of bondage, 

your focus will be on Christ alone and a life set free by the Gospel. 
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