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INTRODUCTION 

For as long as theology and philosophy have been pursued in a serious fashion, the debate 

regarding the sovereignty of God and the free will of man has been one of the foremost discussed 

and disputed issues. The seeming dichotomy presented seems to polarize theologians, drawing a 

clear line in the sand, and drawing them completely to one side or the other. 

Yet it is clear that these issues cannot be contradictory. Mankind must maintain 

responsibility for his actions, and God must still exert His sovereign will in such a way as to get 

the result that he wishes. Both of these truths must be upheld if a person desires to stay within a 

biblical framework. 

God‟s sovereignty and man‟s free will are completely compatible, and even 

complimentary. God is sovereign, yet man is free, in such a way that he is fully responsible for 

his actions. This truth is vital for a correct understanding of the scriptures, the nature of God, and 

the gospels. To demonstrate this it is important to take the time to thoroughly define  the 

problem.    

 

THE PROBLEM DEFINED 

 Questions regarding the free will of man and the sovereignty of God are difficult to 

handle. One of the problems is that the subject touches on so many different areas such as the 

problem of evil, the salvation of man, the sanctification of believers, and so on. Another problem 

is that people tend to hold rather strong personal feelings regarding this subject. Nothing can be 

done about the latter. After all, truth is not dependent upon a person‟s feelings. But in regards to 

the former, an important step is defining the problem, at all its various levels. 
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 First, the problem of evil is simply this; how can there be a world, created by a good 

sovereign God, which is full of pain, suffering, and death? If God is all powerful and He hates 

sin, pain, and death, then why is sin, pain, and death a part of this world? Some would solve the 

problem of pain and death by blaming it on the free will which God has given to man; among 

these, some would go so far as to limit the power or knowledge of God. 

 Second, in regards to salvation, if God wants all to be saved then why are not all saved? 

Is this a question that is solved by affirming the free will of man in replacement of God‟s 

sovereignty? Or shall a person state with John Calvin that man decides nothing, and both 

salvation and damnation are by direct divine decree?
1
 

 Last, in what way does this work in the sanctification of the believer? Some would claim 

that sanctification is completely a choice of the individual believer; free will choices made from 

moment to moment. Others contend that God completely ignores the choices of saved men, and 

imposes His own will in place of theirs. The question is this: when a believer sins, is it a 

foregone conclusion, decreed by God, or is it a mistake made by a completely free agent?  

  

TWO OPPOSING VIEWS 

 All of these questions are tied into the discussion on free will. Any system that attempts 

to explain one of them, must also satisfactorily answer all of them. If a particular system cannot 

provide a sufficient, non-contradictory answer regarding the problem of evil, a doctrine of 

salvation in accord with the Scriptures, and the sanctification of believers, then the solution must 

be abandoned. The two most extreme ways of solving these problems, are either to deny God‟s 

sovereignty or deny man‟s free will. 

                                                           
1
 Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Bellingham, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1997, S. 

III, xxi, 5. Calvin’s exact views on this are disputed, however, this particular quote seems to make his position quite 
clear. 
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Affirming God’s Sovereignty/Denying Free Will 

 For some, in order to maintain God‟s sovereignty, man‟s free will must be completely 

denied. This seemed to be at least partly the case with the great sixteenth century reformer 

Martin Luther. In his famous work “The Bondage of the Will,” Luther wrote of the free will of 

man that 

God foreknows nothing by contingency, but that He foresees, purposes, and does all things 

according to His immutable, eternal, and infallible will. By this thunderbolt, „Free-will‟ is 

thrown prostrate, and utterly dashed to pieces. Those, therefore, who would assert „Free-

will,‟ must either deny this thunderbolt, or pretend not to see it, or push it from them.
2
 

 

 In this view, everything that happens is a direct decree from God Himself. God does not 

simply influence men and women or events; he causes them in a straight forward and deliberate 

fashion. Gordon Clark uses the term “determinism,” saying that God even decrees (directly 

causes) immoral acts.
3
 

 Elimination of the free will of man in at least two aspects seems quite appropriate. For 

one, the testimony of scripture seems to support that the events in a believer‟s life are not caused 

by the choices of the believer, but rather by God himself. A believer‟s steps are “ordered by the 

Lord.”
4
 Hebrews 10:14 states that believers are “being sanctified”, an expression signifying 

something done to believers, rather than by believers. Indeed the Greek voice utilized in this text, 

the passive voice, would tend to agree with this conclusion.
5
 

 Likewise, the testimony of scripture regarding initial salvation tends to fit nicely with this 

view. The Bible declares that God “has mercy on whomever He wills, and He hardens whomever 

                                                           
2
 Martin Luther. The Bondage of the Will. As found at Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/luther/bondage.toc.html., S. 9. 
3
 Gordon H. Clark. Religion, Reason and Revelation. (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1961), 222. 

4
 Psalm 37:23, KJV. 

5
 Robert Jamieson and A.R. Fausset and David Brown. A Commentary, Critical and Explanatory, on the Old 

and New Testaments. (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1997), S. Heb 10:14. 
 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/luther/bondage.toc.html
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He wills,” affirming that salvation is determined by God.
6
 Additionally just two verses before it 

states that God‟s decision to show mercy “depends not on human will.”
7
 

 The problem of evil, though, seems to be the major downfall of this particular view of 

God‟s sovereignty, especially regarding sin. If God is sovereign in the sense that he actively 

wills everything, including sin, how is it that human beings could be responsible? Would not 

God, who actively wills and causes sin, be responsible? 

 Scripture flatly denies that God is the cause of sin or that he, in any way, tempts men to 

sin. James 1:13 says, “Let no one say when he is tempted, „I am being tempted by God,‟ for God 

cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one.” Since God cannot be tempted with 

doing evil, nor can he tempt men to do evil, he cannot be the direct cause of evil in this sense. 

 This being the case, it is seen that free will, in some form, is necessary to explain evil. To 

deny free will is to place God as the creator of moral evil; this is unthinkable. It is therefore 

necessary to examine the other extreme: the exalting of human will. 

  

Affirming Man’s Free Will/ Denying God’s Sovereignty 

 While some affirm God‟s sovereignty at the expense of human freedom, others would 

uphold mankind‟s freedom by denying God‟s sovereignty. While most would not state this 

outright, this is the result of their theology. They place such an importance upon the free will of 

man that they end up rejecting God‟s sovereignty. 

Gregory Boyd, for instance, denies that God controls everything, such as the will of man. 

In fact he goes so far in this doctrine as to deny that God even knows the future in every instance 

                                                           
6
 Romans 9:18, ESV. 

7
 Romans 9:16, ESV. Some would dispute this interpretation. 
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or the outcome of that future. In this way, God actually changes his mind as men make decisions. 

He calls this the “choose your own adventure” brand of providence.
8
 

Such a view is not without problems. It certainly seems to solve the problem of evil. 

After all, if God adjusts his plans as men make decisions, then ultimately man is the cause of 

evil, and God cannot be held responsible. Evil is simply the result of a combination of random 

events occurring in a fallen world and free will choices made by men.
9
 

 This view fails on all three points, when examined against the light of scripture. The 

Bible declares that it is God, not man, whose will is done on the earth. Ephesians 1:11 says that 

God works “all things after the counsel of His own will.” This precludes any possibility of man‟s 

will and random circumstances alone being the cause of evil. The Bible goes even further, for 

God declares, “I form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, and create evil: I the LORD 

do all these things”
10

. 

 This view further fails in reference to the salvation of man. Verses such as John 3:16 do 

give a clear invitation to all for salvation, yet it is also equally true that God is said to determine 

who will be saved. Ephesians 1:4 says God chose us, not that we chose him. Jesus even 

seemingly denies any “free will,” when he states that “You did not choose me, but I chose 

you.”
11

 

 Finally, absolute free will in regards to the believer does not make sense either. Believers 

are not “free” to choose whether or not they become sanctified. As already noted, sanctification 

is done to us, not by us. Paul explicitly denies the idea of self sanctification, when he asks the 

                                                           
8
 Gregory Boyd. The “Open” View of the Future. 

http://www.opentheism.info/pages/information/boyd/open_future.php, accessed October 9
th

, 2009. 
9
 Gregory A. Boyd. Is God to Blame? (Downers Grove, Ill: Intervarsity Press, 2003), 96. 

10
 Isaiah 45:7[emphasis added]. Specifically the Hebrew word here would refer to physical calamity 

(disease, pain, suffering, etc.), which specifically denies random circumstances (Strong’s # H7451). 
11

 John 15:16, ESV. 

http://www.opentheism.info/pages/information/boyd/open_future.php
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rhetorical question in Galatians, “Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the 

flesh?”
12

 The concept that Paul is trying to convey, is that the Christian‟s sanctification (their 

acting increasingly holy, making better Godly decisions, and so on) is based upon the work of 

God, not on decisions which we make on a moment by moment basis.  

 John Macarthur, picking up on this theme, states that “sanctification is a characteristic of 

all who are redeemed.” He also says that, “When God justifies people, He also sanctifies 

them.”
13

 If sanctification is a matter of the human will, it becomes a work. 

 This denial of God‟s sovereignty fails on every level, then. “Choose your own adventure” 

providence, which is no real providence at all, cannot hope to fix the tension inherent between 

God‟s sovereignty and the will of man. Instead, a biblical and satisfying alternative is needed. 

 

A THIRD CHOICE: COMPATIBILISM 

 If it is true that the tension cannot be solved either by denying the free will of man or by 

asserting its sovereignty over and above that of God‟s, this leaves but two alternatives. The first 

is to deny both, and say that neither man‟s free will, nor God‟s total sovereignty is the ultimate 

cause of anything. This, however, seems a bit nonsensical; something must be the ultimate cause. 

It simply does not solve the problem.  

 Opposing this is the possibility that it is both. Both God‟s sovereignty and man‟s free will 

have brought about evil. It is man‟s free will and God‟s sovereign election which brings men to 

salvation. And it is both God‟s guiding hand and man‟s choices, which grow a believer in 

obedience to the Lord. 

                                                           
12

 Galatians 3:3, ESV. 
13

 John Macarthur. The Gospel According to Jesus, Anniversary Edition. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 
211. 
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 To be sure, some will inevitably object to this conclusion. In most cases, though, this is 

due to an improper definition of free will or an improper view of the sovereignty of God. A good 

grasp of these two concepts are essential for understanding this view. 

 

Two Requirements for a Compatible View 

 In order for compatibilism to make sense, it is important to exactly define what is being 

discussed. What is meant by the terms “free will” and “God‟s sovereignty”? How can God and 

man both decide on a particular course of action? What is needed first, then, is a better definition 

of free will. 

A Better Definition of Free Will 

 Many people get the wrong idea about the phrase “free will.” In their minds, free will is a 

libertarian pursuit, necessarily excluding any outside influences. If an individual‟s decisions are 

influenced in any way, they believe this is not truly a freedom of the will.  

 One such individual is Jack Cottrell. He denies that freedom should be defined in such a 

way as to allow the influence of outside factors.
14

 Man must have unequivocal and complete 

freedom of choice in order for it to have any meaning. Expressing this extreme position, he states 

“In my judgment, however, the mere ability to act in accord with one‟s desires is not a sufficient 

criterion for freedom.”
15

 

 But such a definition is faulty, as already discussed. Instead of a libertarian view of free 

will, what is needed is a view where the free will of man is complimentary to God‟s sovereignty. 

In this model man is free to make choices, but these choices are influenced by internal and 

external factors. 

                                                           
14

 Jack Cottrell. “The Nature of the Divine Sovereignty,” The Grace of God and the Will of Man Clark H. 
Pinnock. (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1995), 104.   

15
 Ibid. 
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 Internal factors are such things as the fallen and sinful nature of man. Because of the fall 

of Adam and the subsequent corruption of all mankind, humans have a “disposition to sin.”
16

 Sin 

has so infiltrated mankind‟s being that it affects each and every thing that he does. Any action he 

takes or decision that he makes is influenced in such a way as to be corrupt. This corruption 

affects his desires, causing them to be turned away from God, so that he freely chooses evil, 

continually.
17

 

Indeed, to assert that free will must necessarily include no internal propensity or 

inclinations is to deny that God himself has free will. The Bible states clearly that because God is 

holy he “cannot sin”;
18

 Habakkuk 1:13 says that God cannot even look upon evil or tolerate 

wrong. God is certainly not making his decisions from a point of moral neutrality. His holy and 

righteous nature dictates his likes and dislikes: from those likes and dislikes, he makes free 

choices. How can men, who are made in his image, claim to have a greater freedom of the will 

than he possesses?  

Human freedom, unlike God‟s is also impacted by external forces. There are numerous 

outside influences which alter human decisions, over which they have no control. Things such as 

natural disasters, weather patterns, and “chance” occurrences all affect the decisions people make 

on a day to day basis. In this sense, human choices are reactions to events occurring in the world 

around them.
19

   

Free will, then, does not mean that a person is free in the sense that they decide between 

two choices from a position of absolute moral and circumstantial neutrality. Instead, free will can 

                                                           
16

 Wayne Grudem. Systematic Theology. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 496. 
17

 Grudem. Systematic Theology, 330. 
18

 2 Chronicles 19:7. 
19

 Charles Hodge. Systematic Theology. (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1997), S. 2:306. 
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be defined as the ability of any human to choose what they desire in a given set of circumstances. 

We “make willing choices, choices that have real effects.”
20

  

Distinguishing God’s Sovereign Decrees 

Besides the issue of free will, God‟s sovereignty must be clearly understood as well. It is 

not enough to simply say that God‟s will always occurs. For although this is certainly true, it 

leaves an important question regarding God‟s righteousness; how can God ordain evil? 

Augustus Strong solves this problem by differentiating between God‟s eternal decrees 

and his permissive agency. God‟s eternal decrees are those things which God, in eternity past, 

has decided will definitely happen.
21

 For instance, God might decree that on a certain day a car 

wreck might occur due to the inattention of the driver. God, by his sovereign decree, determines 

that this event will take place. 

Yet even though God has decreed that it will take place, He does not directly cause it. On 

the contrary, the cause of the wreck is inattention on the part of the driver due to his own 

choices. Perhaps the individual stayed out too late the night before or was breaking the law by 

text messaging and driving at the same time. Whatever the reason, God arranged the 

circumstances in such a way that the event would occur by an act of free will on the part of the 

driver. In this way, God is decreeing that an event will take place by utilizing the free agency of 

man.  

This even applies to outright sinful acts. Though no decree of God declares “you shall 

sin,” it is nevertheless the case that God has decreed that sin will occur. These sinful acts of 

                                                           
20

 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 331. 
21

  Augustus Hopkins Strong. Systematic Theology. (Bellingham, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 2004), 
S. 354. 
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rebellion serve to further God‟s divine plan, or as Strong puts it, “Even though he struggle 

against God‟s plan, yet he must by his very resistance serve it.”
22

 

Theological Implications 

  Earlier, the two extreme views of free will and sovereignty were investigated within 

three areas: the problem of sin/evil, the salvation of man, and the sanctification of believers. 

Compatibilism, if it is correct, must give satisfactory answers in all three categories. It is not 

enough for it to simply be logical; it must be scripturally accurate as well. 

  Compatibilism and Sin/Evil 

 In scripture mankind is always blamed for sin. Sin is seen both as a kind of inherited 

disease or principle within man, as well as being wrong outward actions or choices.
23

 Men do not 

become sinners because they sin, but rather they sin because they are by their very nature 

sinners.
24

 All men are “slaves to sin” before they come to a saving knowledge of Christ, the 

Bible declares.
25

 They do not have a will that is free in a libertarian sense; they are not choosing 

from a point of moral neutrality. 

Men and women do however have the right to choose good or evil. In fact, in several 

places they are told to do just that. Joshua commands the Israelites, “And if it is evil in your eyes 

to serve the LORD, choose this day whom you will serve.”
26

 It is important to notice the choice 

Joshua gives them, though. He does not ask them to choose from a point of neutrality, but instead 

commands them to make a choice based upon their moral bent. He says, “If it is evil in your eyes 

                                                           
22

 Strong, Systematic Theology, 442. 
23

 Paul P. Enns. The Moody Handbook of Theology. (Chicago, Ill. : Moody Press ;Logos Research systems, 
1997, c1989 ) S. 310. 

24
 Ibid., S. 311. 

25
 John 8:34. 

26
 Joshua 24:15, ESV. 
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to serve the Lord.” Joshua recognized that he was giving them a choice, but not a completely 

arbitrary one. It was a choice that was influenced by internal and external factors. 

God‟s sovereignty in scripture also seems to fit well with this third view. Jesus, for 

instance, was “crucified by the hands of lawless men.”
27

 The men who crucified Christ were 

fully responsible for their actions. Because of their own wickedness and depravity they chose to 

murder the Son of God. But it is equally true that all of this happened “according to the definite 

plan and foreknowledge of God.”
28

 In this one verse the compatible view of God‟s sovereignty 

and man‟s free will is vindicated, in regards to the origins of sin and evil.  

Compatibilism and Salvation 

The Compatible view is equally supported by scripture in terms of the salvation of men. 

Those who are saved are frequently referred to as the “elect” or “chosen” of God.
29

We see 

numerous instances in scripture of God directly choosing certain individuals and intervening in 

their lives, such as Abraham, Moses and Paul. There is little doubt, at least for those who take the 

Bible seriously, that God directly chooses individuals. 

It must be said, though, that this is not done to the exclusion of man‟s will. In perhaps the 

most well known verse in Scripture, a statement is made that “whosoever believes in Him will 

not perish.”
30

Jesus himself said “whoever comes to me will never hunger”, demonstrating clearly 

that all men have a choice in the matter.
31

 

A person must be careful not to try to force these two views into some kind of logical 

arrangement. It would be quite easy for an individual, once they had gotten to this point, to 

                                                           
27

 Acts 2:23 ESV. 
28

 Ibid. 
29

 Many verses speak of men being the chosen of God. Verses include Matthew 24:22, Romans 11:5, 1 
Thessalonians 1:4, etc. 

30
 John 3:16, ESV. 

31
 John 6:35, ESV emphasis added. 
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simply say “God chooses based upon man‟s choice.” This however would neither be satisfactory 

nor would it be scriptural. In Romans 9:11, the apostle Paul uses Jacob and Esau as an example. 

Quoting the Old Testament, he writes “though they were not yet born and had done nothing 

either good or bad--in order that God's purpose of election might continue, not because of works 

but because of him who calls.” Election of God based on the choice of man, or what some might 

call “foreseen faith” is excluded, at least in an ultimately determining sense.
32

  

Instead, God works through the aforementioned internal and external forces to bring 

about salvation to whom he chooses. This could be done in a variety of ways. It could be 

accomplished by a dramatic conversion, such as that of Saul of Tarsus, where Christ directly 

appeared to him.
33

 It could also be done much more subtly; working through a person‟s desires, 

circumstances and so on, to bring about the desired effect.
34

 In this way, God‟s sovereignty and 

man‟s responsibility are preserved. 

Compatibilism and Sanctification 

This is perhaps the easiest of the three areas to justify in terms of Scripture and 

compatibilism. Sanctification of the believer presents a problem for some, such as “Free Will” 

Baptists, who believe complete libertarian freedom must be preserved throughout the salvation 

process.
35

 But such is not the case for those who believe in the harmony of God‟s sovereignty 

and man‟s free will. God is free to work in the minds, hearts and circumstances of His people to 

accomplish exactly what He desires. 

                                                           
32

 This conclusion would of course, be disputed by some. Primarily opponents would say this is referring to 
corporate election, or Israel as a nation. Such a distinction is unhelpful, as it still serves to show the method by 
which God makes decisions. 

33
 Acts chapter 9. 

34
 Erickson, Systematic Theology, 383-384. 

35
 Frank S. Mead. Handbook of Denominations in the United States 10

th
 edition. Rev. Samuel S. Hill. 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 64. 
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This inner working of God on the believer is demonstrated throughout scripture. Ezekiel 

prophesied that one day God would “put a new spirit in you” and “give you a new heart.”
36

James 

4:5 makes it clear that this new Spirit has been given to the Christian. A Christian indwelled by 

the Holy Spirit has new desires, wishing to please their Savior.
37

 

This change of desire is very important. The Bible states in multiple places that believers 

should live according to certain standards: they should “love one another”, “be strong in the 

Lord”, “be holy”, and son on.
38

 This certainly implies that the believer must decide to do these 

things (or why would they be commanded in the first place?). 

Conversely, the scriptures also teach that all of this process is a work of God. God 

“sanctifies” the believer, Hebrews chapter 2 states.
39

 The Lord leads the believer and teaches 

them.
40

He even disciplines his children when they do not act appropriately.
41

Equally true is the 

sovereignty of God in working out the believer‟s salvation, and the believer‟s responsibility to 

act in accordance to God‟s commands.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 While the issue of man‟s free will is a contentious and difficult issue, there is no reason to 

accept compromise. The fact is that scripture teaches that God is both sovereign, and yet man is 

free. God achieves the exact end to which he is working. And even though he has decreed that 

certain events will take place, the responsibility of wrong or right action is squarely upon man‟s 

shoulders. It is completely inappropriate to compromise on this subject, simply because we are 

                                                           
36

 Ezekiel 36:26. 
37

 Strong, Systematic Theology, 869-870. 
38

 Romans 12:10, Ephesians 6:10 and  1 Peter 1:16, respectively. 
39

 Verse 11. 
40

 Psalm 25:5. 
41

 Hebrews 12:6 
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not capable of fully understanding it. We should be willing to accept what the scriptures teach 

without question, regardless of our personal feelings, confusion or frustration. 

 



Bibliography 

1 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Bagchi, David and Steinmetz, David C. eds. The Cambridge Companion to Reformation 

Theology. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004. 

Boyd, Gregory A. Is God to Blame? Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2003. 

________ The “Open” View of the Future. 

http://www.opentheism.info/pages/information/boyd/open_future.php, accessed October 

9
th

, 2009. 

Brown, David, Fausset, A. R. and Jamieson, Robert. A Commentary, Critical and Explanatory, 

on the Old and New Testaments. Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1997. 

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Bellingham, WA: Logos Research Systems, 

Inc., 1997. 

Clark, Gordon H. Religion, Reason and Revelation. Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 

1961. 

Cottrell, Jack. “The Nature of the Divine Sovereignty,” The Grace of God and the Will of Man 

Clark H. Pinnock. Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1995 

Enns, Paul P. The Moody Handbook of Theology. Chicago: Moody Press, 1997, c1989. 

Erickson, Millard J. Christian Theology. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983. 

Geisler, N. L. “Freedom, Free Will, and Determinism.” Evangelical Dictionary of Theology 2
nd

 

edition Walter Elwell, ed. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001. 

Grudem, Wayne Systematic Theology. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994. 

Hodge, Charles: Systematic Theology. Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1997 

Luther, Martin. The Bondage of the Will. As found at Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/luther/bondage.toc.html. 

Macarthur, John. The Gospel According to Jesus, Anniversary Edition. Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2008. 

Mead, Frank S. Handbook of Denominations in the United States 10
th

 edition. Rev. Samuel S. 

Hill. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995. 

Strong, Augustus Hopkins. Systematic Theology. Bellingham, WA: Logos Research Systems, 

Inc., 2004. 

Willmington, H. L. Willmington's Bible Handbook. Wheaton, Ill.: Tyndale House Publishers, 

1997. 

http://www.opentheism.info/pages/information/boyd/open_future.php
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/luther/bondage.toc.html

