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What is Free Will? 

The question of whether or not human beings have free will has been a profound question 
for both philosophy and religion for thousands of years. Since the Enlightenment, that core 
question has been intensified, sometimes pitting science against religion. 

 
Do human beings have free will? 

The philosophy of free will is the doctrine that human behavior expresses personal choice 
and is not determined by biological forces or divine forces.  
We could ask, “Are our choices predetermined (in which case, we do not have free will) or 
are our actions determined by our own agency (in which case, we do have free will)? 
 
As Christians, we can also ask a slightly more nuanced question:  
If we believe human beings have free will, how do we combine our belief that God acts in the 
world with our understanding of our own human free will? 
 
We can’t answer the question of humanity’s free will in one class. This question has haunted 
humanity for millennium. We can hold up some biblical models and a variety of religious 
and secular opinions and engage the question in meaningful ways.  

 
Here are two Biblical texts to help us engage this question: 

Genesis Chapter 2:16-17 and Chapter 3: 6 – 7 and 3:11-12: 
Then the Lord God commanded the man, “You may eat of every tree in 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 die.”…So, when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it 
was a delight to the eye, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of 
its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband, and he ate. Then the eyes of both 
were opened and they knew that they were naked…(God) said, “Who told you that you 
were naked? Have you eaten of from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” The 
man said, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me the fruit, and I ate.” 

St. Paul’s speaking in Romans 7:15-20 
I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. 
And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I 
myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. For I know that good itself does not dwell in 
me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry 
it out. For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I keep 
on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin 
living in me that does it. 



 
Some Biblical Witness to Consider 

The Prophets of the Old Testament speak with a prophetic voice, suggesting that God can 
and will change the world order when it is deemed by God to be required. 
 
The story of Jesus Christ shows us the intermingling of God’s actions and human will. God’s 
resurrection of Christ breaks all worldly and human laws we understand. God can pierce the 
world order. 

 
Two Classic Theological Choices 

The “puppet God” or the two tracks of history.  
We believe God acts in history in a linear way and that each epoch of history is unique. 
We don’t subscribe to the cyclical nature of time captured in ancient fertility cults where 
time is cyclical, repetitive, and predictable. Time unfolds with a unique set of truths. If 
God acts in history and we act in history, the question of free will becomes more 
complicated. 

 
Martin Buber’s “I”- “Thou” relationship 

An understanding of how God and humanity engage one another. (Not seeing the “other” 
as “it”, but as “thou” - in relationship.) 

 
What does that imply? 

A Classic Episcopal Understanding of God and Human’s Free Will  
 
We will end the class talking about a classic Episcopal understanding of how God’s activity 
in the world and humanity’s free will engage each other. 

 
 
Sources 
I used Wikipedia and some internet sources on the discussion of the philosophical concept of 
free will and the religious developments of the Enlightenment to prepare this class. 


