
Free Will: The Divine Gift That Makes Us Truly Human | 1

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 1

Since the dawn of humanity, the great question of our ability to choose between good and
evil has been at the center of philosophical, theological, and moral reflection. Are we truly
free to determine our destiny? Or are our actions dictated by higher forces, whether divine or
natural?

Catholic doctrine affirms unequivocally: God has granted us free will as a supreme gift,
a sign of His love, and proof of our dignity as His children. However, this gift comes
with great responsibility. In this article, we will explore the origin of free will, its significance
in Church history, its relationship with divine grace, and its relevance in today’s world.

1. The Origin of Free Will: A Gift from God
Sacred Scripture presents humanity as a creature made in the image and likeness of God
(Genesis 1:26). This likeness is not merely physical or symbolic but lies in our ability to
reason, love, and choose. God did not create automatons programmed to obey Him without
choice; rather, He created beings capable of discerning between good and evil.

The first great act of free will in human history was Adam and Eve’s decision in the Garden of
Eden. God gave them the freedom to obey or disobey His command not to eat from the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil. Tragically, they chose sin, and with it, suffering and death
entered the world (Genesis 3).

Since then, the story of salvation has been a story of choices: Cain could have refrained
from killing Abel, Israel could have remained faithful to God in the desert, Judas
could have chosen not to betray Jesus. But in every case, God respects human freedom,
even when it is misused.

2. Are We Truly Free? The Historical Debate on Free
Will
The question of free will has been intensely debated among theologians and philosophers
throughout history. Some have denied the existence of true human freedom, arguing that
everything is predetermined by God or dictated by external forces.
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In the early centuries of Christianity, St. Augustine defended the existence of free will but
emphasized that, due to original sin, human will is inclined toward evil and requires God’s
grace to choose good. On the other hand, Pelagius, a British monk, claimed that human
beings could attain holiness by their own efforts, without divine grace. The Church
condemned Pelagianism, reaffirming that while man is free, he needs grace to attain
salvation.

In the 16th century, Martin Luther and John Calvin took this debate to a new level. Luther
argued that human beings were so corrupted by original sin that their will was completely
enslaved and could not choose good on their own. Calvin, in turn, developed the doctrine of
absolute predestination, claiming that God had already decided from eternity who would
be saved and who would be condemned.

The Catholic Church, at the Council of Trent (1545–1563), reaffirmed free will and taught
that while grace is necessary for salvation, human beings have the freedom to cooperate
with it or reject it. God does not impose His love; He invites us to accept it freely.

3. Free Will and Grace: What Does It Mean to Be Truly
Free?
Human freedom is not an independent absolute apart from God. On the contrary, true
freedom is found in choosing good. Jesus said, “The truth will set you free” (John
8:32), showing us that we are not truly free unless we live in God’s truth.

Grace does not destroy freedom; rather, it elevates it. A paralyzed person does not cease to
have legs, but they need help to walk. Similarly, fallen man does not lose free will, but he
needs God’s grace to choose rightly.

A striking example of this reality is found in the conversion of St. Paul. A persecutor of
Christians, he had an encounter with the Risen Christ on the road to Damascus that
transformed his life (Acts 9). God did not take away his freedom but enlightened him so that
he could freely choose the path of truth.
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4. Free Will in the Modern World: A Misunderstood
Freedom
Today, we live in a culture that has distorted the notion of freedom. Modern society often
equates freedom with doing whatever one wants, without restrictions or moral
consequences. It promotes an idea of absolute autonomy, where individuals decide what is
right and wrong according to their own criteria.

However, this view is dangerous. Not every choice is good simply because it is freely
made. True freedom does not mean doing whatever we please but choosing what is right.
When a person chooses sin, they actually become enslaved to it: “Everyone who sins is a
slave to sin” (John 8:34).

A clear example is the moral and social crisis of our time. People choose to live without God,
without norms, without principles, and the result is a society increasingly broken: shattered
families, depression, addictions, violence. Sin disguises itself as freedom, but in reality,
it chains us.

5. How to Use Our Free Will to Attain Holiness
Since God has given us the gift of freedom, how can we use it correctly? Here are some key
principles:

Know yourself – Reflect on your weaknesses and temptations. “The spirit is willing,1.
but the flesh is weak” (Matthew 26:41).
Seek the truth – Do not live according to emotions or impulses. Study Church2.
doctrine, the lives of the saints, and Sacred Scripture.
Pray and receive the sacraments – Grace strengthens our will and helps us choose3.
good. “Without Me, you can do nothing” (John 15:5).
Live responsibly – Every choice has consequences. Always ask yourself: Does this4.
bring me closer to or farther from God?
Help others find the truth – Do not just choose good for yourself; help others5.
discover it as well.
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Conclusion: The Greatest Decision of Our Lives
God has made us free, but being truly free means choosing good, choosing God.
Throughout history, great saints have used their freedom to love God and their neighbor,
while others have used this same gift to turn away from Him.

Today, each of us must make our own decision. Will we use our free will to live in truth
and attain salvation? Or will we waste it on false freedoms that only lead us away
from God?

The answer is in our hands. May the Lord grant us the grace to always choose good and, in
doing so, find true freedom.


