





[image: Cover: Sin, Grace and Free Will, A Historical Survey of Christian Thought by Matthew Knell]








   Sin, Grace and Free Will:
Volume III   


From Molina to Barth


Matthew Knell


Hardback ISBN: 978 0 227 17608 5


Paperback ISBN: 978 0 227 17656 6


PDF ISBN: 978 0 227 90572 2


ePub ISBN: 978 0 227 905739


James Clarke & Co.




[image: Logo]




Click on the link above to see our FULL CATALOGUE


for more excellent titles in


Hardback, Paperback, PDF, ePub and Kindle!


Would you like to join our Mailing List?


Click here!


Enjoyed this book?


Review it on Amazon so others can too!


Click here!











Sin, Grace and Free Will


Volume III















Sin, Grace and Free Will

A Historical Survey of Christian Thought







Volume III


From Molina to Barth


Matthew Knell


[image: ]


James Clarke & Co.









JAMES CLARKE & CO.


P.O. Box 60


Cambridge


CB1 2NT


United Kingdom


www.jamesclarke.co


publishing@jamesclarke.co


Hardback ISBN: 978 0 227 17608 5


Paperback ISBN: 978 0 227 17656 6


PDF ISBN: 978 0 227 90572 2


ePub ISBN: 978 0 227 90573 9


British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data


A record is available from the British Library


First published by James Clarke & Co., 2025


Copyright © Matthew Knell, 2025


All rights reserved. No part of this edition may be reproduced,


stored electronically or in any retrieval system, or transmitted


in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,


photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or for


artificial intelligence training without prior


written permission from the Publisher


(permissions@jamesclarke.co).









To all the students of LST and Notre Dame,


past, present and future,


for your inspiration and hard work


helping me through the writing of these volumes.













Acknowledgements





My first thanks in this final version must go to Adrian Brink and everyone at Lutterworth Press for seeing the potential in this project when I first raised it a decade ago, and who have since worked patiently and graciously with me through the publication of all three volumes. Patience has been particularly important for this last volume that has been severely delayed first by the pandemic that made research very difficult, and then by the need to work so hard on Luis de Molina given how little of his writing has been translated.


After this, as indicated in the dedication for this third volume, I am thankful to the students at both the London School of Theology and the University of Notre Dame who have been formative in both the design and content of these volumes, and who have undoubtedly suffered from the results of all this research in lectures and assignments.


For this volume on early modern through to modern thought, which has not been my focus in historical theology, I am immensely grateful to have specialists who have agreed to read through particular chapters and provide constructively critical feedback. Many thanks therefore go to Tom, Jude, Kenny and Ben, and I hope that justice has been done to the relevant thinkers.


Spending extensive time with people from radically different contexts is always an honour, whether in communities of faith today or, as for this book, with writers from different historical periods in their particular contexts. They may not be able to read this, but I am thankful to and for Luis, Cornelius, Blaise, Jacobus, Jonathan, John and Karl, for the insights they provide for the church and the work they put into communicating these in the texts I have been reading.


Lastly, I am thankful beyond words for my family, for Ieva, Emily and Nicola, for the space they give me to work on a project like these three volumes, for the spaces, conversations and activities they give me to live life well away from my research, and for their love despite all my many failings and strange obsessions.













Introduction





The introduction to the first volume of this series began with a reflection on an occasion when I was declared an Arminian by a fellow student based on a minor comment I had made on the choices that we make. Finally, in this third volume we come to thinkers who would recognise the terminology of Calvinism and Arminianism in the final three chapters, after two and a half volumes of writers whose context involved other principles at work in their considerations of sin, grace and free will.


This third part of the project has certainly been the most challenging to compile and comes with apologies for the delays in its release to those few who have been desperate for the final instalment. The Covid pandemic was one element in this, affecting research patterns and increasing pastoral work for those closely engaged with students struggling through changing circumstances. Two other factors were also at work: one was the shift into the early modern and then modern period, which has not been easy for a medievalist, although I have come across all these writers before in the course of my studies and teaching. Greater than this was the figure of Luis de Molina, an essential subject as we shall see in that chapter, but only partially translated and notorious for the complexity of thought in the original Latin.


The choice of thinkers for this third volume was not an easy process. It is disappointing that there is no one from the nineteenth century in here, but none seemed to carry the weight of those who were selected. Barth was an obvious choice for the twentieth century, and others were considered, such as Gustavo Gutierrez. However, while the influence of Barth on the church and theology is becoming clear – whatever may happen to his thought in the future – the role of Liberation Theology still seems to be in process in both Catholic and Protestant thought.


Luis de Molina had to be included with the translation of part of his work by Professor Freddoso and Molina’s increasing influence in apologetics through the work of William Lane Craig. Arminius was an easy choice, though not an easy thinker to understand and present; Cornelius Jansen, through Blaise Pascal, is a necessary voice in the Catholic tradition on grace and free will, though probably an unfamiliar figure for most Protestant readers. John Wesley is another easy choice, but George Whitefield devotees will be sad that Jonathan Edwards carries the Calvinist voice from that period. The extent of Edwards’ theological and philosophical writings carried the day in that choice.


This brings up one of the potential values of this series, and this volume in particular, which is the sheer number of pages that need to be read to identify what seem to be the key teachings on sin, grace and free will. The two major volumes compiling Edwards’ works total around 5,000 pages and these do not contain his Treatise on Grace, for example, which is obviously a key source. That paled into relative insignificance when faced with the entirety of Barth’s Church Dogmatics, with around 8,000 pages of close-cropped text in the editions used.


As for the other volumes in this series, this Reader is not intended to provide the final solution to the ideas of the thinkers, but to present key passages from the primary sources with an encouragement to follow up on those most interesting by going back to read these in their original context. The one exception to this would be the chapter on Molina, since only part four of his Concordia has been translated up to the time of publication.


That brings up the biggest difference in this volume from the previous two, with the second half dealing with sources not written in the traditional languages of theology – Greek and Latin – but in the vernacular of English and German. The fact that this shift occurred alongside Modernism and the Enlightenment, and therefore the growing influence of agnostic or atheistic philosophy developing its own anthropologies and at times reinterpreting theological terms, has some effects on the application particularly of sin and free will. Free will still tends not to be used by these writers as a term, except in Edwards’ treatise on that matter.


With four of the thinkers being Protestants, there is another important shift in this volume. While Luther, Calvin and Zwingli in the previous volume left the Roman Catholic Church, they were all seeking primarily to be reformers of the Catholic faith, and Luther and Calvin, in particular, make great use of early and medieval voices to locate themselves in the historic tradition of the church. By the time of Arminius, the role of tradition has significantly changed, particularly regarding post-Augustinian thinkers, with new traditions of authority in the interpretation of Scripture being recognised. Barth does return to medieval work, but rarely in deference to this as a tradition that has any kind of authority on the theology that he writes.


Given this cultural, denominational and methodological shift for some of the writers in this volume, it is perhaps surprising that there is not greater movement in our key themes. The nature of the human will and how it is ‘free’ is consistent (although Edwards’ treatise is less clear than the principles towards this in his other works), that a truly free will does not sin and the choice to sin is not an evidence of freedom. Grace remains synonymous with the work of the Holy Spirit until the time of Barth when this suddenly changes and there are very few associations between the two there, grace being primarily related to election and to Christ. The nature and effects of sin likewise remain largely consistent until the time of Barth, although there are extensive discussions from different viewpoints in this volume of the agency of sinful humanity in relation to grace and the sovereignty of God.


As for the other volumes, my goal has been to attempt to keep my voice out of these presentations to allow access to the primary sources. I have been fortunate to have received feedback from some specialists on many of the chapters to gauge my success in this, but readers may still detect errors of understanding, of absence of material or undue stress. Perhaps in seeing these and working with both primary and secondary scholarship, greater clarity for the church can result from further publications.


These volumes form the textbooks for two courses that I teach: one on ‘Sin, Grace and Free Will’ for the University of Notre Dame; and one on ‘Sin, Grace and Eschatology’ for the London School of Theology. In teaching these alongside my research over the last fifteen years, I recognise the privilege of spending so much time with the thinkers through history, processing their thought in light of theological discussions with students today.


It is my hope that in the not-too-distant future I might publish a work that assesses all this learning as a contribution not solely pointing back to past voices, as these volumes have done, but considering the effect of their composite challenge to thinking on these issues today.















1.

Luis de Molina







It is right and necessary to start this third, post-Reformation volume with the thought of Luis Molina (1535-1600), although this has not been a wholly pleasant experience. Let me explain. Molina is the root thinker in a movement called Molinism, which has been present in certain sections of the church since its inception in the late sixteenth century, but which has become popularised more recently because of its influence on thinkers such as William Lane Craig, and the debate over Molinism in the last fifty years has been more intense than at any since the original work was published.


The core issue, as we shall see below, is the relationship between grace and free will, and thus it demands a place in this volume. Forty years ago this would not have been the case because none of the Concordia had been translated, and only works that have been – and that readers can therefore go back to consult the original context of quotations – are being studied in the volumes in this series. However, in 1988 Professor Alfred Freddoso of the University of Notre Dame did translate into good English and publish an important section of the Concordia, part four on divine foreknowledge.


I therefore owe Professor Freddoso both a great debt of gratitude and a certain degree of frustration – again, an explanation is needed. Part four on divine foreknowledge is a key section for philosophers in particular in their discussions on the freedom of the human will. Freddoso’s introduction is excellent for Molina’s overall thought, although its focus is on the foreknowledge section of the Concordia.1 This series needs to examine both this material and the wider context of Molina’s thought in the relationships not only with grace, but with themes such as predestination, providence, sin and reprobation, in presenting Molina’s theology.


This is where the frustrations lie. Because only part four has been translated, I have had to work through the other parts in the original Latin. I opened my copy of the Concordia to find it numbering 666 pages, a rather ominous number. I went to the excellent Catholic Encyclopedia online (newadvent.org) for some encouragement and found the following comment on the style that the work was written in:




As to style, the work has little to recommend it. The Latinity is heavy, the sentences are long and involved, and the prolix exposition and frequent repetition of the same ideas are fatiguing; in short, “Concordia” is neither easy nor agreeable reading. Even though much of the obscurity of the book may be attributed to the subject matter itself, it may be safely said that the dispute concerning Molina’s doctrine would never have attained such violence and bitterness, had the style been more simple and the expressions less ambiguous.2





Such has been the project in putting this chapter together, with a commensurate joy for the later chapters for which research has been a much smoother road.


Molina himself was a Jesuit priest and a teacher of philosophy in Portugal and later in Madrid. The Concordia, despite its length, is a discussion of a very small part of Aquinas’ Summa Theologica. The ideas he expressed in the Concordia were controversial from the outset, since they contrasted with a Thomist (from Thomas Aquinas) understanding of grace and free will in method while seeking a similar outcome, which was a belief in the necessity and efficacy of God’s grace whilst upholding a free choice for humanity in responding to this grace. Molina delayed the original publication of his work because he was aware of opposition, and only finally made it available together with a defence of the opinions that it contained.


Molinism is popularly associated with debates on free will, but as volume two of this series showed, there is a great difference in the medieval Latin tradition between will (voluntas) and choice (arbitrium), and Molina seems to refer exclusively to free choice throughout the Concordia. This is not surprising given that he is working with Aquinas, who, when discussing the will of God (the Question in the Summa is entitled ‘De voluntate Dei’), treats the freedom of God in relation to choice (the Article is called ‘Utrum Deus habeat liberum arbitrium’).3


The full title of the Concordia is thus, ‘On the Harmony of Free Choice with the Gift of Grace, Divine Foreknowledge, Providence, Predestination and Reprobation’. This title is important because it begins by accepting divine principles of grace, foreknowledge etc. and considers human free choice (and divine choice at times) in light of these unquestioned divine attributes – similar, though on a much larger scale, to the De Concordia of Anselm of Canterbury that was presented in volume two of this series.


Molina’s Concordia has seven main parts, after a brief initial discussion on God’s knowledge as the potential cause of things.4 These seven sections start with the power of free choice, then look at divine concurrence. Following this is a look at the aid of divine grace before the part Freddoso has translated on divine foreknowledge. Finally, there are two short parts on God’s will and on divine providence before a lengthy final treatment of predestination and reprobation.


This presentation will follow the structure of the Concordia but will differ slightly from other chapters in this series in presenting the successive themes and principles of Molina throughout rather than being a ‘reader’ that is dominated by quotations from the original – this mainly due to the fact that readers cannot simply go back to the context for quotations as is the case for other thinkers. This chapter will hopefully act as a guide through the stages of Molina’s thought, highlighting important principles that are raised in their successive places.


This will mean that the first parts will be my presentations of the principles of Molina’s thought, with a few direct quotations of my own, but readers will need a high standard of Latin to check the source context. When we get to the work on divine foreknowledge, the quotations there will remain my own, but at that point the reader can look at the wider writing on the themes in Freddoso’s English translation. The work then continues beyond part four, returning to my overview of Molina’s thought.




Introduction: On Whether God’s Knowledge Is the Cause of Things


As mentioned in above, this is a very short, two-page discussion that addresses Article 7 of Question 14 in Part I of Aquinas’ Summa, on whether God’s knowledge is the cause of things. Molina recognises two conclusions in Aquinas’ Article: the first is a simple acknowledgement of the principle; the second is that God’s knowledge is determined through His will. There is then a note about the power of God that is considered by Aquinas in a later Question.


Molina supports the first conclusion through a range of scriptural quotations that link God’s wisdom, primarily, to the creation of things, with some references also to the counsel and the will of God. The second conclusion, which links God’s knowledge to His understanding and will, needs greater exploration by Molina, linked by both Aquinas and Molina to a craftsman and his work in which knowledge is processed through the will.


Molina then introduces two ways in which the knowledge of God can be seen to relate to His own free choices. The first holds that the ‘natural’ knowledge of God precedes the free acts and determination of His will by which He discerns what He will do in time. The second states that the free action of God’s will precedes His knowledge, and ‘therefore His knowledge of future contingent things, that is, what will be in the future, hangs from the free determination of the will of God, by which He establishes what will be, and therefore His knowledge does not precede this, but follows on from it.’5


Molina quotes from both Augustine and Origen in considering God’s knowledge and the existence of things, first from Augustine, ‘it is not because they are that God knows them, but that they are because God knows’;6 and then from Origen, ‘Something does not therefore exist because God knows about the future, but because the future is, that is known by God before it came to be.’7 Molina concludes this short study by first recognising that the tradition coming from this Article of Aquinas is that ‘the free knowledge, by which God knows some contingent things to be of the future, is not the cause of things’ and then commenting that there are many dangerous deceptions (in Latin, hallucinati) surrounding divine foreknowledge of future contingent things. It is this last conclusion that is vital for the whole work, as is seen from the beginning of part one of the Concordia.







Part One: On Free Choice


The title of the first Disputation in part one of the Concordia picks up on the dangers mentioned at the end of the introductory part: ‘About the errors around divine foreknowledge, and our free choice, and contingent things.’8 Before getting into some of the errors, Molina states that both Scripture and faith affirm that free choice is not impeded by God’s foreknowledge, providence, predestination and reprobation, and that these with free choice are necessary for restoring friendship with God.


Molina then embarks on a presentation of a series of studies of errors throughout history, beginning with that of Marcus Tullius Cicero who is reported by Augustine as denying God’s knowledge of future contingent events, which is declared to be sacrilegious.9 There is a lengthy section on fate – with a bit on the stars – as used by mathematicians, philosophers and heretics to develop threads of determinism, all of which are rejected by Molina with appeals to Augustine and others. Following this, the determinism of Manicheanism is dealt with, including the error of Augustine during his time as a Manichee, and Augustine’s response to this in the work On Free Choice.10


Molina moves on to the Pelagians, at the opposing end of the spectrum, as those who ‘injure the necessity of grace for our salvation’,11 holding that our free choice alone, without any help of divine grace, is sufficient. Molina notes that some monks fall into an error, based on Augustine’s On Nature and Grace, to neglect free choice and any human work. Against these, Molina extensively quotes Augustine’s On Grace and Free Choice, before the final error of Augustine’s time is dealt with by his book On Rebuke and Grace, the issue addressed being God’s originating corruption in order to enlarge His grace.


Molina deals finally with medieval and Reformation errors, starting with Peter Abelard arguing that all future things happen of necessity without either God or humankind being able to affect them.12 The condemnation of Wycliffe and Hus is reported on the basis that all things happen by necessity, based on the idea that God must act out of the necessity of his nature, linking these thinkers with Abelard and with Lorenzo Valla and later Luther.


Luther receives a whole paragraph stating that he denied the reality of free choice after sin and before grace, ‘finally arriving in madness to say that free choice has no rule in a person’s actions, and that bad works and sins are no less from God than good works.’13 Molina is not pulling his punches in this section, concluding that, ‘It is greatly to be wondered at, because his error is no less impious than it is stupid, that he has been able to persuade so many people.’14


Melanchthon is seen to follow Luther, ‘asserting that all our works, whether they are indifferent, like eating or drinking, or good, like the calling and conversion of Paul, or bad, like the adultery of David, are rightly the works of God, who does not permit all things but creates the power in us for them; thus they are no less rightly called the work of God, as much the betrayal of Judas as the calling of Paul.’15 Calvin is the last to receive treatment, seen to persist in the errors of Luther in arguing against philosophers and the Church Fathers.


In the second Disputation for this section, Molina defines what is meant by free choice. He starts with freedom, which implies the lack of servitude, using passages from Corinthians and Romans. Then, the word ‘free’ indicates an absence of necessity, such that a human is able to act based on their free choice.16 The bulk of this Disputation is taken up with the merit or blame that can be ascribed to those who do not have such freedom, including a lot of material on children or those out of their minds (amentes) depending on the degree of awareness of right and wrong and their roles in their actions. There is a link thus drawn between freedom and judgement.


The third Disputation deals with four states of humanity, although the first – human nature in natural purity, without sin, without grace and without any other supernatural gift – seems to be a purely philosophical speculation. The second deals with the first parents of humankind before sin, when all humanity was in Adam, rather unhelpfully considered in a single, 22-line sentence.17 In forsaking the state of original sanctity and justice, Molina does not reference the tempter as Early Church Fathers had done, focussing on the human rebellion. In this sentence, he upholds the Council of Trent’s teaching on Original Sin, that all sin in Adam, thus losing sanctity and justice and receiving concupiscence.


The third state of humanity is after sin and before grace, excluded from glory, lacking grace, original justice and other supernatural gifts. There is then the need for the work of grace to bring humanity to the fourth state, having received the grace that restores the relationship. It is slightly frustrating throughout this section that free choice receives relatively little explicit attention in relation to the Fall and restoration of humankind, although towards the end Molina does state that even in regard to supernatural acts that require divine assistance there is still the power to cooperate or not with that help.


Disputation 4 returns to humankind in the state of innocence, holding that, ‘through their own free choice, with only the general support of God and without any special help’, they could have satisfied the whole natural law.18 They thus had the fullness of freedom in that innocent state, including the ability to persevere but without the reality of perseverance. Molina takes a lot of time to stress this, since it will be important in reflecting on the nature of grace working in and with restored humanity in comparison to that at work in Adam.


Disputation 5 focusses on the ability of humankind after the Fall still to do that which they ought, supported by texts such as Romans chapter two, as well as extensive quotations from Augustine. The conclusion is that these good works are not sufficient for justification without divine grace through Jesus Christ.19 This moves on to the sixth Disputation, which considers whether free choice with only the general support of God is able to do that which leads to a supernatural end. Molina deals with this question immediately, stating grace is necessary for such an end against a Pelagian position that might put humankind in the situation of their first parents. He quotes the Council of Trent to state the need for Christ and the Spirit for salvation, ending with a Pauline quote that no one is able to say that Jesus is Lord except by the Holy Spirit. This is important for situating the nature of free choice that will be considered through the rest of the Concordia, as one that is not acting independently of grace.


The focus moves in Disputation 7 to the ability of free choice to choose assent to the faith with only the general concurrence of God; and it is unsurprising, given his previous writing against the Pelagians, that Molina demands divine revelation. There is a lengthy, six-part refutation of various views on external revelation and internal grace of the Holy Spirit, concluding with an appeal for confirmation of Molina’s views from the Council of Trent, Sixth Session, Canon III: ‘If any one says that, without the prevenient inspiration of the Holy Spirit and without his help, a person can believe, hope, love or be as penitent as they ought, so that the grace of Justification may be bestowed upon them, let them be anathema.’20 Towards the end of this Disputation, Molina goes further to state that free choice can only choose to do good things when there is ‘divine illumination of the understanding and supernatural excitation of the will.’21


This is then the theme of the following Disputation, that prevenient grace is necessary in aiding both understanding and will towards salvation and, subsequently, grace works to develop a habit and disposition towards godly things in the Christian. At this point, the general concurrence of God becomes sufficient, although the result indicates that this is not a free choice apart from God: ‘With an infused state of faith, accustomed to the Spirit of faith inhabiting a person and calling them from other things and faithful to that, as often as they want afterwards they are able to choose a supernatural act of faith with only the general concurrence of God.’22 Molina does move on to recognise Chapter five of the Sixth Session of Trent, which states that humans do assent to and cooperate with the work of grace in salvation, even if they are unable to move themselves to justice without grace. The Holy Spirit receives extensive treatment in this Disputation with the grace that it bestows, such that the free choice of a human person that Molina will be discussing subsequently in the work should not be considered apart from that factor. This is not now a treatment of all humankind after the Fall, but primarily of those who have received – and continue to relate to – the grace at work by the Spirit.


The work of grace continues to dominate the early paragraphs of Disputation 9, on prevenient grace being solely from the merits of Christ initiating faith, before moving on to the supporting and perfecting work of that grace, rather than the destruction of human nature such that God uses human choice in the guidance of His people through the church. The church receives a lot of attention in this Disputation for its role in people’s initial and ongoing salvation, linked to the ongoing work of grace. There is thus a combination of the work of God and of free choice, grace equipping the church to act, concluding with a lengthy quotation from Ephesians chapter four on the roles ascribed by God to different people in the church.


Molina turns back to the individual in considering whether God always gives sufficient aid towards faith and justification and what the role of grave sin is in the grace / choice paradigm. In terms of the first part, Molina upholds what is offered by God to people, using the Vulgate’s use of ‘power’ in John 1:12 to support a teaching that God has given people the power to become sons of God, supported by scriptural and ecclesial teaching that God wants all to be saved.23 The question is then raised why all are not saved, and Molina uses Pharoah – with Augustine’s help – as an example of the role of sin and hardness in preventing salvation from coming to an individual. This is perhaps not the best choice, given the context of a discussion of those who have received prevenient grace by the Spirit, but Molina uses many quotations from Scripture and the Fathers to support his point.


After a short consideration of sin and prevenient grace, Molina moves on to question why one is saved and another not when grace is that which saves?24 While there is a mystery here, according to Molina, he does state some principles such as the fact that there is nothing lacking in the will of God to limit the help available to people, while people are called to give consent to the work of grace by their free choice. Molina recognises the diversities of Scripture, many writings indicating the strength of the work of grace such that perseverance is effected by God, alongside others that call on people to respond.


Disputation 14 is split into multiple sections as it considers whether free choice with only the general concurrence of God is strong enough to choose to do good. In the first section, Molina upholds some ability of humankind to do good, using, among other sources, Aquinas’ work on the natural tendency of humankind to move towards God rather than to sin.25 Molina then recognises a contrasting position in which the movement of the Holy Spirit is necessary even for a person to be contrite for their sins.26 Molina develops a middle position between the pure act of God and the movement of the person, strongly linked to the sacrament of Penance, necessitating a work of the Spirit but supporting the agency of the human choice.


The following Disputation demonstrates where Molina sees the balance tending in this discussion, since he focusses on refuting Pelagians in their belief that from the natural strength of our choice we are able to turn to God without the inward work of the Holy Spirit. Molina does include Luther at the opposite end of this discussion, holding that the work of grace is to enable the human person to accomplish good works, rather than his understanding of the Lutheran position that seems to deny any agency in the Christian life. Through these sections of the Concordia, Molina is demonstrating himself to be a theologian of the Spirit – its necessity and power – as well as a defender of free choice.


There is work more indirectly aimed against the Pelagians in the next Disputations, that all will commit sins in their lives and that perseverance is a gift of grace, while Molina recognises the call to observe the commandments rather than any fatalism in continuing to sin. Molina uses Philippians chapter two to stress the need for God to help in perfecting the human will.27


Molina now directly tackles the Lutherans, who are seen to have no function for human choice, by looking at scriptural passages indicating human responsibility and divine engagement with human action. Molina holds that these both affirm human choice and call on us to fight against sin using the choice that we have been given. Disputation 19 moves on to temptation and the role of human choice in resisting this, using Anselm’s own De Concordia as support for the view that the restored human will has strength to resist temptation, recognising that God does not will a restored human person to return to sin.


In Disputation 21, Molina continues the theme of cooperation once a person has received the grace of justification, again emphasising the first work of God but reiterating that human free choice cooperates in salvation. This leads him to a lengthy presentation of quotations around free choice after grace has worked in a person, concluding with Augustine’s On the Spirit and the Letter chapter 30, in which Augustine argues that the work of grace does not destroy free choice, but rather establishes true freedom to resist sin and to love righteousness. It is useful to recognise that the freedom that Molina is talking about through this work is not an independence from God, but an agency to cooperate with God in salvation.


Molina states in Disputation 23 that there is a further issue with the error he perceives in Luther, who, Molina claims, holds that God works sin in us, which is the question of what God has conquered for us if we are not free? This freeing of the human in the state of salvation seems to be a strength for Molina in terms of his accord with Scripture and tradition, since this long Disputation becomes a tour, first, through biblical passages supporting human agency and then through church history from the Church Fathers through to Anselm of Canterbury and Bernard of Clairvaux.


After a brief engagement with William of Ockham, Molina moves on to God’s work through secondary causes – not things that He directly initiates, but that which acts after He has created them. He applies this to sin, stating that God is not the cause of sin, ‘but we through our free choice are the cause of our sins.’28 That such actions are taken by will and free choice Molina claims to be clear from experience and sense. In the following Disputation, Molina raises issues with Aquinas’ work on secondary causes, since his work seems to imply that God remains responsible for what a created agent does. Molina believes that Scripture indicates that there is a general concurrence of God with secondary causes without direct divine action affecting them.29









Part Two: On God’s General Concurrence


With space being an issue for each chapter in this book, this presentation of Molina on the general concurrence of God will necessarily be very selective, looking for threads particular to our major themes of sin, grace and free will. Molina’s starting position from what he has argued thus far is that prevenient grace frees human choice so that it can cooperate in the supernatural works of believing, hoping and loving. However, in recognising our misuse of free choice, Molina not only argues against a mistaken determinism that he sees in Luther, but goes on to consider briefly the posture of God, given his foreknowledge of all things, in advance of the section on that topic. He talks about different modes of engagement at different times, concluding with a consideration of a free choice to sin, through which Molina seeks to show that God must allow free choice or he becomes the cause of the desire to sin.30


This theme is picked up as the major discussions of Disputations 31 and 32, the first entitled ‘It is shown that it is not God, but free choice alone, that is the created cause of sin.’31 Again, Molina’s central target is the Lutheran passivity of humankind, which he views as implying that God is the cause of sin. Against this, Molina brings a series of scriptural and then ecclesial witnesses to support human choice as the cause of sin, ending with a brief excerpt from Plato’s Republic in support of the notion. He takes this on in the next Disputation, arguing that it is not possible for God to plan evil, nor to incline, persuade or predestine any to such. Molina writes of a different reason in humankind than there is in God. When God sees our free choice being good, He aids it with His grace; when it is for evil, He does not impede our sin but permits it.32


Molina follows this with a major section on those who wish to make God the author of both primary and secondary causes, responding with Canon VI of the Sixth Session of the Council of Trent, which condemns the notion that God works evil as well as good, supported by Justin Martyr’s writing that God gives us knowledge of good and evil and the freedom to choose between the two. Disputation 34 then looks at a range of scriptural passages that seem to indicate that God is the cause of sin, recognising the issues that they present, but arguing that through all of these God foresees, permits and provides for them, but is not the cause.


At the end of this part on God’s general concurrence with events, Molina engages with Duns Scotus about the necessity that results from God’s nature in such discussions, and whether this controls even what God is able to do. Molina’s conclusion is that the movement of both prevenient and cooperating grace does not impose necessity on free choice, but rather turns it to God.33







Part Three: On the Particular Help of Divine Grace


Having dealt with the general concurrence of God and His consent to free choice, Molina moves on to the particular help by which free choice is aided towards spiritual health and eternal life.34 Molina recognises that there are multiple and varied forms of this help, all resulting from the grace of God, His preordained and prepared providence that come under the name of grace. He lists some of these in the first Disputation on the topic: miracles, prophetic gifts, the generation of tongues, a word of knowledge, a word of wisdom. He also mentions the inspiration given by angelic visitation – and all of these are clearly particular aids to free choice, but these will not be the subject of study in this section.35 His focus instead is going to be on the aids of grace in relationship to the acceptance of and perseverance in a state of justice. Here he believes he can clearly show that our free choice consents to those particular aids that grace provides.


Molina looks at the covenant (Latin, pacto) by which God concurs his supernatural acts with our free choice, looking back initially to his defining work on choice that recognised that this resulted from an act of prevenient grace, and is not conferred by God because of any good use of free choice, nor is it given equally to all.36 Rather in all faith there is a work of prevenient grace through which free choice exists and through which God inspires us to believe, hope and love, without imposing any necessity on free choice – he again references the Council of Trent, Sixth Session, Chapter five and Canon IV on continued human agency in relation to grace, either to consent or to reject its work.37


He concludes that prevenient grace and free choice are together two parts of one cause in justification, further clarifying that prevenient grace is not the same thing as the acts that it inspires in the free choice, since without consent those acts would not take place. There is a distinction between natural acts that affect belief or contrition for sin and those in which prevenient grace flows with free choice.38


There follows in Disputation 38 a lengthy appendix treating various questions that have been raised against Molina’s thought concerning the role of the supernatural in relation to belief, hope, love, penitence and other supernatural acts. In Disputation 39 Molina returns to his main argument, dealing with thinkers who hold that a secondary movement of grace is necessary after prevenient grace inspires human choice so that it is able to do the good that it sees. Molina’s response is that prevenient grace and free choice together are sufficient without this additional grace movement.39 Rather prevenient grace and cooperating grace are one and the same for Molina, the cooperation being the consent of the choice to prevenient grace disposing it towards justification. Appealing to the Council of Trent for support, in the following disputation, Molina clarifies this a little by stating that prevenient and cooperating grace are the same seen in different modes of action.40 Molina accepts that grace moves choice, but denies that free choice is destroyed by cooperation with God in supernatural acts.41


Disputation 40 focusses on some issues that arise from the teachings of the Pelagians and Lutherans, starting with the former. Molina categorically states, in a very brief paragraph for him, that no adult is able to believe, hope, love or be penitent, as is necessary for salvation, without the prevenient and inspiring grace of the Holy Spirit.42 Then, it is in the power of the adult choice, after this grace is in operation, either to consent or to reject that grace. Third, prevenient grace is the instrument by which the Spirit cooperates with the adult choice towards a person’s justification, yet it is dependent on the cooperation of free choice to accomplish this. Molina thus talks about sufficient grace being either effective or ineffective based on free choice, appealing to Augustine on Christ saving the world and the question, ‘If it is not by free choice, how does he judge the world?’43


At this point Molina does move on to other forms of grace in a study of the miraculous, through which many people come to faith, while others may see miracles and yet not come to faith – indicating to Molina that even such spectacular forms of grace are not determinative of themselves. He returns to the Lutherans and Pelagians at either end of a spectrum, condemning the ‘pestilential and inept’ idea of the Lutherans that we have choice in name only, and asserting, against the Pelagians, the necessity of prevenient grace at every stage of salvation.44


Molina also begins to engage specifically with predestination and reprobation in this section, arguing that both are not simply the result of the freely predestining will of God; Molina discusses the difficulties raised by the complications of God’s reason, what God foresees in our free choices, what this means for God conferring or not conferring effective aid, and from all this whether a person is either justified or not.45 He argues that such justification is not instantaneous, but rather a process involving help and consent. Molina develops his thought in this area through a case study of Peter’s denial of Christ, starting with God’s foreknowledge that Peter would freely do this, and holding that God could not foreknow this if it did not happen in time. However, God’s knowledge does not cause Peter’s free action.46


Disputation 41 looks briefly at the difference between the general concurrence of God studied earlier that engages with free choice in natural acts and prevenient grace’s interaction towards supernatural acts. Ruardus Tapper is reported as holding that there is no difference between the two, against which Molina brings a string of witnesses to hold to the influence of divine grace in forming the person with a new identity (quoting 1 Corinthians 15:10: ‘By the grace of God I am what I am’).


The modes of grace that Molina discusses are expanded in Disputation 42, which looks at differing acceptances of prevenient, operating, cooperating and subsequent grace. Thus far Molina recognises that he has been discussing prevenient and cooperating grace, which he sees clearly taught by the Fathers and at Trent. On operating grace, Molina references Chapter seventeen of Augustine’s On Grace and Free Choice, presenting this as the work of God whether or not our free choice cooperates. Molina states that operating grace is that sole action of God that prepares our will, but that this is not the totality of grace as that will is to become active in cooperating with God, emphasising that second phase of grace. The differences between cooperating and subsequent grace are much more subtle, the latter introduced through references from the Psalms, such as, ‘Your mercy will follow me all the days of my life’ (Psalm 23:6). Overall, Molina through this Disputation recognises Augustine’s forms of grace, affirming the necessary role of operating grace in initiating human choice towards that which is good, and moving from this to the cooperating forms.


John Chrysostom receives his own treatment by Molina in Disputation 43, since there is positive material there on free choice as was shown in Volume 1 of this series. Molina then moves on to whether the movement of grace can always be detected by its recipients, providing biblical and traditional examples that people do not always recognise the work of grace.47 Disputation 45 looks at the intellect and the will in responding to the movement of grace, with a lot of detail on the stages and nature of prevenient grace in regard to both, finishing with Christ knocking on the door – to the intellect and will, according to Molina – calling the sinner to God.48


The final Disputation of this section looks at whether the grace of justification is instant or a process, recognising that there is a beginning but focussing on the ongoing process in line with the Council of Trent’s statement. This Disputation contains a lot of discussion about love and grace together being active in the Christian life and moves into a series of discussions of habit (habitus), a word much used by Aquinas, in the formation of the Christian. The conclusion is that the spiritual life is not possible without an active life, indicating that the emphasis on grace in this consideration is the ongoing engagement with the human person.49









Part Four: On Divine Foreknowledge


At this point research into Luis de Molina changes with the aid of Professor Freddoso’s translation; and the reader is now able to look to the context much more readily through that work. Again, given the space constraints on this presentation of Molina’s thought, decisions must be made and with the availability of this whole part in translation, the space given here is perhaps a little less than it might deserve; the reason is to free up space for presentations of the less accessible sections of the Concordia.


Disputation 47 begins by looking at the nature of contingency, allowing two separate definitions: the first simply recognises different states of existence (Socrates sitting or not) and would allow for necessary states and thus absolute Divine knowledge; the second specifies that different states can be contingent on non-necessary actions, and it is this that Molina will be discussing.50 Molina states early on that creation itself is through the free will of God – there was no necessity that He create.51 In relation to contingency, Molina clarifies that He allows this even in what seems to be a potential freedom – so long as a person could think about doing something else he is free, even if such a consideration is not apparent to the mind.52


Molina’s second and third conclusions (after God’s free creation) concern human and angelic freedom from necessity. If this does not exist, then all things happen necessarily; if freedom from necessity does exist, then we still need to allow that such freedom is the result of creation, but to clarify this by also allowing a ‘trace of freedom’ in what is created.53 We must note that, within this discussion, Molina distinguishes between the order of nature and the order of grace, and it is the first that is under discussion while the second is recognised. So God’s protection of the three men in the fire is part of the order of grace wherein God’s immediate action intrudes beyond his general concurrence. The conclusion to this Disputation holds that some events are purely the act of the divine, such as the Incarnation, while others are partly from the divine will and partly from human or angelic will.54


Disputation 48 moves on to how God knows contingent things and thus is not centrally focussed on our major topics of sin, grace and free will but more on the nature of God and eternity. The content explains what Molina understands by what may be termed ‘the eternal present’, allowing for the complete knowledge of God, but stating – as others had done – that foreknowledge is not the best term for this; one of the definitions he is happy with is, ‘All things are from eternity present to God with their own actual existence.’55


The next Disputation considers the nature of God’s knowledge of contingent things – not denying that knowledge but seeking to understand its relationship to contingency. Molina begins by discussing various positions on Aquinas before turning to his own understanding, denying that God knows future contingents simply on the fact of their ultimate existence. Rather, he argues that God knows contingent things with certainty from their causes, which allows those causes to be operative in that which will result.56 It is therefore possible to say that, before creating, God knows what will result from all the secondary causes that he will create and establishes these within the order of his creation.57 He supports this, first, from some scriptural examples and, then, through a theological consideration of God’s omnipotence and knowledge of all of His creation, declaring it impious to believe that God might be ignorant of our free choices either in what we do, or in what we might have done in some other set of conditions.58 Given his earlier work on the general concurrence of God, the set of conditions that we face is largely the result of God’s created choice, the order of nature, although we cannot discount the corollary order of grace.


Molina next states that God’s knowledge is not subsequent from the actions of what has been created, but only from Himself, and differentiates God in this from angels and humankind.59 He then moves on to providence and predestination, holding that God desires good to occur through free choices, sometimes allowing evil in order to draw out good.60 This is important in considering sin, since God must be able to prevent something from happening and must know of its existence.61 Molina concludes that it is better to view this complete knowledge of God thus as ‘simple intelligence’ rather than ‘vision’ as the word foreknowledge might indicate.62


In Disputation 50, Molina returns to Duns Scotus, who previously had been seen to argue for an absolute knowledge of God that denied any truly free choice. Molina raises the issue of sin in response to this, arguing that such a view would necessitate holding God to be the cause of sin.63 Molina explores his confusion over the freedom of choice in such a deterministic construct, although it is disappointing that the ‘order of grace’ does not come into consideration for him here with the focus more on the sins that are committed than the ‘supernatural acts’ previously considered.64


Disputation 51 concerns a theory that Molina recognises in many thinkers, that free choices determine God’s foreknowledge such that God determines to know from eternity only what occurs, using as an example again Peter’s denial of Christ.65 This principle, which makes God’s foreknowledge dependent on human choice, is applied even to predestination and reprobation such that a reprobate who does accord with grace becomes predestined by the eternal knowledge of God that ‘results’.66 Molina lists a number of thinkers he will argue against who have held this position, perhaps most interesting for this series being Albertus Pighius, who, as we saw in Volume 2, was the subject of Calvin’s work, On the Bondage and Liberation of the Will.


Molina considers many of the arguments put forward by the proponents of this theory but rejects it on the basis of a lack of scriptural support and as rejecting the perfection of divine knowledge. He, slightly scathingly, comments that many have adopted the line of thought merely because they could not find any other way of reconciling free choice with foreknowledge and predestination.67 In refuting this line of thought, Molina appeals back to creation, that, if God’s eternal knowledge were temporarily up for grabs, so to speak, then at any point He might still determine not to have created and thus the world would never have existed.68 Molina thus demonstrates that we must understand a consistent relationship between eternity and temporality with experience, with Scripture and with the tradition of faith. In response, Molina opens up the knowledge of God beyond what was, is and will be to what would have been were conditions different – this is something at least implicitly denied by the thinkers that he is refuting.69 An additional issue for these writers concerns prophecy, which would seem to be uncertain even in the knowledge of God until it is brought about, which in turn denies the providence of God.70


The following Disputation concerns whether God can know contingent things, something that Molina expressly states early on could be answered from what has already been written.71 Molina presents six arguments against God’s knowledge of contingent things before beginning his response with a categorical statement that it is ‘absolutely obvious’ that God knows contingent things and ‘irrational’ to consider otherwise.72


Here Molina brings in his key concept of ‘middle knowledge’ in introducing three types of knowledge in God.73 The first is natural knowledge, which ‘could not have been any different in God.’74 Natural knowledge includes all things affected in any way by the divine power, including knowledge of things that could result but that may not result. Given that there is little outside the immediate or mediated power of God, and the inclusion of contingent states of affairs, the natural knowledge of God is extensive, but not deterministic.


The second is free knowledge in which, after ‘the free act of His will’, God knows ‘absolutely and determinately’ what state of affair would exist from all the contingent possibilities. With the concentration on the middle knowledge that we shall come to shortly, it is important to recognise Molina also continues to write about this free knowledge of God, so later he writes: ‘Therefore, through His free knowledge, which follows upon the act of His will, He knows in that free determination of His will what He would have willed in any circumstances and under any hypothesis that could have obtained and did not obtain.’75


The third type of knowledge is middle knowledge, through which God knew what free choice would be made by His creation in any situation where it was free:




‘[Knowledge] by which, in virtue of the most profound and inscrutable comprehension of each faculty of free choice, He saw in His own essence what each such faculty would do with its innate freedom were it to be placed in this or in that or, indeed, in infinitely many orders of things – even though it would really be able, if it so willed, to do the opposite.’76





Molina presents this middle knowledge as having parts of the characters of both natural and free knowledge, being prior to the free act of the divine will that is a character of natural knowledge, and knowing that which results from free choice, a characteristic of free knowledge; it thus comes under neither label. In presenting this, there is a tantalising comment related to that ‘order of grace’ in recognising God’s ability to direct a choice to a certain end if He chooses, except to sin77


Molina devotes some time to exploring what this means for the divine will and action as it engages with the free choices of people. He writes that God does not know through the knowledge that precedes His act what His will is going to determine itself to, although He does know what each created free choice would do given any of the potential divine actions.78 Importantly, this does not mean that knowledge in God changes or is uncertain, but reflects the nature of God’s knowledge in engaging with His creation. Molina states that God’s determination is ‘simultaneous within reality’ but ‘later in our way of conceiving it’.79 The concentration in middle knowledge is thus not simply on human free choice, but on the determination of the divine will such that God is not changed by His creation nor acquires knowledge from things. Molina then brings in another set of scriptural and ecclesial quotations that would support the line of thinking that he is propounding.


The conclusion to this Disputation is refreshingly practical for such a dense piece of work. Firstly, Molina simplifies the effects of his teaching into three results: (i) that free choice and contingency are compatible with God’s foreknowledge; (ii) that God’s foreknowledge does not prevent us believing that a person, with God’s sufficient help, can achieve salvation; and (iii), if we do not receive eternal life, it is due to our failings.80 The result, as Peter writes, is that we should focus on the good works that are given us to do (2 Peter 1:10).


The final disputation of this section is very long (77 pages in the translation) and concerns the certitude of God’s knowledge of future contingencies as well as his predetermination of things. The Disputation is broken down into four parts, with much of the material looking at others, primarily those who ‘destroy’ free choice in their view of divine predetermination.81 Such would hold to an absolute double predestination by God to salvation or damnation with no consideration of circumstances or choice.82 In addition to a seeming denial of any free choice, Molina’s major issue with this line of thought concerns sin, since such seems inevitable if his concept of middle knowledge is not accepted to the extent that God must be seen as the author of sin.83


Molina concludes his treatment of this opposing position by stating that the faculty of choice must have the power either of consenting to something or of not consenting for an action to be considered morally good. He follows this with a minor premise that, if God predetermines all non-evil acts through an immediate, efficacious engagement, then, again, all notion of freedom is destroyed.84 Much of the writing in this section is about others’ views on predestination, which do not need to be covered here since Molina will get on to his own views on the matter in a later Part of the Concordia.


Molina does state something of his own position towards the end of the second part of this Disputation when considering the response to prevenient grace in an act of conversion, a ‘nonevil act of free choice which was elicited without efficacious concurrence in such a way that when it was elicited, it was able not to be elicited.’85 Importantly for Molina, God’s foreknowledge of this event – which He has – was not based on a predetermined effective act on His part, but rather through His certain middle knowledge that the choice would respond to the prevenient grace that inspired it.


In part three of this disputation, Molina moves explicitly to his own thought on the extent of divine predeterminations, beginning with the recognition of two absolute certainties: the first, the result of immediate, effective divine action; the second, the natural results of such action. These are traditionally known as God’s free and His natural knowledge.86 Human agents are at play in this divine action and Molina gives three examples – one of them Paul on the road to Damascus – where the divine agency was such that the only cause was the free will of God.87


He breaks down human actions into three types, the first two of which concern morally good actions: (1) those that can be performed with only God’s general concurrence; (2) those that require a particular assistance from God in order for us to be able to perform them; and (3) those actions that God does not wish us to perform.88 In the first case, God’s predetermination is simply through creation to have a person in that context free to do what they choose. For the second, an additional predetermination of God is required to supply the additional help without forcing its acceptance – Molina leaves behind here some of the operative grace he had previously discussed, and cases such as the conversion of Paul that he had mentioned a few pages earlier. In the third case, God’s general concurrence is present, but also a predetermination not to offer the particular help necessary to alter the free choice of the individual.89


Molina later states that he believes that all of these, including the allowance of sinful actions, are ‘particular effects’ of the providence of God, established through his created order that includes and honours the free choice of angels and humans.90 The free choice that results is not independent of the predeterminations of God, but an active component within that, both in its use for good and in its sinful use. He concludes rather more strongly than the three categories indicate that all good actions are ‘specifically intended’ by God, whereas sinful acts are ‘permitted in particular’ by God’s providence.91 The first category would not seem to require this binary system, since a good free choice alongside the general concurrence of God could be allowed by God rather than specifically intended.


In responding to objections, the issue of the efficacious assistance of God is raised in light of events such as Paul’s conversion and Molina’s language changes somewhat from his previous writing. Earlier he had written that such events ‘depend only on that free predetermination of God’s by which He decided from eternity to bring them about in this way in time.’92 Later he states that, even in such cases, the grace is not ‘intrinsically efficacious’ such that Paul could not refuse the assistance given.93 In dealing with this and the subsequent objection, which focusses on the Virgin Mary and the assistance given her through life to avoid all sin, Molina brings in God’s complete knowledge of that person such that the power of the grace given honours His knowledge of their response to that grace without intrinsically denying their freedom to reject that working of grace. In such extreme cases – particularly in relation to his belief about the Virgin Mary – it may be difficult for someone approaching Molina for the first time to see a truly active free choice, but the concept that such was known within the predeterminations of God does uphold Molina’s concept of middle knowledge.









Part Five: On God’s Will


The light of Professor Freddoso’s translation now fades again as we return to the Latin original for the last three parts, starting with a brief section on the will of God. We also restart the numbering of Disputations, since the 53 dealt with up until this point have looked at Question 14, Article 13 of Aquinas’ Summa, and we now begin a series of Disputations on Question 19, Article 6, on ‘Whether the Will of God is Always Fulfilled?’


Molina begins by discussing Paul’s statement to Timothy that God wills all people to be saved (1 Timothy 2:4). He recognises first Augustine and others who do not hold that Paul intends all humanity in this verse, but only those who will be saved.94 Against these, Molina brings in John of Damascus in some huge quotations that would argue that God does will all to be saved, although not all receive salvation. Molina concludes that it is God’s free choice to have a conditional will that all be saved. He therefore establishes the conditions for salvation for all without enforcing this on people, again using the Damascene for support. He permits our free choice to act and not to be impeded, although He could impede it if He chose. John of Damascus has ideas of an antecedent and consequent will of God, the first to desire and offer salvation to all, the second to recognise human free choice. In the course of this Disputation, Molina departs slightly from the central question of salvation to the ‘formal will’ of God, exemplified in 1 Thessalonians 4:3: ‘It is God’s will that you should be sanctified, that you should avoid sexual immorality’, to recognise that God’s will is not forced into reality.


In the following Disputation, Molina takes up this point in holding that the absolute will of God does not exclude conditions that allow for free choice to affect the future.95 However, the context is a simple statement that, ‘whatever God wants with an absolute will, will always be completed,’ a core part of the faith. This absolute will of God has two modes, one without any dependence on human free choice, His efficient will, which applies to things like the creation of the world. The second absolute will of God is that which does not exclude conditions that include free choice. This is considered through the events of Joseph’s life up to his words to his brothers, which in the Vulgate read, ‘Are we able to resist the will of God?’ (Genesis 50:19). This discussion leads to a third conclusion about the absolute will of God, that God does not have an absolute will such that there will be sinful acts, which result from His free creation. He writes, ‘However, because God gave permission for those futures from His own freedom, and that God could have but did not impede those things, this is the best consequence: God has an absolute will to permit this or that sin, therefore they exist.’96


Molina is clear in working with this idea in the following Disputation that God cannot be seen to be active in the commissioning of sin, whilst not removing God from the context – he brings up again the general concurrence of God with creation.97 Molina states that it is not possible that God wills that we commit sins through our free choice, appealing to Augustine who states that, ‘Nowhere in sacred Scripture do we read that there is no will except from God,’ since such would make God responsible for sin.98 With this, Molina concludes his brief study of the will of God and moves on to the providence of God.







Part Six: The Providence of God


Molina starts his work on the providence of God by recognising the existence of all things in the divine mind and that God steers all things to their perfect end.99 In this, he considers Part 1, Question 22 of Aquinas’ Summa. Molina writes about the providence of God in relation to creation and direction, the first existing from eternity and which providence preconceives and establishes. This providence is in accordance with the divine will and applies not to the divine end but to creatures and their end.


In the second Disputation of this section, Molina considers whether things always achieve the end that divine providence ordains for them. Molina presents opinions concerning this to which he replies, reintroducing the will of God for all to be saved and arguing that, if all things do achieve their ordained end, then the work of Christ and all the other aids from God are not instituted for the salvation of all people. Rather God must have ordained that Adam fall from his state of innocence and that some angels and humans would not receive a blessed state at the end. Against this Molina states that God’s providence involves both ordination and permission, which includes the permission for humankind to sin and as a species to fall into ruin in order to show His goodness, mercy, wise power and justice in providing salvation for all.100 The punishment that sin will receive is part of what Molina calls a ‘secondary intention of divine providence.’101 Again, John of Damascus is Molina’s great support here, as he has been through many of the recent Disputations from part five onwards.


God is therefore seen to ordain not an absolute will for the end, but a conditional one as part of His divine free choice. Within this, He has freely chosen to include sins within His providence in order to show His character. This does not mean that there is any fallibility to divine providence, since God always knows what will result from what is established. His providence is always in line with what God foresees and foreknows.102


Molina follows Aquinas to the second article of Question 22, whether all things are subject to the providence of God. He begins by recognising Aquinas’ answer that all things are necessarily subject to divine providence, but immediately clarifies this in regard to sin, since sin cannot be intended or willed by God. He includes Aquinas’ answer to the first objection in this Article of the Summa that recognises the difference between universal and particular causes, holding that, in regard to sin, God’s providence cannot be a particular cause.103


Molina’s commentary on Aquinas’ third Article, on whether God has immediate providence over everything, is very brief and simply recognises Aquinas’ twofold division between those things that God does immediately order towards an end, and those things in which other causes are included within His providence as intermediaries, through which we see the splendour of divine majesty shine forth.104


Article 4 considers whether God’s providence imposes a necessity on things, and Molina picks up on Aquinas’ definition of providence as ordering all things to an end without therefore creating necessity in every condition. Rather God prescribes that some things be contingent or free, resting on the decisions made through free choice. Molina takes up Thomas Cajetan’s attempt to reconcile free choice with providence, but argues that his more deterministic approach is barely understandable and again falls on the subject of sin, since sin cannot be an act of God’s providence, yet God does prepare those causes from which sins are committed.105 Molina works a lot in here with God’s knowledge and vision of all that would be, arguing that providence and predestination are not other than the certitude of God’s foreknowledge.106 He concludes by stating that it is not God’s effective foreknowledge that causes a thing to be because he foreknows it; rather those things that result from free choice are the things that God foreknows.107







Part Seven: On Divine Predestination and Reprobation


Molina now turns to look at Question 23 of the Summa on divine predestination and begins a new set of Disputations looking at Articles 1 and 2 of this Question. He starts by according with Aquinas that predestination is joined together with the discussion of providence and then clarifies this by focussing predestination on those who will receive eternal life, importantly involving some determination to this end.108 He recognises that predestination is taught by the Church Fathers with some varying aspects to their thought and concludes his introduction by noting that, while predestination rightly sits in God from eternity, the realisation of this in those predestined is very different in time given the range of aids that God can use.109


He moves on to consider what is involved in predestination, whether it is the intellect or the will and states that both are necessarily involved. Molina argues that election does not precede predestination based on Ephesians chapter one, in which we are said to be elect in Christ. Since Christ is the medium of our predestination, our election in Christ must be subsequent to the predestination through which we come into Christ. From here Molina moves on to discuss the mode of predestination in relation to providence and free choice, concluding that the act of the divine will is not the total, effective cause of predestination, but also rests on the free choice responding to that which it receives.110


Molina concludes his initial treatment of predestination by explaining its effects, which are all those things that pertain to the order of grace in line with Romans chapter eight. This means that sin is not a part of predestination, although God’s permission of sin can be.111 From here Molina moves on to reprobation, which he defines as the eternal judgement of God, in which people receive eternal punishment in their exclusion from the kingdom of God.112 He holds that reprobation is not opposed to the predestination of God, but rather approves of it, as he understands predestination. There are two elections in God: the first, in line with Romans chapter one, in which we are elect in Christ; the second is based on the passage about the sheep and the goats in Matthew chapter 25, in which the kingdom prepared (verse 34) is the result of the good works that people did in the world, while the rejection of the goats is the result of them not doing those works.113


In terms of reprobation, while God is the cause of our predestination to salvation, he is not the cause of a person’s reprobation. Things get a little technical here, since Molina argues that sins do not effect reprobation, since reprobation is from God, rather it is the effect of sin that leads to reprobation.114 It is necessary for a person to be obdurate in sin until the end of their life for them to be reprobate, despite whatever illumination may be available to them from God. God’s permission to sin allows the effect that leads to reprobation, while the splendour of divine justice that results is either an integral or sufficient cause for sin in the reprobate.115


Molina starts his discussion of Articles 4 and 5 of Question 23, which examine election and foreknowledge of merits and their relation to predestination, with a note that the discussions around these are profound, difficult and varied, and thus he will divide his study up into parts. Given the difficulty of most of the Concordia, such a particular warning does not hold out hope for a clear comprehension of what follows as he examines the cause of divine predestination.116


Recognising the difficulty of the question, he first looks at the errors of Lutherans, Origen and Pelagius, who together are studied under a title that foreseen faith is the reason for justification at predestination. Lutherans are briefly dealt with for holding that God is the author of sin, while Origen is criticised for his view of the pre-existent soul and the Pelagians for their belief that only from human free choice can a person resist sin, find friendship with God and gain the promise of eternal life.117 Molina proceeds to discuss a variety of views along semi-Pelagian lines, that God foresees the good use works of a person and predestines them on this account, agreeing with Aquinas in rejecting this idea.118


Molina highlights two of Aquinas’ principles in terms of the orders of the effects of predestination: first, that effects may be the cause of another effect or may be the result of an effect in terms of grace and merits. Second, Molina stresses that the origin of all aspects of predestination is in God, since no effect of predestination precedes the initial work of grace that is necessary to free the choice of the individual.119


There is a lengthy section on further discussions, but Molina does not allow our merits to cause predestination, leading him ultimately on to his next point whether, given the help of grace, God determines our assent or dissent.120 While Molina allows God the power to effect what He wills, he does assert again true freedom such that, in supernatural acts, it is both the free choice of our will and the cooperating and assisting grace that are at work. Molina holds that God converts our wills through the gift of prevenient and inspiring grace, but this conversion is not to determine our wills but only to invite them to cooperate.121


The next stage in dealing with these Articles of the Summa, is to take on another teaching of Duns Scotus, together with some aspects of Cajetan’s work, looking at the order of predestination and reprobation in relation to God’s knowledge of sin, including the predestination and foreknowledge of the incarnation as part of this. Molina holds that, before the predestination of Christ’s work and of humanity, there was knowledge in the mind of God of all future contingent things, those resulting from nature, from the work of grace and even from the hypostatic union.122 The deliberation of the divine knowledge considers all the free acts of His will, as well as all intermediate factors and their ends that He knows and understands. This rejects Scotus’ order that places predestination before God’s knowledge of things and as a determining factor through all things. Sins are therefore part of the foreknowledge of God and are included in the order of grace that He wishes to put in place.


Molina moves on to consider the type of predestination that is at work in adults and in children, recognising that in the latter case it is solely the gift of divine grace that is at work, or not, in a child being predestined or a reprobate. In adults, he sees two aspects: the first is from eternity, in which the predestined person, established with the gift of God from eternity, is led into eternal life; the second, in which God establishes in his predestination to help and to lead the person into eternal life, which help proceeds from God in eternity to effect predestination. Molina looks at the balance between human choice and God in the effect of supernatural predestination, holding that the initiation is only from God, while the grace to do good works is also from God alone but then relies on the cooperation of human choice. Supernatural acts of free choice, then, result from the inspiration of prevenient grace and are freely disposed to believe, hope and love but require cooperation from human choice.123 These are then included in the effect of predestination as they are seen by God from eternity. He concludes that the effect of predestination ‘hangs at the same time from God and from created choice such that from these two parts there is one integral cause of freedom.’124 Within this, prevenient grace is the mover of free choice, by which God moves, solicits and invites choice so that it concurs and chooses acts and is that by which we do good works through free choice.125


After all this, we have a part (membrum) entitled, ‘The opinion of the author on predestination’, which might have been more helpful early on, although the fact that it runs to 23 pages after all the context that has been provided shows how dense the writing remains. The first conclusion is that predestination involves God, through his natural knowledge and through a knowledge between free and simple natural knowledge, foreseeing a certain gifted creature arriving in eternal life with the decree of the determination of the divine will.126 The second conclusion is that that predestined adult, without any deceit of God, is predestined by God and part of this involves the perfect knowledge of God that the predestined adult will freely cooperate by choice.127 Predestination thus does rest on free choice and this is included in the determination of the divine will. Molina concludes that the conciliation of free choice and predestination is not complex so long as human freedom is included in divine foreknowledge.


There is a third conclusion, that the predestination of children does not rest on this middle certitude that includes their agency, but only on the majestic foreknowledge of God by which He knows the future with certainty.128 The fourth conclusion is that the ultimate cause of predestination in adults, including all of the aids given to the choice, is solely from God rather than from the predestined person.129 The agency that Molina does give to the predestined he clarifies as resulting from many of the effects of the grace of God that is at work. Molina engages heavily with Paul in working through this primacy of grace, as well as referring to Jacob and Esau, the sons of Isaac. The fifth conclusion largely repeats earlier teaching on children and the cooperation between grace and free choice, while the sixth stresses the freedom of God in establishing the means of salvation in the relationship between the foregoing paradigms.130


The seventh conclusion looks at the interplay between divine foreknowledge and predestination. Molina writes that the predestination of adults by which the divine will enacts His predestination is not given without the knowledge that God’s foresight gives Him about the free perseverance towards eternal life; and yet that foreknowledge of God that He foresees includes the aids that God will give the predestined person so that they can persevere.131 This is developed further in the eighth conclusion that is similar in content, which includes a consideration of those who will not persevere and thus are reprobate. The ninth conclusion concerns the order of God’s action in Romans 8:29, with God’s foreknowledge coming first before predestination, calling and justifying, indicating for Molina that foreknowledge precedes predestination.132 There is within this a short passage distinguishing between the predestination of Christ and that of other people on account of the hypostatic union. The final, short conclusion returns to children and the providence of God in relation to this.


The next part of Concordia functions as an appendix to Molina’s ten conclusions regarding predestination and is a response to those who are suggesting that God’s predestination is completely contingent on human choice. Molina stresses conclusion four in responding to this, emphasising his teaching on the primacy and supremacy of God’s grace in predestination, while recognising Scripture’s call within this of God’s knowledge through foresight of the use of free choice as a part of predestination.133 Molina says that there are two aspects to the predestination of adults. The first comes from divine understanding, from which middle knowledge God foresees that human beings can in their freedom come to eternal life, but it is possible that they will not cooperate in freedom and by that means will be impeded and destroyed such that they do not come to eternal life. The other comes from the divine will, and from this absolute will the aid comes and this is the predestination that does not exist without divine foreknowledge.134 Predestination is thus not certain in its effects if divine foreknowledge is ignored.


This complete foreknowledge of God is emphasised by Molina to the extent that he recognises an objection, that such complete and certain foreknowledge again destroys human free choice. This he rejects, since that foreknowledge results from the limitless perfection of divine understanding, in which the uncertainties that free choice entails are penetrated and recognised with certainty – not that this pre-recognition causes them to be, but rather because they will be from free choice, this is foreknown by God.135


The thirteenth part functions as an epilogue, with restatements of the writer’s position. He starts with the greatness of God again before all acts of His free will, which operates through simple natural knowledge and through a middle knowledge between free and simple natural knowledge, in which He comprehends all things that come under His power through His foresight, including all the free actions of His creatures.136 Then with His inscrutable justice and wisdom, God is able know for all angels and people who will in their constituted freedom stand and persevere to receive eternal life with God’s help and gifts, and who will not.


With all the focus on human freedom in the Concordia, it is noticeable how much this epilogue focusses in the early sections on the being of God using classical categories and Pauline teachings such as the inscrutability of God’s judgements (Romans 11:33). He does move on to the coherence of human free choice with divine predestination and foreknowledge after laying these foundations.137 There is a fourteenth part, which seeks to support Molina’s conclusion using witnesses from the Church Fathers.


Molina finally moves on to the second Disputation of this final part, which looks at whether Christ’s merits are a cause of our predestination based on Ephesians chapter one.138 He shows ways in which Christ’s merits are not a cause along with ways in which they are, the latter focussing on the Christ event as the fount of grace and of the redemption of humanity from the ruin of sin.139 The concluding focus upholds the merits of Christ in relation to predestination, focussing on the sacraments of the new law instituted by Christ through which grace is conferred, the election in Christ from Ephesians chapter one and the role of Christ as the head of the church.140


There follows a Disputation considering grace in relation to the fall of Lucifer and the other fallen angels, in which the choice of Lucifer not to remain in grace is emphasised, in line with Aquinas’ understanding of this fall.141 This leads to a consideration of reprobation again, particularly given verses that could indicate that this is God’s will in action. Molina responds by focussing on God’s permission of sin in line with His foresight of all things. Molina concludes that bringing together free choice and reprobation is not difficult, given God’s foreknowledge, but that it does not follow that this concerns predestination.142









For Further Study


Reading through the Concordia, largely without any help from translators, affirms the criticisms of scholars regarding Molina’s writing, particularly the repetitive nature both within parts and between different parts. Molina’s context is certainly vital for understanding much of the work, and much of the writing seems to seek to position his ideas (i) against Lutheran teaching that is seen as completely deterministic, (ii) against Pelagianism that remains a threat in Catholicism and (iii) against Cajetan (and Duns Scotus as a root thinker for Cajetan) in making the actions of God purely determined by the being of God.


Molina seeks to present his thought as in line with Patristic ideas, which seems something of a struggle in relation to Augustine, where he is very selective without recognising the different contexts of Augustine’s anti-Manichean and anti-Pelagian works. There is a lot of use of Greek Fathers, with John of Damascus clearly a major instrument in the defence of his positions.


While free choice is certainly a focus in the work with a recognised agency for humankind even in relation to salvation, it is important to note that Molina continually holds this alongside his doctrine of God. There is a lot of work on the general concurrence of God with His created order, but also a lot of material on the order of grace and the relationship between the phases of grace and the choice that is under consideration.


For those who wish to read the full work in Latin, an edition published in 1876 is available at: https://archive.org/details/concordialiberia00moli/mode/2up. Before that, it is highly recommended that readers enter into Molina’s work through Professor Freddoso’s translation of Part 4: On Divine Foreknowledge: Part IV of the Concordia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1988)







	    1. The introduction does get a little peppered with ‘philosophical algebra’ at times, for example: ‘Yet by His natural knowledge He does know that F t(S) on H would obtain and be a conditional future contingent if He were to resolve that in the event that H obtained at t, He would grant intrinsically efficacious concurrence to the causes of S’ (Luis de Molina, On Divine Foreknowledge: Part IV of the Concordia, trans. Alfred J. Freddoso [Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1988], p. 38).
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