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PREMISE

	A travel of 15 centuries; tunnel, tunnels, metro stops whizzing at high speed, stairs to go up and down, people and people traveling. I don’t think even the London Underground has such an expanse of time and space; in depth there are truths you will never see on the surface; of course, it takes light in the dark, and we have a very powerful, supernatural light: the Word of God. The theme of the free will, or free will of man, transcends the religious-philosophical sphere, and his analysis has implications for our contemporary life; my interest is that this search in the cosmos of Western and Christian history, may edify the believer, and the layman. Beyond any debate, I preferred to write a text: “Verba volant, scripta manent (the word passes, the writing remains). In this travel in ancient and modern Christianity, we want to take the Bible (Old and New Testament), as a reference, and some interpretations of illustrious Historical figures on the theme we are going to treat; in particular we will try to answer the question of what is the path for the salvation of the soul, and how man eventually chooses it. We will observe how some false doctrines have come down to the present day and are taught by some more or less illustrious ministers of the Word of God. In the Letter of the Galatians (chapter 1) the apostle Paul marvels that church has passed to “another gospel”; then he admonishes: ‘but even if we or an angel from heaven preach to you a gospel other than the one we have announced, let it be ANATEMA’ (cursed). Already in the first century Ad. C. there were those who announced an alternative truth to the apostolic one, and many will follow in time. In some courses in Christian churches the doctrine of free will is presented as biblical truth; ancient diatribes of Western history came to mind and this is where our travel begins. In dept, as in the subway, each stop well have a name, an era, a conflict. Going up and down, we will continue to our days, at the speed of history. The true light is not always that of the sun, or the lighthouse, but that of truth, of discovery.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1

	THE GOSPEL OF GRACE

	The Apostol Paul was an important teacher of the first century AD. C.; illuminating is his exposition of the gospel, received “by the revelation of Jesus Christ”(Galatians 1:12); but what was the gospel of Paul? He writes in Galatians 1, verse 6: “I marvel that so quickly deserting him who called you in the grace of Christ to a different gospel;”; the center of the apostle’s message is in Ephesians 2:8,9: “for by grace you have been saved, through faith; and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, that no one would boast.”. In these two passages the key word is GRACE (in Greek CHARIS=an underserved favor, a gift); God’s grace is contrasted with another gospel, another way, where meritorious works of man are exalted. What Jesus Christ has done and God Father has decreed cannot be replaced by any human work; this redemptive plan started from far away: “even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we would be holy and without blemish before him in love.”(Ephesians 1:4); ‘before the foundation of the world’ God provided his plan of salvation; He is the protagonist, the center, the beginning and the end. One day Jesus said to his disciples: “You didn’t choose me, but I chose you, and appointed you, that you should go and bear fruit, and that your fruit should remain; …..” (John 15:16a); the first chosen were then the columns of the church of Jerusalem; the initiative is of God, and this is an important aspect of grace: you cannot deserve it and you cannot receive it with works, it is the free gift of God, the fruit of his free will. The gospel of Jesus Christ and the apostles of the first century is the gospel of grace; the church announces (KERIGMA) the good new (EVANGHELION) of salvation in Christ Jesus: what is the price to pay? The blood of Christ shed on Golgotha; no human work can replace Jesus’s atoning sacrifice on the cross. A different gospel has been preached several times in Christian history, and our study will delve into the question of free will, or human free will, in relation to salvation.

	THE PELAGIANIANISM
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	Figure 1 Pelagius

	We face what was the main attack on the doctrine of salvation (Soteriology); between the fourth and fifth centuries AD. C. a heresy undermines the sound doctrine handed down by Jesus and the apostles: the Pelagianism(1). Morgan, latinized in ‘Pelagius’, was native of Wales; following the barbarian invasions that devastated the Roman Empire in the fifth century, he took refuge like many other Britons around the Mediterranean. Pelagius first moved to Rome, then to North Africa, and finally settled in Palestine. Here was attracted by Girolamus, translator of the Bible into Latin, who resided precisely in Bethlehem; later also Girolamus will oppose the pelagian doctrine. Morgan was a monk, and this theological system was motivated by desire to emphasize man’s responsibility towards God, to push him to greater holiness; but to highlight this responsibility, Pelagius began to teach that man’s will be totally free; and so the doctrine of free grew into the church, or negation of man’s corrupt nature and the possibility for him to choose between good and evil. The mind of man approves this reasoning and most people, even today, think that man can choose independently about salvation, and that in this choice he is born free from external forces and principles. In Palestine Morgan wrote some works; among which we have received: The Letter to Demeter (a roman noble), who is the De natura(2). 
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	Figure 2Augustine

	The main opponent of Pelagius was Augustine bishop of Hippo (better known as St. Augustine), later defined “The doctor of grace”; born in Tagaste in Algeria in 354 AD.C., was converted on aftrip to Italy, where he met the bishop Ambrose in Milan, between 384 and 387 AD.C. Amazing, this was the impact of only one first sermon heard; Ambrose’s preaching deeply influenced him, and in the years of maturity Augustine described Ambrose as “rigator et plantator meus” (plowman and cultivator ‘of my soul’- my teacher), (from Letter 148, 52 To Ambrose). On return of this trip, before embarking in Ostia, his mother Monica will die, who had prayed so much for her son(3). Returning to Pelagius, in 410 he landed in North Africa, in Carthage (not far from Hippo), and here it was impossible for him to avoid the influence of Augustine and his “Confessions”(4), in which Augustine tells about his conversion and deepens the doctrine of grace; an important invocation contained in the work, quotes: “O GOD, MY ONLY HOPE REST IN YOUR EXCEPTIONALLY GRACE, AND IN THAT ONLY. GIVE ME WHAT YOU COMMAND AND COMMAND WHAT YOU WANT.” (Confessions X, 29.40. Ed Paoline); this passage helps us to understand Augustinian thought regarding the role of grace in the life of the believer: the undeserved favor of God is what begins and completes the work; only by grace can man do God’s will. North Africa around 411 AD.C. , was the scenario of the dispute between Augustine, who preached the corruption of man and the need for the intervention of divine grace, and Pelagius, who instead taught free will, the possibility of choosing between good and evil without God’s intervention, and the negation of the Adamic nature; even the choice of conversion did not have for Pelagius the necessity of grace, but it was a merit of the one who performed it(5). This controversy prompted Augustine to reflect deeply on this subject and to write his best pages to highlight the Pelagian errors. It is interesting to know what Augustine in the past had defended ‘with drawn sword’ the free will in man, writing a book with the same name; the essay, finished in 394 AD.C., was the answer to the Manicheans, of which the author was part for years, but which opposed for their vision of the principles (good and evil)(6), which denied human freedom; Augustine wrote: “If man were devoid of the free will of the will, how could one conceive that good for which justice is prayed for in punishing sins and honoring good actions? That is not carried out with the will would be neither a sin nor a virtuous act. Consequently, if man did not have free will, punishment and reward would be unfair.” (from ‘The free will’: book 2° 1.3.)(7). This definition of human freedom is in tune with the theses developed later by Pelagius, but the evolution of Augustinian thought, previously imbue with Hellenistic philosophy and the roman Rhetoric, took him to defend the doctrine of evangelical grace, attacked by the Pelagians. Following the Manichean controversy, Augustine faced the new heresy especially in ‘The confessions’, written about 400 AD.C.; here he stigmatizes the concept of man being unable to orient himself alone and that only with an illumination of God will be able to find the way to good in his life. Confronting himself more and more with the Scriptures, Augustine of Hippo covers the need for God’s grace and the inability for the sinner to do good(8) the thought will develop with another work who will deal with the argument: “The grace of Christ and the original sin, against Pelagius.”, written in 418, the doctrine of salvation by grace was then one of the foundations of the protestant reform from the sixteenth century, destiny will prepare an Austinian monk as herald of the gospel: Martin Luther.  The legalism of roman Catholicism which imposed the practice of the sacraments (according to catholic dogma, these quarrels confer graces on those who observe them) it was corrected by the rediscovery of the true gospel of grace and justification by faith, preached by the reformers (later we shall deepen).

	THE DISCIPLE CAELESTIUS

	The two main arguments concerning the pelagian controversy are:

	1) The doctrine of sin, negation of adamic nature of man. 

	2) The doctrine of grace is deemed unnecessary for salvation.

	It was not Pelagius in the first place, who carried on the debate because he left the scene and we do not even know where he died. It was one of his disciples who continued the clash with Augustine, Caelestius, a lawyer who, following the sack of Rome by the Goths of Alaric in 410 after Christ, flees with Pelagius to North Africa. Caelestius fully developed the doctrines of Pelagius, but which was, in synthesis, the most evident error of Pelagianism? Denial of original sin. The Pelagians denied that Adam’s sin produced guilt and the corruption that contaminated humanity therefore held, that man should be free, to be responsible for what he did. It must be admitted that their effort to empower man is understandable from a human point of view, but not at the light of the scriptures; in Romans 3:23 we read: “for all have sinned, and fall short of the glory of God”,  and in 5:12: “Therefore, as sin entered into the world through one man, and death through sin; and so death passed to all men, because all sinned.”; and in Romans 5:17,18: “For if by the trespass of the one, death reigned through the one; so much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one, Jesus Christ. So then has through one trespass, all men were condemned; even so through one act of righteousness, all men were justified to life.”. The Bible highlights that man has inherited a nature of sin; he is born in Adam and is inclined to sin. He cannot change this nature by his own strength, only a supernatural intervention by the grace of God produces the miracle of a new creature (regeneration)(9). The assumptions of the Pelagian foundation indicated the impossibility that God was unjust and therefore the human will, to be responsible, had to be free, without any inclination towards good or towards evil, free to choose between one and the other. The consequence of this reasoning was that this freedom of the will excluded from Caelestius the adamic inheritance of corruption and sin (no constraints burden on man). He said that it is not possible to inherit a fault Adam’s sin had produced its effect only on Adam (from “Poisonous fruits from ancient roots” by Phil Johnson, edition Aurora Mission-Ass. Evangelical truth). According to this doctrine, when a person is born, he is morally intact, that is neither good nor bad, people are born without vices or virtues, but with the ability to address one or the other therefore. The only effect according to the Pelagians, of Adam’s sin, is that it was a bad example for everyone. Here there is a conflict with scripture: “For we previously charged both Jews and Greeks, that they are all under sin. As it is written, ‘There is no one righteous. No, not one. There is no one who understands. There is no one who seeks after God.” (Romans 3:9b-12). Denying that man is born a sinner but can become one, inevitably opens the way to salvation by merit, if it is man who can choose the good starting from his presumed spiritual neutrality, his choices and his works, are a merit and also the means by which it can be saved. The works are thus considered necessary to receive God’s forgiveness; according to a later Lutheran consideration “Christ Jesus could stay where he was in glory, without dying on the cross for sinners, since man can save himself by choosing the good”(10).  

	Salvation by works is the opposite of salvation by grace through faith (Ephesians 2:8-10). We understand that there can be no balance between the two doctrines; believing one we delete the other. Even today Christianity is divided between these two theses.

	THE SEMIPELAGIANS

	The Pelagianism gave birth to its children; around 426, the movement of the semi-pelagians was born, among whose members were the monks of Hadrumetum, in Africa, followed by those of Marseille led by John Cassian, Abbot of Saint Victor. They tried to mediate between Augustine and Pelagius by arguing that grace should be granted only to those who deserve it and denied to others, they began to practice sacramental grace for which it was the church to administer the grace of God through the sacraments. Informed of their opinions by Prosper of Aquitaine, Augustine writes the ‘De praedestinatione sanctorum’ (The predestination of the saints) of 428 after Christ, where he explains that any desire for salvation was due to the grace of God, which therefore completely controlled our predestination(11). Against these Pelagians, the bishop of Hippo wrote two other books: ‘The correction and grace’ (427) and ‘The gift of perseverance (429 after Christ; in southern Gaul around 500 AD, Augustine’s teaching on grace and predestination found this type of opposition on the part of the monks, who feared that by preaching only grace, people would remain idles; they felt it was important to get busy with God’s help, but they also believed that the first step could be done alone. For them the sinner is not dead, but sick, and the sick person can take the initiative to ask the doctor for help “if we ask it will be given to us, if we knock it will be open to us”; it will be in the 1600 century, that this doctrinal position will be defined ‘semi-pelagianism’(12). Augustine did not deal these monks as heretics, but rather as wandering brothers; in 529 after Christ the Council of Orange (France) put an end to any controversy. “25 Canons or doctrinal declarations were written, 13 of which dealt with the subject: “It is denied that man is able to turn to God without foreseeing grace, it comes before any step on our part towards God, to continue the journey, cooperating grace is also necessary to bring salvation to a successful end.”(13). To continue the journey, cooperating grace is also necessary to bring salvation, to a successful conclusion, in the canons the necessity of grace is affirmed, but this is linked to the sacraments, ‘in primis’ the baptism, who would heal free will. The practice of pedo-baptism was by now widespread. To counter the semi-pelagians, it was admitted that baptized infants were subsequently free to determine their choices; in practice the necessity of grace was affirmed, but free will can be moved in fact, since only the new birth leads the person to be free ‘in Christ’. And that’s not exactly the reality of baptize children. Very interesting! The church of the people was born, where one belonged to God for the sacraments, and not with a real experience of conversion; of validity in Orange the primacy of grace over the human will was sanctioned: “Anyone who claims that God watches over that we want to be cleansed of sin and does not confess that even our desire to be cleansed comes to us from the infusion and work of the Holy Spirit, is resisting the same Holy Spirit, that says through Solomon: “The will is prepared by the Lord” (Proverbs 8:35, in the version of the Seventy-LXX). 

	TWO HUMANITY

	The New Testament distinguishes humanity into two categories: those who are ‘in Adam’ and those who are ‘in Christ’; all those who have not reached salvation and therefore have not received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, repenting from the dead works (Hebrews 6:1), they are in Adam, and they died in their sins (Ephesians 2:1-3). Who has recognized Jesus as the Lord and Savior, is grafted in Christ, saved by grace through faith in Him. Jesus and the apostles spoke of sons of God and sons of the devil (see chapter 9 of this study), therefore there is no spiritually neutral ground among men, that is made up of good or bad people. The Pelagians taught that there are some very few people who lived without committing any sin in the course of their life; they cited Abel, Abraham, Isaac and Blessed Virgin Mary (this is precisely what Roman Catholicism affirms, namely that Mary, the mother of Jesus, was born without original sin). The Pelagians refused to baptize the children, because they were sinless; to counter this, Augustine said that baptism was necessary for salvation; the sad result was that the doctrine of baptismal regeneration, that is the idea that the rite of baptism purifies from original sin, has remained firmly in the teaching of the historical churches to this day; even the reformers did not abolish pedobaptism (Note is the persecution to the detriment of the Anabaptist, which preceded the conversion of the adult to baptism in water). Since Pelagius taught that we are not sinners by nature, consequently we are by choice; we have already quoted Romans 5:12: “ Therefore, as sin entered into the world through one man, and death through sin; and so death passed to all men, because all sinned.”,  and at verse 13: “ For until the law of sin was in the world; but sin is not charged when there is no law. “. The Pelagians claimed that as long as man did not break a commandment of God, there was no sin; but Paul explains that even before the law of Moses, sin was in the world; the realty of sin is objective and not subjective, it is an unavoidable aspect of human nature: ‘everyone has sinned’. 

	SIN AND DEATH

	Adam ate of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, despite God’s warning: “…for in the day that you eat of it you will surely die.” (Genesis 2:17b). This death was not only spiritual as sin entered in the life of Adam, but it was also a physical death: “all the days that Adam lived was 930 years, then he died.” (Genesis 5:5). Through the sin death entered in his life and his descendants; in Romans 5:14: “Nevertheless death reigned from Adam until Moses, even over those whose sins weren’t like Adam’s disobedience, who is a foreshadowing of him who was to come.”; the universality of death confirms the universality of sin; regardless of the law, men died for the inheritance of Adam: “For as through the one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, even so through the obedience of the one will many be made righteous. ” (Romans 5:19). “But has now been revealed by the appearing of our Savior, Christ Jesus, who abolished death, and brought life and immortality to light through the Gospel.” (2 Timothy 1:10). Ancient and modern Pelagianism excludes what is the heart of the redemptive plan: the atoning sacrifice of Christ Jesus; He (Jesus) replaced the elects on the cross, paying for their sins and it is important to recognize that Jesus’ sacrifice was absolutely necessary for salvation; man cannot self-determine his own redemption, because sinner by nature. Salvation comes to the creature outside of himself, for the supernatural work of God; Romans 8:2 affirms: “For the law of the spirit of life in Christ Jesus made me free from the law of sin and of death.”; here is a revelation: the law of the spirit of life is opposed to the law of sin. This is how Paul resolves the conflict between flesh and spirit, treated in chapter 7 of Romans. This law of sin will not be won by man, but by a superior law. When a person is saved, he is able in Christ to discern the good and the evil; he collaborates with the Holy Spirit in the fight against lust and sin, and this too is the grace of God: “For if you live after the flesh, you must die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live:” (Romans 8:13).
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	Figure 3 Original Writing of Romans Book

	BORN IN ADAM

	The birth of each person in the adamic nature is scriptural, and it is essential to underline this to affirm the necessity of salvation; Paul writes in Romans, that the nature of Adam is inherited, prone to sin because his descendants. This is why he affirms: “all have sinned”. Among the most convinced Pelagians, we mention not least, Giuliano, bishop of Eclanum, who had a ten-year dispute with Augustine. The tree of this heresy will bear fruit over the centuries, Pelagianism survived in Wales, Ireland and Gaul, reworked in the form of semi-pelagianism. The Council of Ephesus of 431 after Christ, declared the denial of the original sin, by the Pelagians, heretical, but later something changed in the catholic theology: in the sixteenth century, in Trent, the catholic Counter-Reformation will proclaim “Anathema against anyone who denies the doctrine of the free-arbitration” (Sixth session, Canon 5); It is a Council against another, and it will not be the only time. In some historical churches, even today it is taught that with pedobaptism, original sin is deleted; as consequence the individual growing up, would have free will in these spiritual choices; this deviant theology has devastated the path of many generations of nominal Christians, as opposed to those ‘born again’.  Summarizing this first part: because the denial of original sin is serious: by denying the sinfulness of humanity we also deny the need for God’s grace and salvation. In fact, Pelagianism also denied the need for God’s grace.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 2

	THE PELAGIANS AND THE ERROR REGARDING GRACE

	To understand the danger that Christianity faced with Pelagianism, let’s compare this system of doctrines with the New Testament and with Augustine of Hippo, the main refuter of Pelagius and Caelestius, providentially used by God in this battle. As part of the Christian journey, Augustine insists on the awareness of his own sinfulness as a latent temptation to go back to the vices of the old life and underlines the need for God’s grace to overcome the thoughts and works that wage war against the soul, as written in the First Peter 2:11 “Beloved, I beg you as sojourners and pilgrims, to abstain from fleshly lust, which war against the soul,”, and in Hebrews 4:16: “Let us therefore draw near with boldness to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy, and may find grace for timely help.”

	We have already quoted the passage from Augustine’s Confessions: “GIVE ME WHAT YOU COMMAND, AND COMMAND WHAT YOU WANT.”; it is the essence of his theology and the affirmation of his complete dependence on the grace of God. Regarding salvation, the pelagianism exalted the human will so much in seeking to do good and in perfecting oneself, to add to a lost salvation works. But how can the unregenerate man decide to change life, deciding to love good instead of evil? The Writing teaches that the unregenerate man is spiritually dead: “You were made alive when you were dead through your trespasses and sin,”; The Apostol Paul writes that human nature is degenerate and corrupt, and only by the grace of God can there be a change: “among whom we also all once lived in the lust of our flesh, doing the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, even the rest”, and still: “for by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God,” (Ephesians 2:3,8). Grace is, by definition, a gift, an undeserved favor; God’s grace is absolutely necessary for the salvation of the soul. By denying the role of unnecessary grace, for them, the pelagians denied the role of God. 

	THE WAY TO SAVE

	Himself man cannot with his natural forces arrive at a sincere repentance to be saved; only by the intervention of the Spirit of God he is convinced of sin. This is the beginning of a true conversion experience, where the heart gets touched by God deep down with the Gospel, and the individual wonders: “Brothers, what will we do?” (Acts 2:37b). Here is God’s initiative: the Jews of the first Pentecost of the church had not decided to change their lives; they were on a pilgrimage for the feast and did not know anything about Jesus, what Messiah. By the grace of God, Jews, representatives of many nations were there; as in Babel the languages of men were confused (Genesis 11), here those present understood what the Holy Spirit said through the gift of the glossolalia, a supranatural speaking in other tongues: “we hear them speaking in our languages the mighty works of God!” (Acts 2:8-11); then listening to Peter announce ‘in Jesus of Nazareth’ the Savior and Messiah, death on the cross they were cut in the heart for the Holy Spirit, and they obeyed the exhortation: “Repent..”. (from verse 38)(14). These Jews didn’t choose to become Christians (the term Christians was coined later in Antioch of Syria (Acts 11:26); on this Pentecost their motivation was religious in the strictest sense of the term. Here there is no human will, merit or right works made by them; the grace of God is opposed to human works, God’s gift of personal merit and Divine rescue to natural endeavors. 
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