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Introduction  
The  literary  meaning  of  the  term  ἐλευθερίία  τῆς  προαιρέέσεως  is  freedom  of  choice.  
In  the  Greek  Orthodox  tradition  this  concept  is  a  crucial  theme  and  refers  to  the  God-­‐‑
given  ability  of  the  person  to  choose  between  alternatives  and  to  voluntarily  perform  
God’s   will.   Beside   ἐλευθερίία   τῆς   προαιρέέσεως   the   Greek   Fathers   use   the   terms  
αὐτεξούύσιον   (power   of   self-­‐‑disposal)1,   αὐτοπροαίίρετον   (by   own   choice),   τὸ   ἐφ᾿  
ἡµμῖν  (what  is   in  our  power)  or  ἐλευθερίία  (freedom).  These  terms  may  not  have  an  
identical   literary  meaning   but   they   form   a   common   semantic   field   concerning   the  
will  of  the  human  being.    However,  human  προαίίρεσις  should  not  be  understood  in  
a  modern  sense,  as  a  third  power  of  the  soul,  which  is  in  the  middle  between  reason  
and  emotion  but  rather  as  the  will  of  the  human  being  as  a  whole,  i.e.  as  attitude  and  
its  relationship  to  divine  agency.2  The  notion  of  freedom  of  choice  or,  more  generally,  
of  free  will,  its  philosophical  background  and  its  development  in  the  Greek  patristic  
works  have  already  been  discussed   in   several   studies.3  These   studies   approach   the  
issue   from   a   philosophical,   systematic   or   historical   point   of   view.  Only   rarely   is   it  
being  analyzed  how  the  Church  Fathers  as  exegetes  approach  the  concept  of  free  will  
and  use  it  in  their  interpretations  of  the  New  Testament.    
  
The  Non-­‐‑biblical  Background  
The  debate  concerning  προαίίρεσις  derives  from  ancient  Greek  philosophy.  Aristotle  
was  the  first  who  systematically  wrote  about  the  issue  of  accountability  of  the  human  
actions   and   their   relation   to   the   human   character.   In   his   third   book   of   the  
Nicomachean   Ethics   he   tried   to   criticize   Socrates’   notion   that   nobody   is   voluntarily  
bad.4   Aristotle   believed   the   opposite,   namely   that   the   character   of   the   humans  
derives   from  decisions   and   actions,  which   are   ascribed   to   them  as   individuals   and  
not   to  external  or  natural  powers.  Aristotle  considers  προαίίρεσις   to  be  βουλευτικὴ  

                                                        
1   Especially   αὐτεξούύσιον   can   be   understood   as   the   prerequisite   for   the   freedom   of   choice,   while  
2  Perkams,  2010,  250.  
3  The  works  of  Müller    (2010)  and  Frede   (2011)  are,  according   to  my  opinion,   the  most   interesting  
and   detailed   studies   among   the   most   recent   ones.   Furthermore,   Susanne   Hausamman   (2011)   
presents   a   comprehensive   investigation   of   the   concept   of   the   freedom   of   decision   in   the   eastern  
orthodox  theological  tradition.  
4     Ἠθικὰ  Νικοµμάάχεια,   III,  7,   (ed.  Bywater),  OCT,  4914-­‐‑17:  Τὸ  δὲ  λέέγειν  ὡς  οὐδεὶς  ἑκὼν  πονηρὸς  οὐδ΄  
ἄκων  µμακάάριος  ἔοικε  τὸ  µμὲν  ψευδεῖ  τὸ  δ΄  ἀληθεῖ·∙  µμακάάριος  µμὲν  γὰρ  οὐδεὶς  ἄκων͵  ἡ  δὲ  µμοχθηρίία  
ἑκούύσιον.  



ὄρεξις   τῶν   ἐν   ἡµμῖν5   i.e.   a   deliberate   pursuit   of   what   is   in   our   power,  which   does   not  
primarily  refer  to  human  freedom  but  to  accountability  of  human  action.  
  
Furthermore,  Epictetus  accentuated  more   intensively   the  concept  προαίίρεσις  at   the  
end   of   the   first   or   beginning   of   the   second   century.6   While   Aristotle   perceives  
προαίίρεσις  as  a  human  faculty  for  choosing  in  a  rational  way,  Epictetus  understands  
προαίίρεσις  as  the  moral  attitude  of  the  human  being  as  a  whole7  and  relates  it  to  the  
Stoic   conception   of   freedom.8   This   freedom   is   characterized   by   an   idealism.9   It  
characterizes   only   the   Stoic   sage,10   who   remains   uninfluenced   by   false   ideas   and  
knows  exactly  what   is  good.  The  Stoics  represent   the  next  stage   in   this  philosophic  
debate.  In  the  Stoic  doctrine  the  notion  of  freedom  of  choice,  free  will  appears  for  the  
first  time.  The  term  αὐτεξούύσιον  probably  has  stoic  origin  and  refers  to  freedom  of  
the  person  to  act  as  it  sees  fit  in  pursuit  of  the  good11.  Thus,  according  to  the  Stoics,  
only  the  wise  man  is  really  free  because  only  he  knows  exactly  what  is  good  and  has  
not   enslaved  himself   to  wrong  beliefs.  However,   this   notion   of   freedom   should  be  
understood  in  the  context  of  the  stoic  theory  of  fate  (εἱµμαρµμέένη),  which  presupposes  
that   fate’s   causal   nexus   (divine   agency)   determines   all   processes   in   the   world.12  
Therefore,   only   the   wise   stoic   has   the   capacity   to   obey   to   his   fate’s   will  
dispassionately  and  willingly.13  This  combination  of  the  notions  of  freedom  and  fate  

                                                        
5    Ἠθικὰ  Νικοµμάάχεια,  III,  3,  (ed.  Bywater),  OCT,  4810-­‐‑12:  Ἡ  προαίίρεσις  ἂν  εἴη  βουλευτικὴ  ὄρεξις  τῶν  
ἐφ΄  ἡµμῖν·∙  ἐκ  τοῦ  βουλεύύσασθαι  γὰρ  κρίίναντες  ὀρεγόόµμεθα  κατὰ  τὴν  βούύλευσιν.  
6      Ἐπίίκτητος,  Διατριβαίί,   III,1,40,   (ed.   Schenkl),  BT,   23813-­‐‑14:  Ὅτι   οὐκ   εἶ   κρέέας   οὐδὲ   τρίίχες͵   ἀλλὰ  
προαίίρεσις·∙  ταύύτην  ἂν  σχῇς  καλήήν͵  τόότ΄  ἔστι  καλόός.  
7  Müller ,  2010,  14.  cf.  Hofmeister-­‐‑Pich,  2010,  105.  
8  Ἐπίίκτητος,  Διατριβαίί,   I,12,10,   (ed.  Schenkl),  BT,   5111-­‐‑12:  Ἐλεύύθερος  γάάρ  ἐστιν,  ᾧ  γίίνεται  πάάντα  
κατὰ  προαίίρεσιν  καὶ  ὃν  οὐδεὶς  δύύναται  κωλῦσαι.     Epictetus,  however,  cannot  be  equated  with  the  
representatives   of   the  Old   and  Middle   Stoa,   because   he   does   not   treat   προαίίρεσις   before   the   strict  
deterministic  background  of  his  predecessors;  cf.  Dobbin,  1989,  33.  
9  Ἐπίίκτητος,  Διατριβαίί,  III,5,7,  (ed.  Schenkl),  2493-­‐‑5:  Ἐµμοὶ  µμὲν  γὰρ  καταληφθῆναι  γέένοιτο  µμηδενὸς  
ἄλλου  ἐπιµμελουµμέένῳ  ἢ  τῆς  προαιρέέσεως  τῆς  ἐµμῆς,   ἵν’  ἀπαθήής,   ἵν’  ἀκώώλυτος,   ἵν’  ἀνανάάγκαστος,  
ἵν’  ἐλεύύθερος.  
10  Ὠριγέένης,  Εἰς   τὸ   Κατὰ   Ἰωάάννην,   II,112,   (ed.   Blanc),   Sc   120bis,   2821-­‐‑9:   Ἔστι   τινὰ   δόόγµματα   παρ΄  
Ἕλλησι   καλούύµμενα   παράάδοξα͵   τῷ   κατ΄   αὐτοὺς   σοφῷ   πλεῖστα   ὅσα   προσάάπτοντα   µμετάά   τινος  
ἀποδείίξεως  ἢ  φαινοµμέένης  ἀποδείίξεως͵  καθ΄  ἅ  φασι  µμόόνον  καὶ  πάάντα  τὸν  σοφὸν  εἶναι   ἱερέέα͵  τῷ  
µμόόνον  καὶ  πάάντα  τὸν  σοφὸν  ἐπιστήήµμην  ἔχειν  τῆς  τοῦ  θεοῦ  θεραπείίας͵  καὶ  µμόόνον  καὶ  πάάντα  τὸν  
σοφὸν  εἶναι  ἐλεύύθερον͵  ἐξουσίίαν  αὐτοπραγίίας  ἀπὸ  τοῦ  θείίου  νόόµμου  εἰληφόότα·∙  καὶ  τὴν  ἐξουσίίαν  
δὲ  ὁρίίζονται  νόόµμιµμον  ἐπιτροπήήν.  
11  Frede,  2011,  75.  
12  Χρύύσιππος,  Fragmenta,  (ed.  Arnim)  Fragm  975:  Καὶ  αὐτοὶ  δὲ  (  scil.    Chrysippus  et  Zeno  )  τὸ  καθ΄  
εἱµμαρµμέένην  εἶναι  πάάντα  διεβεβαιώώσαντο  παραδείίγµματι  χρησάάµμενοι  τοιούύτῳ͵  ὅτι  ὥσπερ  ὀχήήµματος  
ἐὰν   ᾖ   ἐξηρτηµμέένος   κύύων͵   ἐὰν   µμὲν   βούύληται   ἕπεσθαι͵   καὶ   ἕλκεται   καὶ   ἕπεται͵   ποιῶν   καὶ   τὸ  
αὐτεξούύσιον   µμετὰ   τῆς   ἀνάάγκης   [οἷον   τῆς   εἱµμαρµμέένης]·∙   ἐὰν   δὲ   µμὴ   βούύληται   ἕπεσθαι͵   πάάντως  
ἀναγκασθήήσεται·∙   τὸ   αὐτὸ   δήήπου   καὶ   ἐπὶ   τῶν   ἀνθρώώπων·∙   καὶ   µμὴ   βουλόόµμενοι   γὰρ   ἀκολουθεῖν  
ἀναγκασθήήσονται  πάάντως  εἰς  τὸ  πεπρωµμέένον  εἰσελθεῖν.  
13  Dobbin,  1989,  16.  Similarly,  Ἐπίίκτητος,  Ἐγχειρίίδιον,  8,1,  (ed.  Schenkl),  BT,  43213-­‐‑14  :  Μὴ  ζήήτει  τὰ  
γινόόµμενα   γίίνεσθαι   ὡς   θέέλεις͵   ἀλλὰ   θέέλε   τὰ   γινόόµμενα  ὡς   γίίνεται   καὶ   εὐροήήσεις.   The   voluntary  
acceptance  of  fate’s  will  makes  human  beings  truly  free,  even  if  they  like  Epictetus  lead  a  life  as  slaves  



inspired   the   criticism   addressed   by   the   Peripatetics,   who   analyzed   the   concept   of  
προαίίρεσις  on  a  more  pragmatic  basis.  According  to  Alexander  of  Aphrodisias,  one  
of   the  most   well   known   of   the   Peripatetics,   human   beings   are   not   determined   by  
fate’s  casual  nexus14  but  instead  have  the  capability  to  do  something  or  its  opposite  
through  their  προαίίρεσις.  The  crucial  point  of  human  freedom  is  not  the  voluntary  
acceptance  of  a  role  assigned  by  fate15  but  the  careful  deliberation  and  decision  what  
to  do.16  Alexander  provides  an  understanding  of  προαίίρεσις  that  is  similar  to  that  of  
the  Greek  Fathers  and  proves  that  the  debate  regarding  human  freedom  and  divine  
will  was  very  popular  in  second  century.  The  question  is  whether  and  how  the  New  
Testament  authors  refer  to  this  debate.    
  
The  Biblical  Background  
The  only  case  in  the  New  Testament,  where  the  concept  προαίίρεσις  is  used,  and  is    
contrasted   with   the   notion   of   a   forcible   action   is   2   Cor   9:7:   ἕκαστος   καθὼς  
προῄρηται  τῇ  καρδίίᾳ,  µμὴ  ἐκ  λύύπης  ἢ  ἐξ  ἀνάάγκης.  Προαιρέέοµμαι  τῇ  καρδίίᾳ  in  this  
context   means   choose   freely   and   is   opposed   to   the   expression   ἐξ   ἀνάάγκης   (by  
constraint).   Paul   addresses   a   similar   word   to   Philemon   (14):   ἵνα   µμὴ   ὡς   κατὰ  
ἀνάάγκην   τὸ   ἀγαθόόν   σου   ᾖ   ἀλλὰ   κατὰ   ἑκούύσιον.   Indeed,   these   are   some  
unsystematic   statements,   which   do   not   refer   to   conceptions   of   human   will   and  
freedom  but  rather  share  the  idea  that  one  only  voluntarily  can  do  good  and  echo  the  
language  of  the  Septuagint.17  
  
It   is   striking   that   neither   a   definition   of   the   human   will   nor   a   fixed   vocabulary  
concerning   the   human   will   and   its   relation   to   human   actions   occur   in   the   Bible.  
Although  both  Testaments  speak  about  divine  agency  and  human  will,  their  authors  
neither  develop  a  theory  nor  use  a  constant  term  concerning  human  will.  The  reason  
for   this   is   that,  according   to   the  Bible,  God’s  will  and  commandments  are  not  only  
performed  or  denied  by  the  human  intellect  or  an  inner  power  of  the  soul  but  by  the  
human  being  as  a  whole.  The  person  as  a  whole  is  able  to  obey  God  or  to  turn  away  

                                                                                                                                                                             
or   in  other   fateful   circumstances.  Though   circumstances   come   from   fate,   they  do  not  determine   the  
human  προαίίρεσις,  namely  human  attitude  towards  fate.  Cf.  Jedan,  2010,  43.  
14  Περὶ   Εἱµμαρµμέένης,   XXIII,   (ed.   Bruns),   1934-­‐‑8:   Tὸ   γοῦν   πρῶτον   εἰρηµμέένον  ὡς   πάάντων   τῶν   ὄντων  
αἰτίίων   τινῶν   γινοµμέένων   τῶν   µμετὰ   ταῦτα   καὶ   τοῦτον   τὸν   τρόόπον   ἐχοµμέένων   ἀλλήήλων   τῶν  
πραγµμάάτων   τῷ   δίίκην   ἁλύύ   σεως   τοῖς   πρώώτοις   συνηρτῆσθαι   τὰ   δεύύτερα͵   ὃ   ὥσπερ   οὐσίίαν   τῆς  
εἱµμαρµμέένης  ὑποτίίθενται͵  πῶς  οὐ  φανερῶς  ἀπᾴδει  τῶν  πραγµμάάτων;  
15  Zier l ,  1995,  13.  
16  Περὶ  εἱµμαρµμέένης,  VI,  (ed.  Bruns),  17012-­‐‑19:  Ὁρῶµμεν  γοῦν  ὅτι  καὶ  τὸ  σῶµμα  τῷ  τοῖον  ἢ  τοῖον  εἶναι  τὴν  
φύύσιν  καὶ  ἐν  νόόσοις  καὶ  ἐν  φθοραῖς  ἀκολούύθως  τῇ  φυσικῇ  συστάάσει  γίίνεται͵  οὐ  µμὴν  ἐξ  ἀνάάγκης·∙  
ἱκαναὶ   γὰρ   ἐκκροῦσαι   τὴν   τοιάάνδε   τάάξιν   ἐπιµμέέλειαίί   τε   καὶ   ἀέέρων   ὑπαλλαγαὶ   καὶ   προστάάξεις  
ἰατρῶν  καὶ  συµμβουλαὶ  θεῶν.  Kατὰ  δὲ  τὸν  αὐτὸν  τρόόπον  καὶ  ἐπὶ  τῆς  ψυχῆς  εὕροι  τις  ἂν  παρὰ  τὴν  
φυσικὴν  κατασκευὴν  διαφόόρους  γινοµμέένας  ἑκάάστῳ  τάάς  τε  προαιρέέσεις  καὶ  τὰς  πράάξεις  καὶ  τοὺς  
βίίους.  ἦθος  γὰρ  ἀνθρώώπων  δαίίµμων  κατὰ  τὸν  Ἡράάκλειτον͵  τουτέέστι  φύύσις.  
17  Ecc  2:22;  Jer  14:14;  Lev  7:16.  



from  God’s  will,  not  just  its  cognitive,  affective  or  other  faculties18.  Thus,  the  Hebrew  
term  רפן (raƒôn) has  many  connotations,  which  refer  not  only  to  a  cognitive  or  mental  
aspect  of  the  human  being.    Furthermore,  the  terms  θέέλειν,  θέέληµμα  and  θέέλησις    in  
the   Septuagint   and   the   New   Testament   describe   a   morally   ambivalent   form   of  
volition.19  They  are  not  only   for  God’s  will,  but  also   for  human  will.  The  quality  of  
the  human  will  depends  on  the  manner   in  which  it  responds  not   to  human  reason,  
but  to  the  Divine  will.20      
  
Jesus  prayer  at  Gethsemane  (according  to  the  Synoptics,  Mk  14:36):  ἀλλ᾿  οὐ  τίί  ἐγὼ  
θέέλω  ἀλλὰ  τίί  σύύ  provides  an  echo  of  this  idea.  Jesus  expresses  through  this  sentence  
his  volitional  obedience  to  His  Father’s  will.21  Similarly,  the  fourth  Gospel  adopts  the  
idea  that  humans  can  fulfill  the  divine  will  by  their  own  will!  Jn  7:17:  Ἐάάν  τις  θέέλῃ  
τὸ  θέέληµμα  αὐτοῦ  ποιεῖν,  γνώώσεται  περὶ  τῆς  διδαχῆς  πόότερον  ἐκ  τοῦ  θεοῦ  ἐστιν  ἢ  
ἐγὼ  ἀπ᾽   ἐµμαυτοῦ  λαλῶ.  The   value   of   the   human  person   as   a  whole,   namely   as   a  
thinking   and   acting   subject,   is   being   measured   according   to   his   willingness   to  
perform  the  divine  will.  Therefore,  the  other  relevant  concept,  that  is,  freedom,  seen  
generally  in  the  New  Testament,  does  not  refer  to  autonomy  or  independence  of  the  
human  being  from  God  but  to  a  form  of  relationship  to  God.  
  
The  Main  Theological  Arguments  of  the  Patristic  Notion  of  Human  Freedom  of  Choice  
Even  though  no  theory  concerning  the  human  will  and  human  action  can  be  found  in  
New   Testament,   Justin   the   philosopher   and   martyr   uses   the   terms   ἐλευθέέρα  
προαίίρεσις   and  αὐτεξούύσιον  as   fundamental   theological   concepts22.  He   is   the   first  
among   the   Greek   Fathers   who   follows   the   aforementioned   philosophical   debate  
concerning  προαίίρεσις  and  introduces  it  in  a  new  system,  differentiated  from  that  of  
the  philosophical  worldview.  The  Greek  Fathers  mentioned  hereafter   are  primarily  
inspired  by  the  biblical  word  and  their  own  experiences  in  the  Christian  community.  
However,  they  use  five  arguments  that  have  a  remarkable  philosophical  background.  
  
The   first  argument  derives   from  Origen.   In   the   third  book  of  his  work  περὶ  ἀρχῶν  
Origen   presents   systematic   study   regarding   the   term   αὐτεξούύσιον.   His   argument  
derives   from   the  Aristotelian   perspective   of   the   accountability   of   human   actions23.  

                                                        
18  Dihle ,    1982,  75:  “Both  complying  with  and  opposing  the  intention  of  God  result  from  the  whole  of  
human  personality.  It  is  therefore  of  little  importance  which  faculty  of  the  soul  is  chiefly  responsible  
for  the  will  of  man,  alone  subject  to  moral  judgment  (Gen  2:21,  6:5).”  
19  L imbeck,   1981,  338ff.    
20  Cf.  Müller ,  2010,  217.  
21  Dihle ,  1982,  79.  
22  Ἀπολογίία,  (ed.  Μunier)    43,  3-­‐‑4,  Sc  507,  24010-­‐‑14:  Καὶ  αὖ  εἰ  µμὴ  προαιρέέσει  ἐλευθέέρᾳ  πρὸς  τὸ  φεύύγειν  
τὰ   αἰσχρὰ   καὶ   αἱρεῖσθαι   τὰ   καλὰ   δύύναµμιν   ἔχει   τὸ   ἀνθρώώπειον   γέένος,   ἀλλ’   ὅτι   ἐλευθέέρᾳ  
προαιρέέσει   καὶ   κατορθοῖ   καὶ   σφάάλλεται,   οὕτως   ἀποδείίκνυµμεν».   Διάάλογος   Πρὸς   Τρύύφωνα,   (ed.  
Marcovich)   88,   5,   PTS   47,   22321-­‐‑26:   Βουλόόµμενος   γὰρ   τούύτους   ἐν   ἐλευθέέρᾳ   προαιρέέσει   καὶ  
αὐτεξουσίίους  γενοµμέένους,  τούύς  τε  ἀγγέέλους  καὶ  τοὺς  ἀνθρώώπους,  ὁ  θεόός  ...  
23   Ἠθικὰ   Νικοµμάάχεια,   III,   5,   (ed.   Bywater),   OCT,   493-­‐‑5026:   Ὄντος   δὴ   βουλητοῦ   µμὲν   τοῦ   τέέλους͵  
βουλευτῶν  δὲ  καὶ  προαιρετῶν  τῶν  πρὸς  τὸ  τέέλος͵  αἱ  περὶ  ταῦτα  πράάξεις  κατὰ  προαίίρεσιν  ἂν  εἶεν  



According  to  Origen,  the  accountability  of  human  actions  refers  to  the  biblical  idea  of  
final  judgment.24  The  fact  that  they  are  held  accountable  for  their  actions  at  the  final  
judgment  presupposes  that  human  beings  have  αὐτεξούύσιον.    
  
A   second   argument   is   closely   connected   with   this   idea.   It   is   about   God’s  
commandments   in   the   Bible.   The   Epistle   of   Barnabas   attests   that   the   realization   of  
God’s  commandments  is  ἐφ᾿  ἡµμῖν,  meaning  it  is  in  our  power.  According  to  Irenaeus  
of  Lyon25  and  other  Greek  Fathers  this  proves  that  human  beings  are  not  determined  
by  fate.26  God  is  omnipotent,  God  can  act   in  history  and  God  has  foreknowledge  of  
world  events,27  but   this   foreknowledge  does  not  determine  human   life.   In   contrast,  
human  beings  are  able  to  follow  God’s  Law  of  their  own  volition.28  
  
A   third   argument   is   that   neither   God   nor   nature   but   human   transgressions   have  
caused   evil   in   the   world.   Methodios   of   Olymp   pleads   for   the   αὐτεξούύσιον   and  
devotes  an  entire  work  to  the  issue,  that  evil  does  not  come  from  God,  but  only  from  

                                                                                                                                                                             
καὶ  ἑκούύσιοι.  Aἱ  δὲ  τῶν  ἀρετῶν  ἐνέέργειαι  περὶ  ταῦτα  ...  τούύτοις  δ΄  ἔοικε  µμαρτυρεῖσθαι  καὶ  ἰδίίᾳ  ὑφ΄  
ἑκάάστων  καὶ  ὑπ΄  αὐτῶν  τῶν  νοµμοθετῶν·∙  κολάάζουσι  γὰρ  καὶ  τιµμωροῦνται  τοὺς  δρῶντας  µμοχθηράά͵  
ὅσοι  µμὴ  βίίᾳ  ἢ  δι΄  ἄγνοιαν  ἧς  µμὴ  αὐτοὶ  αἴτιοι͵  τοὺς  δὲ  τὰ  καλὰ  πράάττοντας  τιµμῶσιν͵  ὡς  τοὺς  µμὲν  
προτρέέψοντες  τοὺς  δὲ  κωλύύσοντες.  
24  Ὠριγέένης,  Περὶ  Ἀρχῶν,   III,1,6,   (ed.  Görgemanns),  4769-­‐‑4777:   ...  καὶ  εὐλόόγως   ‚ἐνόόχων’  ἡµμῶν   ‚τῇ  
κρίίσει’   ἐσοµμέένων͵   εἰ   παραβαίίνοιµμεν   αὐτάά.   Ὅθεν   καὶ   ‚πᾶς’   φησιν   ‚ὁ   ἀκούύων   µμου   τοὺς   λόόγους  
τούύτους  καὶ  ποιῶν  αὐτοὺς  ὁµμοιωθήήσεται  ἀνδρὶ  φρονίίµμῳ͵  ὅστις  ᾠκοδόόµμησεν  αὐτοῦ  τὴν  οἰκίίαν  ἐπὶ  
τὴν  πέέτραν’  καὶ  τὰ  ἑξῆς͵  ‚ὁ  δὲ  ἀκούύων  καὶ  µμὴ  ποιῶν  ὅµμοιόός  ἐστιν  ἀνδρὶ  µμωρῷ͵  ὅστις  ᾠκοδόόµμησεν  
αὐτοῦ   τὴν   οἰκίίαν   ἐπὶ   τὴν   ἄµμµμον’   καὶ   τὰ   ἑξῆς.   Kαὶ   λέέγων   ‚δὲ   τοῖς   ἐκ   δεξιῶν·∙   δεῦτε   πρόός   µμε͵   οἱ  
εὐλογηµμέένοι   τοῦ   πατρόός   µμου   καὶ   τὰ   ἑξῆς͵   ἐπείίνασα   γὰρ   καὶ   ἐδώώκατέέ   µμοι   φαγεῖν͵   ἐδίίψησα   καὶ  
ἐποτίίσατέέ  µμε’  σφόόδρα  σαφῶς  ὡς  αἰτίίοις  οὖσι  τοῦ  ἐπαινεῖσθαι  δίίδωσι  τὰς  ἐπαγγελίίας͵  καὶ  ἐκ  τοῦ  
ἐναντίίου  τοῖς  ἑτέέροις  ὡς  ψεκτοῖς  παρ΄  αὐτοὺς  λέέγει  τὸ  ‚πορεύύεσθε  οἱ  κατηραµμέένοι  εἰς  τὸ  πῦρ  τὸ  
αἰώώνιον’.  
25  Ἔλεγχος,  IV,37,3-­‐‑4,  (ed.  Rousseau),  Sc  100,  92817-­‐‑25:  Ταῦτα  γὰρ  πάάντα  τὸ  αὐτεξούύσιον  ἐπιδείίκνυσι  
τοῦ  ἀνθρώώπου  καὶ  τὸ  συµμβουλευτικὸν  τοῦ  Θεοῦ  ἀποτρέέποντος  µμὲν  τοῦ  ἀπειθεῖν  αὐτῷ͵  ἀλλὰ  µμὴ  
βιαζοµμέένου.   Καὶ   γὰρ   αὐτὸ   τὸ   εὐαγγέέλιον   εἰ   µμὴ   βούύλοιτόό   τις   ἕπεσθαι͵   ἐξὸν   µμὲν   αὐτῷ   ἐστιν͵  
ἀσύύµμφερον   δέέ·∙   ἡ   γὰρ   παρακοὴ   τοῦ  Θεοῦ   καὶ   ἀποβολὴ   τοῦ   ἀγαθοῦ   ἔστιν   µμὲν   ἐν   τῷ   ἀνθρώώπῳ͵  
βλάάβην  δὲ  καὶ  ζηµμίίαν  οὐ  τὴν  τυχοῦσαν  φέέρει.  Καὶ  διὰ  τοῦτο  ὁ  Παῦλόός  φησιν·∙  Πάάντα  µμοι  ἔξεστιν͵  
ἀλλ΄  οὐ  πάάντα  συµμφέέρει.  
26  Ὠριγέένης,  Περὶ  Ἀρχῶν,  III,1,6,  (ed.  Görgemanns),  4764-­‐‑9:  Καὶ  ὁ  σωτὴρ  δὲ  λέέγων  τὸ  ‚ἐγὼ  δὲ  λέέγω  
ὑµμῖν  µμὴ  ἀντιστῆναι  τῷ  πονηρῷ’  καὶ  ‚ὅτι  ὃς  ἂν  ὀργισθῇ  τῷ  ἀδελφῷ  αὐτοῦ͵  ἔνοχος  ἔσται  τῇ  κρίίσει’  
καὶ  ‚ὃς  ἐὰν  ἐµμβλέέψῃ  γυναῖκα  πρὸς  τὸ  ἐπιθυµμῆσαι͵  ἤδη  ἐµμοίίχευσεν  ἐν  τῇ  καρδίίᾳ  αὐτοῦ’͵  καὶ  εἴ  τινα  
ἄλλην   δίίδωσιν   ἐντολήήν͵   φησὶν   ὡς   ἐφ΄   ἡµμῖν   ὄντος   τοῦ   φυλάάξαι   τὰ   προστεταγµμέένα».   cf.  
Ἀλέέξανδρος  Ἀφροδισιεύύς,  XXXVI,    Περὶ  εἱµμαρµμέένης,  (ed.  Bruns)  2098-­‐‑10.  
27   cf.   Ἰωάάννης   Δαµμασκηνόός,  Ἔκθεσις  ἀκριβὴς  τῆς  ὀρθοδόόξου  πίίστεως,   40,   (ed.  Kotter),  PTS  12,  
9817-­‐‑18:  Χρὴ  δὲ  γινώώσκειν͵  ὡς  ἡ  µμὲν  αἵρεσις  τῶν  πρακτῶν  ἀεὶ  ἐφ΄  ἡµμῖν  ἐστιν·∙  ἡ  δὲ  πρᾶξις  πολλάάκις  
κωλύύεται  κατάά  τινα  τρόόπον  τῆς  προνοίίας.  
28  The  argument  that  the  providence  of  God  does  not  determine  human  action,  and  therefore  human  
freedom  is  not  canceled  by  divine  agency,   is  mentioned  by   the  platonic  philosopher  Carneades.  See  
Bugár ,   2009,  625.    



our   choices.29   Evil   results   from   the   abuse   of   freedom,   a   freedom   which   rational  
beings,  angels,  and  humans  have  obtained  from  God.30  
  
One   can   point   to   two   further   patristic   arguments,   which   differ   from   the   current  
philosophical  positions.  The  fourth  argument  is,  as  Clement  and  Origen  have  pointed  
out,  that  the  divine  freedom  is  neither  compatible  with  constraint  nor  with  any  form  
of  violence.31  One  can  note  a  change  of  the  image  of  God.  God  is  viewed  not  only  as  
the   master   of   creation,   but   also   as   absolute   freedom.   God   is   uncreated   freedom.32  
According  to  John  of  Damascus  human  beings  have  the  gift  of  freedom  because  they  
are   a   true   image   of  God:  Πᾶν   γὰρ   λογικὸν   αὐτεξούύσιον͵   καὶ   τοῦτόό   ἐστι   τὸ   κατ΄  
εἰκόόνα  θεοῦ.33  The  freedom  of  choice  is  God’s  gift,  which  distinguishes  humans  from  
the  rest  of  God’s  will-­‐‑less  creatures.    
  
The   fifth   and   last   argument   is   even   more   exciting.   It   is   a   position   particularly  
emphasized  by  John  Chrysostom,  who  stresses  it  more  than  any  other  Greek  exegete.  
According   to   this,   human   προαίίρεσις   has   a   position   of   primacy   over   the   entire  
human  nature.  “I  am  not  determined  by  my  nature,”  observes  Chrysostom,  “but  I  am  
honored  by  God  with  the  gift  of  the  freedom  of  choice.  It  depends  not  on  my  nature  
but  my  choices   if   I  will  be  a  good  or  an  evil  person”  (Oὐ  γὰρ  φύύσει  δέέδεµμαι͵  ἀλλ΄  
ἐλευθερίίᾳ  προαιρέέσεως  τετίίµμηµμαι).34  While  the  human  nature  has  a  fixed  form  and  
potential,   one   can   develop   his   character   through   his   own   volitional   choices   and  
actions.35  
  
According  to  my  point  of  view,  these  are  the  five  most  noteworthy  arguments  with  
which  the  Greek  Fathers  justify  the  notion  of  freedom  of  choice  or  free  will  on  biblical  
and   philosophical   grounds.   One   wonders   now   why   human   agency   has   been   a  
significant   issue   for   them.   Justin,   the   first   who   referred   to   αὐτεξούύσιον   and  

                                                        
29  Kobusch,  2010,  284.  
30  Δαµμασκηνόός,  Ἔκθεσις  ἀκριβὴς  τῆς  ὀρθοδόόξου  πίίστεως,  21,  (ed.  Kotter),  PTS  12,  59123-­‐‑132.  
31  Kobusch,  2010,  293.  
32  Ibid.  
33  Εἰσαγωγὴ  δογµμάάτων,  10,  (ed.  Kotter),  PTS  7,  2615-­‐‑16.  The  Cappadocian  Fathers  also  hold  the  opinion  
that   human   beings   can   reach   through   their   προαίίρεσις   the   likeness   of   God   (τὸ   καθ   ὁµμοίίωσιν).   cf.  
Γρηγόόριος  Νύύσσης,  Περὶ  κατασκευῆς  ἀνθρώώπου,  I,  (ed.  Hörner),  Gregorii  Nysseni  Opera  Suppl.,  
  29a  5-­‐‑16:  Ποιήήσωµμεν  ἄνθρωπον  κατ΄  εἰκόόνα  ἡµμετέέραν  καὶ  τὸ  Καθ΄  ὁµμοίίωσιν  προσέέθηκε͵  δεικνὺς  ὅτι  
καὶ  προαίίρεσιν  ἡµμῖν  αὐτεξουσίίαν  ἐµμβαλεῖ  τὴν  δυναµμέένην  ποιῆσαι  ἡµμᾶς  ὁµμοιωθῆναι  θεῷ·∙  καὶ  οὖν  
καὶ   τοιοῦτοι   ἀπετελέέσθηµμεν   κατὰ   τὴν   πρόόρρησιν   τοῦ   θεοῦ.   Πολλοὶ   γὰρ   οἱ   ὁµμοιωθέέντες   αὐτῷ͵  
πάάντως  δὲ  καὶ  οἱ  ὁµμοιωθησόόµμενοι͵  κἂν  µμὴ  καὶ  πάάντες  εἰς  τοῦτο  ἐπισπεύύδοιµμεν  ἀλλὰ  τὴν  ἐναντίίαν  
µμᾶλλον  ἀπὸ  ἐθελοκακίίας  βαδίίζοιµμεν.  Ἐν  δὲ  τῇ  κατασκευῇ  ὕστερον  µμόόνον  εἶπε  τὸ  Κατ΄  εἰκόόνα  ὡς  
καὶ  µμόόνον  τοῦτο  ἐντελὲς  καὶ  ἀναλλοίίωτον  τῇ  ἀνθρωπίίνῃ  φύύσει  ἐγκατασκευάάσας·∙  τὸ  δέέ  γε  Καθ΄  
ὁµμοίίωσιν͵   ἐπειδὴ   δυνάάµμει   τέέως  µμόόνον   ἐγκατέέσπειρε   τῷ  ἀνθρώώπῳ͵  οὔπω  δὲ  καὶ   εἰς  ἀποτέέλεσµμα  
ἐµμπεφάάνιστο   ἀλλ΄   ἐδεῖτο   ἔτι   πρὸς   ἀποτέέλεσµμα   τῆς   τοῦ   λαβόόντος   τὴν   προαίίρεσιν   πράάξεως͵  
εἰκόότως  ἀπεσιώώπησεν.  
34  Εἰς  τὸ  ρητὸν  τοῦ  Ἀποστόόλου:  Περὶ  δὲ  τῶν  κεκοιµμηµμέένων  οὐ  θέέλω  ὑµμᾶς  ἀγνοεῖν͵  ἀδελφοὶ͵  ἵνα  µμὴ  
λυπῆσθε·∙  καὶ  εἰς  τὸν  Ἰὼβ  καὶ  τὸν  Ἀβραάάµμ,  ΜPG  48,  104217.  
35  Müller ,  2010,  18.  



ἐλευθέέρα  προαίίρεσις,   as  well   as  his  pupil  Tatian,  who   transformed   this   term   into  
ἐλευθερίία   τῆς   προαιρέέσεως,   applied   these   concepts   against   the   vulgar   belief   in  
fate36   and   pagan   superstitions   such   as   astrology.37   Nevertheless,   Irenaeus   of   Lyon,  
along  with  Clement  and  Origen  of  Alexandria,  have  applied  the  concept  of  freedom  
of   choice   in   their   struggle   against   the   strong   dualism   and   determinism   of   the  
Gnostics.  Among  other   things,   the  dispute  of   the  Alexandrian   theologians  with   the  
Gnostics   focused   on   the   concept   πίίστις   (faith).   While   Clement   and   Origen  
understood  faith  as  a  voluntary  and  conscious  acceptance  of   faith   in  God,  Gnostics  
taught  that  faith  derives  from  God  or  nature.38    
  
For  the  Greek  Fathers,  the  encounter  with  Gnosticism  carried  with  it  the  challenge  of  
defending   human   freedom   of   decision   not   only   in   systematic   treatises   but   also   in  
biblical   commentaries.   This   was   necessary   as   the   Gnostics   misused   the   canonical  
texts   in   order   to   prove   their   deterministic   and   dualistic   ideas.39   In   the   following  
section,   I   will   focus   on   three   representative   texts   that   played   a   crucial   part   in   the  
debate  between  the  Greek  Fathers  and  the  Gnostics.  
  
John  6:44-­‐‑45  
A   classical   text,   which   is   still   regarded   as   one   of   the   allegedly   most   important  
evidences  for  the  claim  that  a  predestinarian,  or  pre-­‐‑gnostic  pattern  is  present  in  the  
Fourth  Gospel,  is  Jn  6:44-­‐‑45.    It  is  the  passage  of  the  dialogue  between  Jesus  and  the  
people   of   Galilea   (6:28,   30f,   34)   on   the   “bread   of   life.”   Jesus   responds   to   the  
“murmur”  of  the  Jews  who  do  not  want  to  believe  that  He  came  down  from  Heaven  
that  nobody  can  come  to  Him  unless  the  Father  draws  him.  The  Isaiah  quote  from  the  
Septuagint,  which  the  evangelist  cites  in  a  modified  form,  refers  to  an  eschatological  
event,  namely  the  Jewish  eschatological  expectation  of  a  time  when  Yahweh  himself  
would   teach   his   people   the   Torah.40   That   expectation   is   fulfilled   in   Christ   on   a  
universal  level  concerning  all  human  beings:  
  
  
                                                        
36  Cf.  Klauck,  2003,  331ff.  
37Ἰουστίίνος,   Ἀπολογίία,   43,1-­‐‑2,   (ed.   Murnier),   Sc   507,   2404-­‐‑8:   Ὅπως   δὲ   µμήή   τινες   ἐκ   τῶν  
προλελεγµμέένων   ὑφ΄   ἡµμῶν   δοξάάσωσι   καθ΄   εἱµμαρµμέένης   ἀνάάγκην   φάάσκειν   ἡµμᾶς   τὰ   γινόόµμενα  
γίίνεσθαι͵   ἐκ   τοῦ   προειπεῖν   προεγνωσµμέένα͵   καὶ   τοῦτο   διαλύύ<σ>οµμεν.   Τὰς   τιµμωρίίας   καὶ   τὰς  
κολάάσεις   καὶ   τὰς   ἀγαθὰς   ἀµμοιβὰς   κατ΄   ἀξίίαν   τῶν   πράάξεων   ἑκάάστου   ἀποδίίδοσθαι   διὰ   τῶν  
προφητῶν  µμαθόόντες  καὶ  ἀληθὲς  ἀποφαινόόµμεθα·∙   ἐπεὶ   εἰ  µμὴ  τοῦτόό  ἐστιν͵  ἀλλὰ  καθ΄   εἱµμαρµμέένην  
πάάντα  γίίνεται͵  οὔτε  τὸ  ἐφ΄  ἡµμῖν  ἐστιν  ὅλως.  
38   Clemens   of   Alexandria   summarizes   in   the   fifth   book   of   Stromata   the   understanding   of   faith  
according   to   the  Gnostics  Basilides,  Valentin  and  Marcion  (Στρωµματεῖς,  V,I,  3.2.1-­‐‑4.4.5,  GCS   II   [=15]  
32719-­‐‑32820).  
39  Cf.  Ὠριγέένης,  In  Epistulam  ad  Romanos,  (ed.  Bammel),  Sc  532,  1384-­‐‑10:  ...  alia  quod  quaestiones  in  ea  
plurimas   mouet   et   eas   praecipue   quibus   innitentes   haeretici   astruere   solent   quod   uniuscuiusque  
gestorum   causa   non   ad   propositum   debeat   sed   naturae   diuersitatem   referri,   et   ex   paucis   huius  
epistulae  sermonibus  totius  scripturae  sensum,  qui  arbitrii  libertatem  concessam  a  Deo  homini  docet,  
conantur  evertere.  
40  So  Bultmann,   Johannesevangelium,  KEKNT,  198621,  172.    



A  Oὐδεὶς  δύύναται  ἐλθεῖν  πρόός  µμε  
B  Ἐὰν  µμὴ  ὁ  πατὴρ  ὁ  πέέµμψας  µμε  ἑλκύύσῃ  αὐτόόν,  
κἀγὼ  ἀναστήήσω  αὐτὸν  ἐν  τῇ  ἐσχάάτῃ  ἡµμέέρᾳ.     
Ἔστιν  γεγραµμµμέένον  ἐν  τοῖς  προφήήταις·∙  [Isa  54:  13]  καὶ  ἔσονται  πάάντες  διδακτοὶ  θεοῦ·∙    
B’  πᾶς  ὁ  ἀκούύσας  παρὰ  τοῦ  πατρὸς  καὶ  µμαθὼν  
A’  ἔρχεται  πρὸς  ἐµμέέ.      

	
  
Verses  44–45  have  a  chiastic  structure  which  demonstrates,  on  the  one  hand,  that  the  
metaphor41   “to   be   drawn  by   the   father”   refers   to   “listening   to   the   father,”   and   the  
“learning”  of  human  beings.    On  the  other  hand,  “coming”  to  Christ,  i.e.  believing  in  
Christ,42   results   from   the   combination  of   an  action  of   the  Father   “drawing”  human  
beings   to  Christ   and   a   human   action,   i.e.   the   turning43   towards  Him   (come,   listen,  
learn)  (cf.  Jn  3:21).  However,  many  scholars  hold  the  view  that  this  text  is  proof  for  
the  predestinarian  intention  of  the  Fourth  Gospel,44  or  more  intensively,  that  man  is  
so  strictly  determined  in  the  Fourth  Gospel  that  there  is  no  interest  in  his  will.45  The  
most   famous   commentator   of   the   Fourth   Gospel   in   the   Greek   East,   Cyril   of  
Alexandria,   pleads   for   the   freedom   of   decision   and   observes   that   the   Evangelist  
emphasizes  God’s  initiative,  but  he  does  not  negate  the  human  αὐτοπροαίίρετον:  
  

[Εἰς   τὸ  Κατὰ      Ἰωάάννην,   (ed.   Pusey),   I,   50716-­‐‑5084]:   «Ἀνωτέέρω  δὲ  λέέγων  Οὐδεὶς  
δύύναται   ἐλθεῖν   πρὸς   µμέέ͵   ἐὰν   µμὴ   ὁ   Πατὴρ   ὁ   πέέµμψας   µμε   ἑλκύύσῃ   αὐτόόν͵   οὐκ  
ἀναγκαστικήήν͵  οὐδὲ  βιαιοτάάτην  οὖσαν  ἐπιδεικνύύει  τὴν  ἕλξιν  προστιθείίς·∙  Πᾶς  
ὁ  ἀκούύσας  παρὰ  τοῦ  Πατρόός  µμου  καὶ  µμαθὼν  ἔρχεται  πρὸς  µμέέ.  Ὅπου  γὰρ  ἀκοὴ  
καὶ  µμάάθησις  καὶ  τὸ  ἐκ  παιδεύύσεως  ἀγαθόόν͵  διὰ  πειθοῦς  δηλονόότι  καὶ  οὐκ  ἐξ  
ἀνάάγκης   ἡ   πίίστις·∙   ἀντιληπτικὴ   δὲ   µμᾶλλον͵   ὡς   ἐξ   ἀγάάπης   τοῖς   ἀξίίοις   ἡ   ἐπὶ  
Χριστῷ   σύύνεσις   χορηγεῖται   παρὰ   τοῦ   Πατρὸς   ἤπερ   ἀναγκαστικήή·∙  
περισῴζεσθαι   γὰρ   ὁ   δογµματικὸς   ἀναγκάάζει   λόόγος   τὸ   αὐτεξούύσιον   καὶ  
αὐτοπροαίίρετον   τῇ   τοῦ   ἀνθρώώπου   ψυχῇ͵   ἵνα   δικαίίους   µμὲν   ἐπ΄   ἀγαθοῖς  
ἀπαιτῇ   τοὺς   µμισθούύς͵   σφαλλοµμέένη   δὲ   τοῦ   πρέέποντος͵   καὶ   τὸ   τῷ   νοµμοθέέτῃ  
δοκοῦν   ἐκ   ῥᾳθυµμίίας   ἐκβαίίνουσα͵   τὴν   ἐπὶ   τῷ   κολάάζεσθαι   δίίκην   καὶ  
εὐλογωτάάτην  ἀποκοµμίίζοιτο».  
  
[Transl.  Pusey,  (1885):  But  having  said  above,  No  man  can  come  to  Me,  except  the  Father  
Which   sent  Me   draw   him,  He   shews   that   it   is   not   a   compulsory   nor   forcible   drawing,  
adding,  Every  man  that  hath  heard  of  My  Father  and  hath  learned,  cometh  unto  Me.  For  
where  there  is  hearing  and  learning  and  the  benefit  of  instruction,  there  is  faith,  to  wit  by  
persuasion   and  not   of   necessity:   and   the   knowledge   of  Christ   is   given   by   the   Father   to  
them  that  are  worthy,  helpful  as  of  love,  rather  than  constraining.  For  the  word  of  doctrine  
requires  that  free  will  and  free  choice  be  preserved  to  the  soul  of  man,  in  order  that  it  may  
ask   the   just   rewards   of   its   good   deeds,   and   if   it   have   fallen   from   right,   and   from  
heedlessness  have   transgressed   the  Will  of   the  Lawgiver,   it  may  receive   the  doom  of   its  
transgression  and  that  most  reasonable.]  

  
                                                        
41   The  metaphor   “to   be  drawn  by”  has   a   rich   Jewish      (Hos   11:1.4;   Jer   38,3LXX   a.o.),   as  well   as  Greek  
background  (Πλάάτων,   Ἴων,  536a  a.o.).  See  in  detail  Theobald,  1996,  315-­‐‑341.  
42  Cf.  Jn  7,37-­‐‑38.  
43  Röhser ,  1994,  220.  
44   Hofius ,   1996,   28f.   cf.   Brown,   John,   ABC,   1996,   277:   „Gott   acts   in   their   hearts   …   this   internal    
moving  of  the  heart  by  the  father  will  enable  them  to  believe  in  the  Son  …”  (cf.  Jer  31:33)  
45  Achtner ,  2011,  38ff.  



On  the  basis  of  this  commentary  we  can  see  that  Cyril  compares  the  relevant  parts  of  
the  chiastic  structure  with  each  other  and  draws  the  conclusion  that  faith  in  Christ  is  
not   only   a   gift   from  God   but   also   a   consequence   of   human   hearing   and   learning.  
Cyril  goes  back  to  the  teaching  of  Clement  and  Origen  and  stresses  that  faith  cannot  
be  forcibly  imposed.  He  expresses  openly  that  this  reading  derives  from  the  doctrine  
of   the   church   (ὁ   δογµματικὸς   ἀναγκάάζει   λόόγος).   Cyril   explains   αὐτεξούύσιον   and  
αὐτοπροαίίρετον  as  a  theological  axiom  and  ascribes  validity  to  it  on  the  grounds  of  
human   accountability   for   action   at   the   final   judgment.   From   this   point   of   view,  
προαίίρεσις  is  a  kind  of  intention,  which  results  from  the  entire  moral  attitude  of  the  
human  person46  and  makes  it  worthy  of  the  faith  in  Christ.  According  to  Cyril,  divine  
agency  does   not   abolish   human  προαίίρεσις.  God   the   Father   gives   insight   to   those  
counted  worthy,   an   insight   that   is   not   forcibly   imputed   but   rather   helps   to  move  
humans  towards  faith  (ἀντιληπτικὴ  ...  σύύνεσις  ἐπὶ  Χριστῷ  ...  ἢπερ  ἀναγκαστικήή).  
    
Finally,  I  would  like  to  point  out  texts  that  demonstrate  clearly47   that,   in  the  Fourth  
Gospel,  human  volition  is  a  decisive  factor  regarding  faith  in  Christ.  
  

5:40: καὶ  οὐ  θέέλετε  ἐλθεῖν  πρόός  µμε  ἵνα  ζωὴν  ἔχητε  (cf.  Jn  5:35;  Mt  23:37).  
7:17:  Ἐάάν  τις  θέέλῃ  τὸ  θέέληµμα  αὐτοῦ  [i.e.  τοῦ  πατρόός]  ποιεῖν,    
γνώώσεται  περὶ  τῆς  διδαχῆς  πόότερον  ἐκ  τοῦ  θεοῦ  ἐστιν  ἢ  ἐγὼ  ἀπ᾽ἐµμαυτοῦ  λαλῶ.  

  
I  will  now  refer  to  another  important  text  of  the  New  Testament.  
  
Romans  7    
Rom   7:14-­‐‑25   (cf.   Gal   5:13ff.48)   is   considered   another   locus   classicus   in   the   debate  
concerning   human   will   in   the   New   Testament.   Paul   seems   to   radically   challenge  
human  freedom  in  this  text.49  The  interpretation  of  Romans  7  and  especially  the  first  
person  singular  “I”  is  itself  a  broad  topic  and  cannot  be  discussed  extensively  in  this  
paper.   However,   one   can   accept   the   majority’s   opinion   that   in   Romans   7   Paul  
explains   the   situation   of   the   unredeemed  human  being50   on   the   basis   of   the   of   the  
“Fall  of  Man”  narrative  in  Genesis  2  and  3.51  Neither  his  own  personal  story  nor  any  
anthropological  problems52  are  the  subject  of  discussion  here.  Paul  rather  refers  to  the  
capture  of  pre-­‐‑Christian  human  beings  in  a  wrong  system  of  values.53  He  does  that  in  
order  to  put  the  blame  on  sin  and  prove  that  salvation  is  possible  only  in  Christ.  Paul  

                                                        
46  Müller ,  2010,  10.  
47  So  Brown  (John,  AnBib,  1966,  225)  on  Jn  5:40:  “The  refusal  is  deliberate”.  
48  Löhr   (2007,  174ff.)  undertakes  an  interesting  investigation  of  the  concept  of  human  will  in  Romans  
7  and  Galatians  5.    
49  Müller ,  2010,  244.  
50  Wolter ,  2011,  371.  
51  See  Bendemann,  2004,  36.  
52  Against  Bendemann,  2004,  52.  Paul’s  intention  here  is  not  to  focus  upon  an  inner  conflict  of  human  
beings,  but   rather   to  give   reasons   for  his  argument   that,  although   the  Mosaic  Law   is  given  by  God,  
human  beings  cannot  overcome  the  situation,  which  results  from  their  doing  the  sin.      
53Müller ,  2009  II,    239.  



does  not  claim  that  human  nature  is  inherently  sinful  but  he  describes  the  situation  of  
the  unredeemed  human  being  in  contrast  to  Christ’s  saving  action.54  
  
Paul   raises   the   question   why   the   pre-­‐‑Christian   human   acted   badly   despite   his  
knowledge  of  good  and  his  hate  of  evil.55  Paul  recognizes  retrospectively  that  the  pre-­‐‑
Christian  human  being  remains  under   the  slavery  of   sin  and   lives  according   to   the  
flesh  κατὰ  σάάρκα.  In  this  context,  σάάρξ  is  a  symbol  for  everything  that  is  contrary  to  
the  divine  will.56  By  accusing  sin,  which  has  crept  into  the  world  as  a  kind  of  system,  
Paul  defends  the  Mosaic  Law  and  points  out  that  the  Torah  is  holy.57  
  
(In   the   following   text,   the   statements   regarding   Law   and   sin   are   centered,   the   famous   sentence  
concerning  the  will  of  good  and  the  hate  of  evil  (in  its  dual  form  15.19)  is  written  in  bold  fonts,  and  the  
verbs  who  are  parallel  or  antithetically  associated  to  ἐθέέλειν  are  underlined.)  
    

Οἴδαµμεν  γὰρ  ὅτι  ὁ  νόόµμος  πνευµματικόός  ἐστιν,  
ἐγὼ  δὲ  σάάρκινόός  εἰµμι  πεπραµμέένος  ὑπὸ  τὴν  ἁµμαρτίίαν.  

Ὃ  γὰρ  κατεργάάζοµμαι  οὐ  γινώώσκω·∙    
οὐ  γὰρ  ὃ  θέέλω  τοῦτο  πράάσσω,    
ἀλλ᾽ὃ  µμισῶ  τοῦτο  ποιῶ.    
Εἰ  δὲ  ὃ  οὐ  θέέλω  τοῦτο  ποιῶ,    

σύύµμφηµμι  τῷ  νόόµμῳ  ὅτι  καλόός.  
Νυνὶ  δὲ  οὐκέέτι  ἐγὼ  κατεργάάζοµμαι  αὐτὸ  

ἀλλὰ  ἡ  οἰκοῦσα  ἐν  ἐµμοὶ  ἁµμαρτίία.  
Οἶδα  γὰρ  ὅτι  οὐκ  οἰκεῖ  ἐν  ἐµμοίί,  τοῦτ᾽ἔστιν  ἐν  τῇ  σαρκίί  µμου,  ἀγαθόόν·∙    
τὸ  γὰρ  θέέλειν  παράάκειταίί  µμοι,  τὸ  δὲ  κατεργάάζεσθαι  τὸ  καλὸν  οὔ·∙      
οὐ  γὰρ  ὃ  θέέλω  ποιῶ  ἀγαθόόν,    
ἀλλὰ  ὃ  οὐ  θέέλω  κακὸν  τοῦτο  πράάσσω.      
Eἰ  δὲ  ὃ  οὐ  θέέλω  [ἐγὼ]  τοῦτο  ποιῶ,  οὐκέέτι  ἐγὼ  κατεργάάζοµμαι  αὐτὸ    

ἀλλὰ  ἡ  οἰκοῦσα  ἐν  ἐµμοὶ  ἁµμαρτίία.  
Eὑρίίσκω  ἄρα  τὸν  νόόµμον,  τῷ  θέέλοντι  ἐµμοὶ  ποιεῖν  τὸ  καλόόν,  
ὅτι  ἐµμοὶ  τὸ  κακὸν  παράάκειται·∙ 

συνήήδοµμαι  γὰρ  τῷ  νόόµμῳ  τοῦ  θεοῦ  κατὰ  τὸν  ἔσω  ἄνθρωπον,  
βλέέπω  δὲ  ἕτερον  νόόµμον  ἐν  τοῖς  µμέέλεσίίν  µμου  ἀντιστρατευόόµμενον  τῷ  νόόµμῳ  τοῦ  νοόός  µμου    

καὶ  αἰχµμαλωτίίζοντάά  µμε  ἐν  τῷ  νόόµμῳ  τῆς  ἁµμαρτίίας  
τῷ  ὄντι  ἐν  τοῖς  µμέέλεσίίν  µμου.  
Ταλαίίπωρος  ἐγὼ  ἄνθρωπος·∙  τίίς  µμε  ῥύύσεται  ἐκ  τοῦ  σώώµματος  τοῦ  θανάάτου  τούύτου;   Xάάρις  δὲ  τῷ  θεῷ  
διὰ  Ἰησοῦ  Χριστοῦ  τοῦ  κυρίίου  ἡµμῶν.  

Ἄρα  οὖν  αὐτὸς  ἐγὼ  τῷ  µμὲν  νοῒ  δουλεύύω  νόόµμῳ  θεοῦ  
τῇ  δὲ  σαρκὶ  νόόµμῳ  ἁµμαρτίίας.  

                                                        
54  Müller ,  2009  II,    240.  
55  So  Löhr,  2007,  176:  “Das  in  den  Texten  [Galatians  5;  Romans  7]  aufgezeigte  Dilemma  des  Menschen  
bezieht  sich  auf  den  Bereich  des  Handelns,  sowohl  positiv  als  auch  negativ.  Anders  formuliert:  Beide  
Textzusammenhänge  ringen  mit  der  Frage:  Was  soll  bzw.  kann  ich  tun?”  
56  Müller ,  2009  II,    223.  
57Cf.  Stendahl ,  2001,  60.  However,  faith  in  Christ  and  Spirit  now  can  release  all  human  beings  from  
this   tragic   situation.   Cf.   Romans   8.   So   Bendemann,   2004,   45:   “Die   heillose   Situation   des   ‚Ich’   in  
seinem   Wissen   und   Wollen   wird   allererst   begreiflich   und   überschaubar   im   Rückblick   von   dem  
kontingenten   Eingriff   her,   der   dann   im   folgenden  Kapitel   Röm  mit   der   Rede   vom   ‘Geist’   anvisiert  
wird  (vgl  Röm  7:6).”  



  
Paul   interprets   an   ancient   common   topos   concerning   the   contradiction   between  
wanting   and   doing58   from   a   Christian   perspective.   New   Testament   Scholars  mostly  
compare   the   parallelism   in   vv.   15   and   19   with   the   final   monologue   of   Euripides’  
Medea,  as  well  as  the  question  of  the  weakness  of  the  human  will   in  ancient  Greek  
literature  and  philosophy  (ἀκρασίία).  Thus  Paul  observes  that  sin,  not  the  Law,  must  
be   blamed   for   the   tragic   situation   of   human   beings   in   the   pre-­‐‑Christian   era,   an  
approach  that  has  no  parallels   in  Greek  or  Latin   literature.  According  to  Paul,  man  
came  into  this  situation  through  an  action  attributed  to  him,  as  can  be  clearly  seen  in  
Rom   5:12-­‐‑21.   Sin   came   into   the   world   through   one   man:   δι᾽ἑνὸς   ἀνθρώώπου   ἡ  
ἁµμαρτίία   εἰς   τὸν   κόόσµμον   εἰσῆλθεν   (5:15).   In   Romans   5,   Paul   addresses   the  
transgression  and  disobedience  of  Adam,  which  caused  humanity’s  enslavement   to  
sin.  Therefore,  in  Romans  7  it  is  sin  that  lives  and  acts  in  the  “I”  but  the  cause  of  this  
remains   human   action,   as   mentioned   in   Romans   5.   Inevitably,   the   “I”   has   to  
experience   the   results   of   that   action.59      Paul   applies   this   truth   to  himself   by   saying  
that  death  came  to  him  just  as  it  had  come  to  Adam,  namely,  through  sin.  However,  
Paul  does  not  speak  about  original  sin  in  the  Augustinian  sense,  i.e.  that  sin  is  being  
transmitted  by  concupiscence  and  enfeebles  freedom  of  the  will.  Paul  rather  refers  to  
the  sin  of  every  human  being  as  can  also  be  proved  by  evidence  we  find  in  parallel  
Jewish  sources.60  Not  only  disobedience  (παρακοήή),  but  also  its  opposite,  obedience  
from   the   heart   (ὑπακούύειν   ἐκ   καρδίίας61)   is   considered   to   be   an   action   of   the   free  
human  being  (cf.  Rom  6:17:  

  
Xάάρις  δὲ  τῷ  θεῷ  ὅτι  ἦτε  δοῦλοι  τῆς  ἁµμαρτίίας  ὑπηκούύσατε  δὲ  ἐκ  καρδίίας  εἰς  ὃν  
παρεδόόθητε  τύύπον  διδαχῆς.  

  
The   heart   is   the   center   of   human   προαίίρεσις   (2   Cor   9:7),   βουλήή   (1   Cor   4:5)   and  
θέέληµμα  (1  Cor  7:37).  As  a  result,  the  obedience  from  the  heart  refers  to  a  voluntary  
acceptance  of  the  Gospel.62  Indeed,  the  acceptance  of  the  Gospel  and  baptism  must  be  
followed  by  a  faith  corresponding  life.  The  baptized  is  a  debtor  (ὀφειλέέτης),  namely  
he  has  to  lead  a  life  according  to  the  Spirit  (κατὰ  πνεῦµμα).  Paul  refers  to  this  duty  of  
the  Christian  believers  and,   like  warning,  reminds  them  the  possibility  of  returning  
back   to   the   pre-­‐‑Christian   situation.63   This   notion   proves   that   the   eschatological  
salvation  results  not  only  from  a  divine  call  but  from  human  life  as  well.  So  Paul  in  
Rom  8:12-­‐‑13,  where  he  considers  salvation  to  be  a  consequence  of  a  life  according  to  
Spirit64:  
                                                        
58  L ichtenberger ,  2004,  185.  
59  L ichtenberger ,  ibid.  Cf.  Jn  8:34b:  «πᾶς  ὁ  ποιῶν  τὴν  ἁµμαρτίίαν  δοῦλόός  ἐστιν  τῆς  ἁµμαρτίίας».  
60  S track-­‐‑Bi l lerbeck,  III,  228-­‐‑229;  239.  
61  Cf.  2  Cor  9:7.    
62  Cf.  Χρυσόόστοµμος,   Εἰς  τὴν  Πρὸς  Ρωµμαίίους,   ΜPG  60,  48930-­‐‑32:  «Ἡ  µμὲν  γὰρ  ὑπακοὴ  ἡ  ἐκ  καρδίίας  
τὸ  αὐτεξούύσιον  δηλοῖ͵  τὸ  δὲ  παραδοθῆναι͵  τὴν  τοῦ  Θεοῦ  βοήήθειαν  αἰνίίττεται».  
63  Löhr ,  2007,  186.  
64  So  Löhr,  2007,  185,  on  Rom  8:13:  “In  diesem  Vers  wie  zuvor  schon   in  V.6  wird  den  Angeredeten  
und  ihrem  Tun  die  Verantwortung  über  das  eigene  Leben  bzw.  den  eigenen  Tod  mahnend  vor  Augen  



  
Ἄρα  οὖν,  ἀδελφοίί,  ὀφειλέέται  ἐσµμὲν  οὐ  τῇ  σαρκὶ  τοῦ  κατὰ  σάάρκα  ζῆν,  εἰ  γὰρ  
κατὰ  σάάρκα  ζῆτε,  µμέέλλετε  ἀποθνῄσκειν·∙  εἰ  δὲ  πνεύύµματι  τὰς  πράάξεις  τοῦ  
σώώµματος  θανατοῦτε,  ζήήσεσθε.      

  
All  above  cited  texts  support  the  argument  that  Paul’s  intention  in  Romans  7  is  not  to  
question   human   freedom.   Therefore,   the   Greek   exegetes   tried   to   defend   human  
freedom  of  choice  through  the  interpretation  of  Romans  7.  This  attempt  is  clear  in  the  
commentary  of  Chrysostom.  
  

[Εἰς   τὴν   Πρὸς   Ρωµμαίίους,  MPG   60,   51011-­‐‑29]:   «Τὸ   γὰρ   θέέλειν   παράάκειταίί   µμοι͵  
φησίί͵  τὸ  δὲ  κατεργάάζεσθαι  τὸ  καλὸν  οὐχ  εὑρίίσκω.  Ἐνταῦθα  πάάλιν  εἰπώών͵  Οὐχ  
εὑρίίσκω͵   οὐκ   ἄγνοιάάν   φησιν͵   οὐδὲ   ἀπορίίαν͵   ἀλλ΄   ἐπήήρειάάν   τινα   καὶ  
ἐπιβουλὴν   τῆς   ἁµμαρτίίας·∙   ὅπερ   οὖν   καὶ   σαφέέστερον   δεικνὺς   ἐπήήγαγεν·∙  Οὐ  
γὰρ  ὃ  θέέλω͵  ποιῶ  ἀγαθόόν͵  ἀλλ΄  ὃ  οὐ  θέέλω  κακόόν͵  τοῦτο  πράάσσω.  Εἰ  δὲ  ὃ  ἐγὼ  οὐ  
θέέλω͵   τοῦτο   ποιῶ͵   οὐκέέτι   ἐγὼ   κατεργάάζοµμαι   αὐτόό͵   ἀλλ΄   ἡ   οἰκοῦσα   ἐν   ἐµμοὶ  
ἁµμαρτίία.   Εἶδες   πῶς   καὶ   τὴν   οὐσίίαν   τῆς   ψυχῆς͵   καὶ   τὴν   οὐσίίαν   τῆς   σαρκὸς  
ἀπαλλάάξας  ἐγκλήήµματος͵  τὸ  πᾶν  ἐπὶ  τὴν  πονηρὰν  πρᾶξιν  µμετέέστησεν;  Εἰ  γὰρ  
οὐ  θέέλει  τὸ  κακόόν͵  ἀπήήλλακται  ἡ  ψυχήή͵  καὶ  εἰ  αὐτὸς  αὐτὸ  µμὴ  κατεργάάζεται͵  
ἠλευθέέρωται  καὶ  τὸ  σῶµμα͵  καὶ  µμόόνης  τῆς  πονηρᾶς  προαιρέέσεώώς  ἐστι  τὸ  πᾶν.  
Οὐ   γὰρ   ταυτὸν   ψυχῆς   οὐσίία   καὶ   σώώµματος   καὶ   προαιρέέσεως͵   ἀλλὰ   τὰ   µμέέν  
ἐστιν  ἔργα  Θεοῦ͵  τὸ  δὲ  ἐξ  ἡµμῶν  αὐτῶν  γινοµμέένη  κίίνησις͵  πρὸς  ὅπερ  ἂν  αὐτὴν  
βουληθῶµμεν   ἀγαγεῖν. Ἡ   µμὲν   γὰρ   βούύλησις͵   ἔµμφυτον   καὶ   παρὰ   Θεοῦ·∙   ἡ   δὲ  
τοιάάδε  βούύλησις͵  ἡµμέέτερον  καὶ  τῆς  γνώώµμης  ἡµμῶν».  
  
[Transl.   Moris-­‐‑Simcox   (1851):   “For   to   will,”   he   says,   “is   present   with   me;   but   how   to  
perform  that  which  is  good,  I  find  not.”  Here  again  in  the  words,  “I  find  not,”  he  does  not  
speak  of  any  ignorance  or  perplexity,  but  a  kind  of  thwarting  and  crafty  assault  made  by  
sin,  which  he   therefore  points  more   clearly   out   in   the   next  words.  Ver.   19,   20.   “For   the  
good  that   I  would   I  do  not:  but   the  evil  which   I  would  not   that   I  do.  Now  if   I  do   that   I  
would   not,   it   is   no  more   I   that   do   it   but   sin   that   dwelleth   in  me.”Do   you   see,   how   he  
acquits   the   essence  of   the   soul,   as  well   as   the   essence  of   the   flesh,   from  accusation,   and  
removes  it  entirely  to  sinful  actions?  For  if  the  soul  willeth  not  the  evil,  it  is  cleared:  and  if  
he  does  not  work  it  himself,  the  body  too  is  set  free,  and  the  whole  may  be  charged  upon  
the  evil  moral  choice.  Now  the  essence  of  the  soul  and  body  and  of  that  choice  are  not  the  
same,  for  the  two  first  are  God’s  works,  and  the  other  is  a  motion  from  ourselves  towards  
whatever  we  please  to  direct  it.  For  willing  is  indeed  natural  (ἕµμφυτον),  and  is  from  God:  
but  willing  on  this  wise  is  our  own,  and  from  our  own  mind.]  

  
Chrysostom   interprets  Romans  7   in   review  of   the  upcoming  chapters  of   the  epistle  
and  recognizes  that  Paul  describes  the  situation  of  the  pre-­‐‑Christian  man  under  sin.  
As  the  commentary  of  Chrysostom  shows,  the  Antiochian  exegete  transfers  the  text’s  
focus  from  the  guilt  of  sin  to  the  guilt  of  the  human  προαίίρεσις.  Chrysostom  is  based  
on   the   previously   mentioned   distinction   between   the   nature   φύύσις   and   volition  
προαίίρεσις.  According  to  this  view,  it  is  not  human  nature  but  human  volition  that  
has   to   be   understood   as   the   origin   of   evil.65   The   unredeemed  man   is   in   a   state   he  
                                                                                                                                                                             
gestellt,  wobei   Leben  wie   Tod   als   eschatologisch-­‐‑endgültige   Zustände   des  Menschen   gemeint   sind.  
Über  die  eigene  Zukunft  entscheidet  insoweit  die  eigene  tätige  Existenz.”  
65  Ἰωάάννης   Χρυσόόστοµμος,  Εἰς  τὴν  Πρὸς  Ρωµμαίίους,  MPG  60,  51147  -­‐‑5121:  Πῶς  οὖν  ἀµμφόότερα  τοῦ  
διαβόόλου  φασὶν   εἶναι͵   ἐναντίία  ἀλλήήλοις   εἰσάάγοντες;  Ὁρᾷς  ὅση  µμετὰ   τῆς  ἀσεβείίας  καὶ  ἡ  ἄνοια;  



hates,  but  he  gets  in  it  through  his  evil  volition.66  Προαίίρεσις  is  equated  in  this  text  
with   βούύλησις   (volition).67   It   is   a   goal-­‐‑oriented   endeavor,   which   is   also   related   to  
reason  and  deliberation.  The   individual  human  being   forms   its  character  according  
to  the  side  to  which  it  turns  its  προαίίρεσις  as  βούύλησις.  Here,  Chrysostom  sharpens  
the  voluntaristic  conception  of  evil  in  order  to  keep  the  Christian  conceptions  of  God  
and  human  nature  free  from  dualism  and  fatalism.    
  
Matthew  13    
One   could   certainly   consider   many   additional   biblical   texts   and   patristic  
commentaries  on  this  topic.  However,  that  is  an  impossible  task  for  a  single  essay.  I  
can   only   briefly   comment   on   a   third   crucial   text   before   drawing   my   conclusions.  
Since  the  first  centuries,68  the  debate  regarding  human  agency  revolved  round  Jesus’  
answer   to   the  question  why  he   spoke   in  parables.   I   focus  on   the  Matthean  version  
because  the  Greek  Fathers  refer  to  the  Gospel  of  Matthew  most  frequently.    
  

Ὁ  δὲ  ἀποκριθεὶς  εἶπεν  αὐτοῖς·∙    
ὅτι  ὑµμῖν  δέέδοται  γνῶναι  τὰ  µμυστήήρια  τῆς  βασιλείίας  τῶν  οὐρανῶν,    
ἐκείίνοις  δὲ  οὐ  δέέδοται.    

  
Isolated   from   its   proper   context   this   phrase   can   surely   give   the   impression69   that  
human   faith   or   unbelief   derives   from  divine   agency.70   Its   immediate   context   is   the  
                                                                                                                                                                             
Ἀλλ΄   οὐ   τῆς   Ἐκκλησίίας   τὰ   δόόγµματα   τοιαῦτα͵   ἀλλὰ   τὴν   ἁµμαρτίίαν   κατακρίίνει   µμόόνον͵   καὶ   τὸν  
νόόµμον   ἑκάάτερον   παρὰ   Θεοῦ   δεδοµμέένον͵   καὶ   τὸν   τῆς   φύύσεως͵   καὶ   τὸν   τοῦ   Μωϋσέέως͵   ταύύτῃ  
πολέέµμιον  εἶναίί  φησιν͵  οὐ  τῇ  σαρκίί·∙  οὐδὲ  γὰρ  τὴν  σάάρκα  ἁµμαρτίίαν  εἶναι͵  ἀλλ΄  ἔργον  Θεοῦ  σφόόδρα͵  
καὶ  πρὸς  ἀρετὴν  ἡµμῖν   ἐπιτήήδειον͵   ἐὰν  νήήφωµμεν.   Ταλαίίπωρος   ἐγὼ  ἄνθρωπος·∙   τίίς  µμε   ῥύύσεται   ἐκ  
τοῦ   σώώµματος   τοῦ   θανάάτου   τούύτου;   Εἶδες   πόόση   τῆς   κακίίας   ἡ   τυραννίίς͵   ὅτι   καὶ   συνηδόόµμενον   τῷ  
νόόµμῳ   τὸν   νοῦν   νικᾷ;   Οὐδὲ   γὰρ   ἔχει   τις   εἰπεῖν͵   φησίίν͵   ὅτι   µμισοῦντάά   µμε   τὸν   νόόµμον   καὶ  
ἀποστρεφόόµμενον  ἡ  ἁµμαρτίία  χειροῦται·∙  συνήήδοµμαι  γὰρ  αὐτῷ  καὶ  σύύµμφηµμι͵  καὶ  καταφεύύγω  πρὸς  
αὐτόόν͵   ἀλλ΄   ὅµμως   ἐκεῖνος   µμὲν   οὐδὲ   φεύύγοντα   πρὸς   αὐτὸν   ἴσχυσε   σῶσαι͵   ὁ   δὲ   Χριστὸς   καὶ  
φεύύγοντα  ἀπ΄  αὐτοῦ  ἔσωσεν.  
66   Ἰωάάννης   Χρυσόόστοµμος,  Εἰς  τὴν  Πρὸς  Ρωµμαίίους,  MPG  60,  50860-­‐‑50920:  Οὐ  γὰρ  ὃ  θέέλω͵  τοῦτο  
πράάσσω͵  ἀλλ΄  ὃ  µμισῶ͵  τοῦτο  ποιῶ.  Πῶς  οὖν  οὐ  γινώώσκεις͵  ὃ  κατεργάάζῃ;  Εἰ  γὰρ  θέέλεις  τὸ  καλόόν͵  
καὶ  µμισεῖς  τὸ  πονηρόόν͵  γνώώσεως  τοῦτο  ἀπηρτισµμέένης  ἐστίίν.  Ὅθεν  δῆλον͵  ὅτι  καὶ  τόό͵  Ὃ  οὐ  θέέλω͵  
εἴρηκεν͵   οὐχὶ   τὸ   αὐτεξούύσιον   ἀναιρῶν͵   οὐδὲ   ἀνάάγκην   τινὰ   εἰσάάγων   βεβιασµμέένην.   Εἰ   γὰρ   οὐχ  
ἑκόόντες͵   ἀλλ΄   ἀναγκαζόόµμενοι   ἁµμαρ-­‐‑τάάνοµμεν͵   πάάλιν   τὰ   τῶν   κολάάσεων   τῶν   ἔµμπροσθεν  
γεγενηµμέένων  οὐκ  ἂν  ἔχοι  λόόγον.  Ἀλλ΄  ὥσπερ͵  Οὐ  γινώώσκω͵  λέέγων͵  οὐκ  ἄγνοιαν  ἐνέέφηνεν͵  ἀλλ΄  
ἅπερ  εἰρήήκαµμεν·∙  οὕτω  καὶ  τόό͵  Ὃ  οὐ  θέέλω͵  προσθείίς͵  οὐκ  ἀνάάγκην  ἐδήήλωσεν͵  ἀλλὰ  τὸ  µμὴ  ἐπαινεῖν  
τὰ   γινόόµμενα·∙   ἐπεὶ   εἰ   µμὴ   τοῦτο   ἦν   δηλώώσας   τῷ   εἰπεῖν͵   Ὃ   οὐ   θέέλω͵   τοῦτο   πράάσσω͵   πῶς   οὐκ  
ἐπήήγαγεν͵  Ἀλλ΄  ὃ  ἀναγκάάζοµμαι  καὶ  βιάάζοµμαι͵   τοῦτο  ποιῶ;  Τοῦτο  γὰρ  τῷ  θέέλειν  καὶ   τῇ   ἐξουσίίᾳ  
ἀντίίκειται.  Νυνὶ  δὲ  οὐ  τοῦτο  εἴρηκεν͵  ἀλλ΄  ἀντὶ  τούύτου  τόό͵  Ὃ  µμισῶ͵  τέέθεικεν͵  ἵνα  µμάάθῃς  ὡς  καὶ  ἐν  
τῷ   εἰπεῖν͵  Ὃ  οὐ  θέέλω͵   οὐ   τὴν   ἐξουσίίαν  ἀνεῖλε.  Τίί   οὖν   ἐστι   τόό͵  Ὃ  οὐ  θέέλω;  Ὃ  µμὴ   ἐπαινῶ͵   ὃ  µμὴ  
ἀποδέέχοµμαι͵  ὃ  µμὴ  φιλῶ·∙  οὗ  πρὸς  ἀντιδιαστολὴν  καὶ  τὰ  ἑξῆς  ἐπήήγαγεν  εἰπώών·∙  Ἀλλ΄  ὃ  µμισῶ͵  τοῦτο  
ποιῶ.  
67  Kobusch,  2010,  287.  
68  Cf.  Ὠριγέένης,  Περὶ  Ἀρχῶν,  III,1,16,  (ed.  Görgemanns),  518ff.  
69  So  Turner ,  Matthew,  BACNT,  2008,  339:  “These  solemn  words  confront  Jesus’  disciples  with  God’s  
sovereign   activity   in   graciously   revealing  himself   to   some   and   in   justly  withholding   that   revelation  
from  others.”  



parable  of  the  Sower.  In  this  parable  the  sower  sows  seeds  everywhere,  whether  now  
the  seeds  root  and  bear  fruits  is  not  pre-­‐‑ordained  by  him,  but  it  depends  on  the  place  
where   the   seeds   land.71   Namely   God’s   saving   action   has   two   sides:   one   refers   to  
God’s   initiative   and   the   other   presupposes   the   human   cooperation.72   This   also  
becomes   evident   through   Matthew’s   following   remark   in   Mt   13:12   (cf.   Mt   21:43;  
25:29;    Mk  4:25;  Lk    8:18):73  
  

ὅστις  γὰρ  ἔχει,  δοθήήσεται  αὐτῷ  καὶ  περισσευθήήσεται·∙    
ὅστις  δὲ  οὐκ  ἔχει,  καὶ  ὃ  ἔχει  ἀρθήήσεται  ἀπ᾽αὐτοῦ.  

  
It   is  striking  in  this   logion  that   the   initiative  for  salvation  derives  from  God  (cf.   the  
forms   in   Passivum   divinum:   δοθήήσεται,   περισσευθήήσεται,   ἀρθήήσεται).   However,  
one  must   firstly  have   something74   (ἔχει),   in  order   to   recognize   the  mysteries  of   the  
Kingdom  of  God.  The  verbs  ἔχει  /  οὐκ  ἔχει  refer  to  the  acceptance  or  denial  of  Jesus  
preaching,  i.e.  the  Matthean  community’s  teaching.  Especially  the  second  half  of  this  
logion  prepares  the  reader  for  Jesus’  word  in  Mt  21:43  that  the  kingdom  of  God  will  
be   taken   from   the   Jews   and   given   to   a   nation   bringing   forth   the   fruits.75  Matthew  
considers   the   acceptance   of   the   proclamation   of   the   Gospel   and   living   in   the  
Christian   community   to   be   prerequisite   for   the   knowledge   of   the  mysteries   of   the  
kingdom  of  God.  
  
This  interpretation  is  also  present  in  Chrysostom’s  commentary  on  the  First  Gospel:    
  

[Εἰς  τὸ  Κατὰ  Ματθαῖον,  ΜPG  58,  47129-­‐‑4728]:  Ὅτι  ὑµμῖν  δέέδοται͵  φησίί͵  γνῶναι  τὰ  
µμυστήήρια  τῆς  βασιλείίας  τῶν  οὐρανῶν·∙  ἐκείίνοις  δὲ  οὐ  δέέδοται.  Τοῦτο  δὲ  εἶπεν͵  
οὐκ   ἀνάάγκην   εἰσάάγων͵   οὐδὲ   ἀποκλήήρωσίίν   τινα   ἁπλῶς   καὶ   ὡς   ἔτυχε  
γινοµμέένην·∙   ἀλλὰ   δεικνὺς   αὐτοὺς   ἁπάάντων   αἰτίίους   ὄντας   τῶν   κακῶν͵   καὶ  
παραστῆσαι  θέέλων͵  ὅτι  δωρεὰ  τὸ  πρᾶγµμάά  ἐστι͵  καὶ  χάάρις  ἄνωθεν  δεδοµμέένη.  
Οὐ  µμὴν  ἐπειδὴ  δωρεάά͵  διὰ  τοῦτο  τὸ  αὐτεξούύσιον  ἀνῄρηται·∙  καὶ  τοῦτο  ἐκ  τῶν  
ἑξῆς   δῆλον.   Ὅρα   γοῦν   πῶς͵   ἵνα   µμήήτε   ἐκεῖνοι   ἀπογνῶσι͵   µμήήτε   οὗτοι  
ῥᾳθυµμήήσωσιν͵  ἀκούύσαντες  ὅτι  δέέδοται͵  δείίκνυσι  παρ΄  ἡµμῖν  τὴν  ἀρχὴν  οὖσαν.  
Ὅστις  γὰρ  ἔχει͵  δοθήήσεται  αὐτῷ͵  καὶ  περισσευθήήσεται·∙  ὅστις  δὲ  οὐκ  ἔχει͵  καὶ  ὃ  
δοκεῖ  ἔχειν  [cf.  Lk  8:18]  ἀρθήήσεται  ἀπ΄  αὐτοῦ.  Καὶ  πολλῆς  µμὲν  ἀσαφείίας  γέέµμει  
τὸ   εἰρηµμέένον͵   ἄφατον   δὲ   δικαιοσύύνην   ἐνδείίκνυται.   Ὃ   γὰρ   λέέγει͵   τοιοῦτόόν  
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71  Cowburn,  2008,  81.  
72   So   Grundmann,   19866,   341:   “Im   Unterschied   zu  Markus   fügt   Matthäus   nun   einen   Spruch   ein,  
durch   den   das  Mitwirken   des  Menschen   an   diesem  Geschehen   deutlich  wird.  Wer   sich   Erkenntnis  
erworben  bzw.  wer  sie  festgehalten  hat,  dem  wird  weiter  gegeben  …”  
73  Some  exegetes   interpret   the  meaning  of  this  verse   inversely,  as   if     ἔχειν  means  δίίδοσθαι!  So  Luz,  
Matthäus,  EKK,  20074,  313:  „Was  ‚haben’  die  Jünger?  Offenbar  das,  was  ihnen  nach  V  11  ‚gegeben’  ist”.  
This  reading  leads  the  author  to  the  conclusion:  “Selbstsicher  und  selbstzufrieden  ist  Matthäus  nicht  
und  sollen  auch  seine  Leser/innen  nicht  sein.”  
74  See  similar  texts  from  Jewish  authors,  who  consider  human  attitude  prerequisite  for  God’s  gifts  in:  
Strack-­‐‑Bi l lerbeck,   I,  661.    
75  Luz,  EKK,  313.  



ἐστιν·∙  Ὅταν   τις   προθυµμίίαν   ἔχῃ   καὶ   σπουδήήν͵   δοθήήσεται   αὐτῷ   καὶ   τὰ   παρὰ  
τοῦ  Θεοῦ  ἅπαντα·∙  ὅταν  δὲ  τούύτων  κενὸς  ᾖ͵  καὶ  τὰ  παρ΄  ἑαυτοῦ  µμὴ  εἰσφέέρῃ͵  
οὐδὲ  τὰ  παρὰ  τοῦ  Θεοῦ  δίίδοται.  Καὶ  γὰρ  Ὃ  δοκεῖ  ἔχειν͵  φησίίν͵  ἀρθήήσεται  ἀπ΄  
αὐτοῦ·∙  οὐ  τοῦ  Θεοῦ  αἴροντος͵  ἀλλὰ  µμὴ  καταξιοῦντος  αὐτὸν  τῶν  αὐτοῦ.  
  
Transl.   Prevost   (1888):   “Because   it   is   given   unto   you,”   so   He   speaks,   “to   know   the  
mysteries  of   the  Kingdom  of  Heaven,  but   to   them  it   is  not  given.”  But   this  He  said,  not  
bringing   in   necessity,   or   any   allotment  made   causelessly   and   at   random,   but   implying  
them  to  be  the  authors  of  all  their  own  evils,  and  wishing  to  represent  that  the  thing  is  a  
gift,  and  a  grace  bestowed  from  above.   It  by  no  means   follows,  however,  because   it   is  a  
gift,  that  therefore  free  will   is  taken  away;  and  this  is  evident  from  what  comes  after.  To  
this  purpose,  in  order  that  neither  the  one  sort  may  despair,  nor  the  other  grow  careless,  
upon  being   told   that  “it   is  given,”  He  signifies   the  beginning   to  be  with  ourselves.  “For  
whosoever  hath,  to  him  shall  be  given,  and  he  shall  have  more  abundance;  but  whosoever  
hath   not,   from   him   shall   be   taken   away,   even   that   which   he   seemeth   to   have.”   And  
although   the   saying   be   full   of  much   obscurity,   yet   it   indicates   unspeakable   justice.   For  
what  He  saith  is  like  this:  When  any  one  hath  forwardness  and  zeal,  there  shall  be  given  
unto  him  all   things  on  God’s  part  also:  but   if  he  be  void  of  these,  and  contribute  not  his  
own  share,  neither  are  God’s  gifts  bestowed.  For  even  “what  he  seemeth  to  have,”  so  He  
saith,  “shall  be  taken  away  from  him;”  God  not  so  much  taking  it  away,  as  counting  him  
unworthy   of  His   gifts.   This  we   also   do;  when  we   see   any   one   listening   carelessly,   and  
when  with  much  entreaty  we  cannot  persuade  him  to  attend,  it  remains  for  us  to  be  silent.  
For  if  we  are  still  to  go  on,  his  carelessness  is  aggravated.  But  him  that  is  striving  to  learn,  
we  lead  on,  and  pour  in  much.]  
  

The  Antiochian  interpreter  explains  that  although  the  Matthean  texts  point  towards  
divine  grace,  this  does  not  mean  that  human  beings  are  randomly  selected  or  forced  
by  God.  Such  an  approach  would  have  fatal  consequences  for  the  addressees  of  the  
Gospel.  They  would  despair  or  become  lazy  at  the  thought  of  God’s  predestination  of  
all  human  beings.  This   is  a   logical  consequence,  which  Chrysostom  draws  from  his  
pastoral   as   well   as   ascetic   experience.   I   should   also   mention   that   Chrysostom  
develops  a  conception  of  the  human  will,  which  is  related  to  the  human  desire  and  
zeal  προθυµμίία  καὶ  σπουδήή.  Therefore,  it  refers  to  all  psychic  and  mental  powers.  It  is  
not  only   the   freedom  of  choice,  but   the  entire  development  of   the   inner  world  and  
moral  attitude76  of  the  human  being  which  makes  a  man  worthy  of  the  revelation  of  
the   mysteries   of   the   heaven.   Again,   one   can   notice   a   development   of   the   text’s  
meaning  from  the  context  of  Matthew  to  the  context  of  Chrysostom.    
  
Conclusion  
To  summarize,  it  can  be  said  that  the  Greek  Fathers  have  a  conception  of  the  human  
will   that   differs   from   the   modern   one.   In   their   view,   it   is   not   a   third   power   that  
stands  between  reason  and  emotions.  Human  προαίίρεσις  refers  to  all  three  moments  
of  the  inner  human  attitude:  deliberation,  decision  and  pursuit.  On  the  one  hand,  the  
ἐλευθερίία  τῆς  προαιρέέσεως  is  a  crucial  theme  in  the  theology  of  the  Greek  East  even  
though  the  writers  of  the  New  Testament  do  not  know  it  as  a  doctrine.  This  is  to  be  
expected  since  the  canonical  texts  are  not  systematic  treatises.  However,  on  the  other  
hand,  one  cannot  detect  the  intention  to  challenge  human  freedom  of  decision  in  the  
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previously   discussed   texts   either.   Divine   agency   and   the   human   will   can   also   be  
opposed  to  one  other.77  
  
In  my  opinion,   this   is   the  paradox.  We  have   the   idea  of   two  freedoms,   that  of  God  
and  that  of  human  beings  which  do  not  abolish  each  other  nor  be  explained  from  the  
perspective   of   each   other.   The   Greek   Fathers   have   justified   this   paradox   with   the  
argument  that  human  freedom,  which  is  not  abolished  by  the  freedom  and  the  power  
of  God,   proves   that   human   beings   are   a   true   image   of   a  God,  who   is  Himself   the  
freedom.  
  
Lastly,   the  Greek   Fathers   introduced   this   concept   into  New   Testament   exegesis   in  
order   to   protect   their   addressees   from   the   Gnostic   dualistic   and   predestinarian  
misunderstandings.   This   kind   of   exegesis   may   be   anachronistic   for   modern  
historical-­‐‑critical   exegesis.   However,   through   it   the   Fathers   managed   to   keep   the  
biblical   image   of   God   free   from   deterministic   and   dualistic   ideas,  which   can   have  
fatal  consequences  for  Christian  theology  and  ethics.  In  my  opinion,  this  is  precisely  
that  which  makes  the  interpretation  of  the  Greek  Fathers  interesting:  They  present  us  
with  hermeneutics  that  leave  no  gap  between  exegesis,  theology,  and  ethics,  that  is,  
between  the  literary  sense  of  the  texts  and  its  theological  and  ethical  perspectives.      
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