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INTRODUCTION
Martin Luther’s De servo arbitrio, of which a translation is presented in this volume, was reckoned by
Luther himself to be one of his two or three very best works. Luther wrote it in the autumn of 1525 in
reply to a criticism of his teaching which Erasmus of Rotterdam had published under the title of De libero
arbitrio a year earlier.
Erasmus had been for several years under diverse and increasing pressure to declare himself openly
for or against Luther. He was considerably senior to the latter, his reputation as the most brilliant
scholar in Europe was established, and his support was coveted by both Lutherans and anti-Lutherans.
Yet, although between them he was variously subjected to cajolery and threats, provocation and the
offer of bribes, he had hitherto steadfastly refused to commit himself.1
At first it seemed to many on both sides that Erasmus ought in honesty to declare in favor of Luther.
He had, after all, wielded the rapier of his pen in the cause of reform long before Luther began laying
about him with his bludgeon. He had incurred the enmity of theologians, monks, and ecclesiastics, who
were now also the enemies of Luther; and he seemed to show himself Luther’s friend when he spoke
well of him personally, pointed out that the best sort of men approved of him, and insisted that his
teaching should not be condemned out of hand as heretical, but should be given a fair hearing before
competent judges. He also offered the flimsiest excuses for refusing to pass judgment himself—he had
not read Luther’s writings and had no time to do so, he was not theologically qualified, and in any case
he had no authority to act in this matter.
Erasmus’ wish was to remain neutral through the whole affair, as he stated again and again, and as
he made clear to Luther himself, from whom he received a letter appealing for his support in 1519.2
Luther had written (March 28) in adulatory tones, almost as of a disciple to a master, and Erasmus may
well have been moved by his appeal, since he delayed over two months to reply.3 Yet when he did so
(May 30), although he wrote in very friendly and even encouraging terms, he still preserved his
neutrality. Not surprisingly, therefore, he came to be accused by both sides of cowardice, timeserving,
and self-interest.
Yet when powerful churchmen and princes kept urging him to write against Luther, promising him
high preferment if he would, Erasmus still refused to commit himself. This had little to do with either
cowardice or self-interest, but much with his concern for “good letters” (bonae literae), i.e., for the
languages and literature of antiquity, pagan and Christian, which were being newly brought to light by
the Humanistic scholarship of the Renaissance. These “good letters,” to which Erasmus had dedicated
his life, had been under attack by the opponents of reform, particularly the theologians and monks, ever
since he had published his edition of the Greek New Testament (1516). They were suspected (not
without reason) of being at the root of both his own and Luther’s reforming ideas—for Luther had
welcomed the new learning, and had eagerly used Erasmus’ Greek Testament from the moment it
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appeared.4 If, then, Erasmus allied himself with Luther, “good letters” would come under still heavier
attack; and he had no confidence in either the ability or the will of the Lutherans to defend them. On the
other hand, it would be difficult to cast his vote against Luther without virtually surrendering to the
forces of reaction and repudiating all he had written about the need for reform. There might not be
safety in neutrality, but there was less danger than in taking sides. In any case, he could not write
against Luther, for he could not rid himself of the thought that in attacking him he “might be found
fighting against the Spirit of God.”5
Nevertheless, the increasing truculence of Luther’s utterances and the increasing turbulence of
events from 1520 onward did much to alienate whatever sympathy Erasmus had had for the Lutheran
version of reform. If he disapproved of the papal bull condemning Luther’s teaching, he approved even
less of Luther’s burning it; and he could not but be distressed by Luther’s attack (as it seemed to him),
no longer simply on abuses in the church, but on the church itself, in his book On The Babylonian
Captivity of the Church.6 He had hitherto rather sharply distinguished Luther from his followers, for most
of whom he had scant respect, but now by his own words and actions Luther himself seemed to be
encouraging rebellion and schism in the church, and to that Erasmus would not be a party. Increasingly,
therefore, he felt that he must dissociate himself from Luther, if only he could find a way of doing it that
would not identify him with obscurantism and reaction.
In the meantime, because of his refusal to join them, Erasmus came under fire from Luther’s
supporters, who sought to goad him into changinghis mind. A climax was reached with the publication
of Ulrich yon Hutten’s Expostulation, to which Erasmus replied with his Sponge, wiping Hutten out.7 This
kind of thing did no good to the Lutheran cause, and in the spring of 1524 Luther wrote to Erasmus (ca.
April 18) proposing a truce.8 If Erasmus would keep quiet about the Lutherans, Luther would see to it
that they kept quiet about him. He deplored the Expostulation and the Sponge; he recognized that
Erasmus had neither the spirit nor the stamina to fight at his side, but he was doing fine work with his
scholarship, and if he would simply stick to that, all would be well. Erasmus was naturally rather stung
by this, as his reply (May 8) shows; but even had he not been, Luther’s appeal for a truce came too late.
The die had already been cast, and in September the De libero arbitrio appeared.
Erasmus had found a way of dissociating himself from Luther without in any way repudiating that
concern for reform which they shared in common. He could take issue with him on a point of doctrine,
concerning divine grace and human freedom, on which he differed from him totally. For Luther in his
Assertio, 9 published in 1520, had utterly denied the reality of human freedom and asserted that
everything that happens, happens by absolute necessity.10 This was in fiat contradiction to the teaching
of the church, which, however much room it had left for debate about its extent and efficacy, had
always maintained the reality of human freedom. Here Luther was wrong; and he was wrong, not only in
what he taught, but in publicizing it; for it could not but have effects deleterious to any reform—it
provided the common herd with a perfect excuse for every kind of wickedness and ungodliness.
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The full title of Erasmus’ work was A Diatribe or Discourse concerning Free Choice (De libero arbitrio
diatribe sire collatio).11 It was written in what Erasmus considered a thoroughly irenic spirit, with no
intention of attacking Luther personally, though taking strong exception to his ideas.12 He made no claim
to solve the problem of grace and freedom, but only to set the various views of it side by side, indicating
which he thought the most probable, but leaving it to his readers to make up their own minds. That is
why he called his book a Diatribe or Discourse, in deliberate contrast to Luther’s very dogmatic
Assertion. Diatribe and collatio are respectively Greek and Latin terms, which in medieval usage were
virtually synonymous. The former is a disquisition or essay, while the latter can mean either quite
generally a discussion or more specifically a comparison or comparative study.
Erasmus begins with a lengthy Preface and a short Introduction, in which he states the problem and
the difficulties that it raises. He points out that Luther has the weighty authority of the church fathers
against him, but agrees to abide by the verdict of Scripture on the subject, since that is all that Luther
will accept. At the same time he emphasizes that the issue here is not that of the authority of Scripture,
but of its interpretation, and he raises the question how one can know whose interpretation is correct.
He then proceeds to discuss a series of Scripture passages that seem to support free choice (Part I), and
others that seem to oppose it (Part II); after which he examines the arguments of Luther in his Assertio
(Part III), and finally ends with an Epilogue in which he proposes a mediating solution and leaves the
reader to judge.
As Erasmus sees it, it is essential that man should have freedom of choice. Without it there would be
no sense in meting out praise or blame, since there could be no possibility of man’s meriting either. Nor
would there be any sense in God’s law and commandments, for their imperative “Thou shalt” implies
the indicative “Thou canst,” and to deny the latter is to stultify the former. In practice, moreover, to
teach men that they have no real choice can only foster irresponsibility and encourage antinomianism.
But that is not the worst of it. If man acts solely from necessity, having no freedom, he cannot possibly
deserve either reward or punishment; hence if God rewards and punishes men he is manifestly unjust.
Erasmus’ concern for human freedom is thus also a concern for the character of God. Not that he is at all
unmindful of God’s grace, which transcends any strict legality, and without which no man can possibly
be saved. Yet men must have the freedom to choose or refuse grace, so that if they are damned for the
lack of it, their damnation will at least have been justly deserved. At this Luther wryly observes that
people seem more upset by the injustice of God’s wrath in damning the undeserving than by the
injustice of his grace in saving the undeserving!
When the Diatribe arrived at Wittenberg, it appears to have been read with interest and sympathy
by Melanchthon and others;13 and although Luther was disgusted at what he regarded as the
“rubbish”14that Erasmus had written, he was at first disinclined to waste time answering it. It achieved,
however, a wide circulation and considerable acclaim,15 and Luther’s supporters persuaded him that he
really must take issue with it. When at length he did so, he admitted that Erasmus had hit upon the real
bone of contention between them,16 and he set about refuting him in a way that was hardly irenic,
taking his arguments apart point by point in a book nearly four times the length of the Diatribe. It is in
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many ways a pity that he adopted this procedure, since with the possible exception of Part VI his
argumentation is so shaped by his opponent’s point of view that his own position hardly emerges with
the clarity or the balance that would have been desirable.
Nevertheless, the main lines of his thinking can be traced out more or less as follows. First of all,
neither man’s salvation nor his damnation has anything to do with merit. In relation to God, the thought
of merit has no place, and to teach that it has can only lead to legalism and a vain striving for salvation
by works. There is a reward for the righteous and punishment for the wicked, but to seek the
righteousness in order to merit the reward is the surest way to find neither. But that is not all. God,
Luther insists, is not moved by the merits or demerits of men; he is not determined in what he does by
what men do. This is essential to the freedom of God—whatever it does to his justice. And Luther is
concerned for God’s freedom, because to deny it is to undermine the gospel and grace; indeed, it is to
deny God himself. For God’s freedom is precisely the freedom of grace, that is, of the divine love
revealed in Christ, which startlingly ignores the calculated schemes of merit and reward which prevail
among men. Not that this in the least makes God’s law and commandments meaningless; on the
contrary, it discloses their true meaning, which is ultimately a demand for just such love as is seen in
Christ. So far, therefore, from showing man what he ought to do and can do, they show him what he
ought but does not and cannot do unless he is radically transformed by grace, that is, by God himself.17
Unfortunately, Erasmus was deeply hurt and offended by the tone of Luther’s book, which he took
as a personal attack upon himself.18 Nor was he in the least mollified by a letter (now lost) which he
received from Luther early in 1526. From his reply (April 11) it appears that Luther half apologised for
the excessive vehemence of some of his statements (putting them down to his temperament),
suggested that there should be no more attacking of one another, and hoped that God would grant
Erasmus to see the light! Erasmus, however, was already busy with a reply to the De servo arbitrio under
the title of A Defense of the Diatribe (Hyperaspistes diatribae).19 Of this, Part I appeared in June, 1526,
and Part II in September, 1527. It achieved a considerable circulation, but Luther was never moved to
make any reply to it.20
Erasmus and Luther never met, and but little correspondence passed between them. In his earlier
days, Luther expressed enthusiastic admiration for Erasmus’ work in reviving the study of languages and
literature, which he believed to be the necessary precursor of any rediscovery of the word of God;21 and
as we have said, he made eager and immediate use of the Novum Instrumentum (as Erasmus’ Greek
New Testament was called). At the same time, he was always doubtful about Erasmus’ theological
position, and as early as 1516 he contrived to tell him so. After using his New Testament he wrote to his
friend Spalatin (October 19, 1516), pointing out a deficiency in Erasmus’ understanding of St. Paul and
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criticizing his predilection for St. Jerome, with the request that Spalatin should pass this on to Erasmus.22
Spalatin did so, though without naming Luther, but referring to him simply as an Augustinian friar.
Luther had written humbly and courteously and with expressions of high admiration, and his letter
was passed on almost verbatim. Yet only a short while after (March 1, 1517) he wrote to another
correspondent, John Lang:
I read our Erasmus and my enthusiasm for him decreases daily.… I fear he does not sufficiently exalt Christ and
23
God …; things human count more with him than things divine.

Luther could hardly have been surprised, then, even if he was disappointed, that his overtures to the
great man in 1519 and 1524 were politely rejected, seeing he knew that their minds were so far apart.
By the publication of the Diatribe and the Hyperaspistes, however, he was embittered. He had always
spoken less flatteringly about Erasmus than to him, and now that he had been directly criticized by him
he became vituperative, as his Table Talk only too abundantly shows. He called Erasmus a heretic, a
heathen, an atheist; and he said “I owe nothing to Erasmus”24 and “I hate Erasmus with all my heart.”25
Erasmus no doubt felt bitter, too, but as he had always tended to speak more favorably about
Luther than to him, so he continued to do. Unhappy as he was about much that Luther said and did, yet
he could think that perhaps, as desperate diseases need desperate remedies, God might be using Luther
as he used Pharaoh and Nebuchadnezzar.26 And even though he came to question whether it was a
good or an evil spirit that animated him, he could still write:
The theologians curse Luther, and in cursing him curse the truth delivered by Christ to the Apostles.… No fact is
27
plainer than that this tempest has been sent from heaven by God’s anger …
Luther’s books were burnt when they ought to have been read and studied by serious persons. There was too
28
much haste to persecute; we tolerate Jews and Bohemians, we might have tolerated Luther.

Today, when Luther’s books, so far from being burnt, are being made increasingly accessible,
Erasmus’ admonition that they be read and studied is as pertinent as it was in his own time. Not least is
this true of The Bondage of the Will, which, if it is one of the more difficult, is also one of the most
rewarding of Luther’s works.
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THE BONDAGE OF THE WILL
To the Venerable Master Erasmus of Rotterdam, Martin Luther sends grace and peace in Christ.

[INTRODUCTION]
[Luther Explains His Delay in Replying and Admits Erasmus’ Superior Talent]1
That I have taken so long to reply to your Diatribe Concerning Free Choice,2 venerable Erasmus, has been
contrary to everyone’s expectation and to my own custom; for hitherto I have seemed not only willing
to accept, but eager to seek out, opportunities of this kind for writing. There will perhaps be some
surprise at this new and unwonted forbearance—or fear!—in Luther, who has not been roused even by
all the speeches and letters his adversaries have flung about, congratulating Erasmus on his victory and
chanting in triumph, “Ho, ho! Has that Maccabee, that most obstinate Assertor,3 at last met his match,
and dares not open his mouth against him?” Yet not only do I not blame them, but of myself I yield you
a palm such as I have never yielded to anyone before; for I confess not only that you are far superior to
me in powers of eloquence and native genius (which we all must admit, all the more as I am an
uncultivated fellow who has always moved in uncultivated circles),4 but that you have quite damped my
spirit and eagerness, and left me exhausted before I could strike a blow.
There are two reasons for this: first, your cleverness in treating the subject with such remarkable
and consistent moderation as to make it impossible for me to be angry with you; and secondly, the luck
or chance or fate by which you say nothing on this important subject that has not been said before.
Indeed, you say so much less, and attribute so much more to free choice than the Sophists5 have
hitherto done (a point on which I shall have more to say later) that it really seemed superfluous to
answer the arguments you use. They have been refuted already so often by me,6 and beaten down and
completely pulverized in Philip Melanchthon’s Commonplaces7—an unanswerable little book which in
my judgment deserves not only to be immortalized but even canonized. Compared with it, your book
struck me as so cheap and paltry that I felt profoundly sorry for you, defiling as you were your very
elegant and ingenious style with such trash, and quite disgusted at the utterly unworthy matter that was
being conveyed in such rich ornaments of eloquence, like refuse or ordure being carried in gold and
silver vases.
You seem to have felt this yourself, from the reluctance with which you undertook this piece of
writing. No doubt your conscience warned you that, no matter what powers of eloquence you brought
to the task, you would be unable so to gloss it over as to prevent me from stripping away the seductive
charm of your words and discovering the dregs beneath, since although I am unskilled in speech, I am
1
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not unskilled in knowledge, by the grace of God. For I venture thus with Paul [II Cor. 11:6] to claim
knowledge for myself that I confidently deny to you, though I grant you eloquence and native genius
such as I willingly and very properly disclaim for myself.
What I thought, then, was this. If there are those who have imbibed so little of our teaching or taken
so insecure a hold of it, strongly supported by Scripture though it is, that they can be moved by these
trivial and worthless though highly decorative arguments of Erasmus, then they do not deserve that I
should come to their rescue with an answer. Nothing could be said or written that would be sufficient
for such people, even though it were by recourse to thousands of books a thousand times over, and you
might just as well plow the seashore and sow seed in the sand or try to fill a cask full of holes with water.
Those who have imbibed the Spirit who holds sway in our books have had a sufficient service from us
already, and they can easily dispose of your performances; but as for those who read without the Spirit,
it is no wonder if they are shaken like a reed by every wind.8 Why, God himself could not say enough for
such people, even if all his creatures were turned into tongues.9 Hence I might well have decided to
leave them alone, upset as they were by your book, along with those who are delighted with it and
declare you the victor.
It was, then, neither pressure of work, nor the difficulty of the task, nor your great eloquence, nor
any fear of you, but sheer disgust, anger, and contempt, or—to put it plainly—my considered judgment
on your Diatribe that damped my eagerness to answer you. I need hardly mention here the good care
you take, as you always do, to be everywhere evasive and equivocal; you fancy yourself steering more
cautiously than Ulysses between Scylla and Charybdis as you seek to assert nothing while appearing to
assert something. How, I ask you, is it possible to have any discussion or reach any understanding with
such people, unless one is clever enough to catch Proteus?10 What I can do in this matter, and what you
have gained by it, I will show you later, with Christ’s help.
There have, then, to be special reasons for my answering you at this point. Faithful brethren in
Christ are urging me to do so, and point out that everyone expects it, since the authority of Erasmus is
not to be despised, and the truth of Christian doctrine is being imperiled in the hearts of many.
Moreover, it has at length come home to me that my silence has not been entirely honorable, and that I
have been deluded by my mundane prudence11—or knavery—into insufficient awareness of my duty,
whereby I am under obligation both to the wise and to the foolish [Rom. 1:14], especially when I am
called to it by the entreaties of so many brethren. For although the subject before us demands more
than an external teacher, and besides him who plants and him who waters outwardly [I Cor. 3:7], it
requires also the Spirit of God to give the growth and to be a living teacher of living things inwardly (a
thought that has been much in my mind), yet since the Spirit is free, and blows not where we will but
where he wills *John 3:8+, we ought to have observed that rule of Paul, “Be urgent in season and out of
season” *II Tim. 4:2+, for we do not know at what hour the Lord is coming *Matt. 24:42+. There may be, I
grant, some who have not yet sensed the Spirit who informs my writings, and who have been bowled
over by that Diatribe of yours; perhaps their hour has not yet come.
And who knows but that God may even deign to visit you, excellent Erasmus, through such a
wretched and frail little vessel of his as myself, so that in a happy hour—and for this I earnestly beseech
the Father of mercies through Christ our Lord—I may come to you by means of this book, and win12 a
very dear brother. For although you think and write wrongly about free choice, yet I owe you no small
thanks, for you have made me far more sure of my own position by letting me see the case for free
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choice put forward with all the energy of so distinguished and powerful a mind, but with no other effect
than to make things worse than before. That is plain evidence that free choice is a pure fiction; for, like
the woman in the Gospel [Mark 5:25 f.], the more it is treated by the doctors, the worse it gets. I shall
therefore abundantly pay my debt of thanks to you, if through me you become better informed, as I
through you have been more strongly confirmed. But both of these things are gifts of the Spirit, not our
own achievement. Therefore, we must pray to God that he may open my mouth and your heart, and the
hearts of all men, and that he may himself be present in our midst as the master who informs both our
speaking and hearing.
But from you, my dear Erasmus, let me obtain this request, that just as I bear with your ignorance in
these matters, so you in turn will bear with my lack of eloquence. God does not give all his gifts to one
man, and “we cannot all do all things”;13 or, as Paul says: “There are varieties of gifts, but the same
Spirit” *I Cor. 12:4+. It remains, therefore, for us to render mutual service with our gifts, so that each
with his own gift bears the burden and need of the other. Thus we shall fulfill the law of Christ [Gal. 6:2].
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*PART I. REVIEW OF ERASMUS’ PREFACE+
[Christianity Involves Assertions; Christians Are No Skeptics]1
I want to begin by referring to some passages in your Preface, in which you rather disparage our case
and puff up your own. I note, first, that just as in other books you censure me for obstinate
assertiveness, so in this book you say that you are so far from delighting in assertions that you would
readily take refuge in the opinion of the Skeptics wherever this is allowed by the inviolable authority of
the Holy Scriptures and the decrees of the Church, to which you always willingly submit your personal
feelings, whether you grasp what it prescribes or not. This [you say] is the frame of mind that pleases
you.2
I take it (as it is only fair to do) that you say these things in a kindly and peace-loving spirit. But if
anyone else were to say them, I should probably go for him in my usual manner; and I ought not to allow
even you, excellent though your intentions are, to be led astray by this idea. For it is not the mark of a
Christian mind to take no delight in assertions; on the contrary, a man must delight in assertions or he
will be no Christian. And by assertion—in order that we may not be misled by words—I mean a constant
adhering, affirming, confessing, maintaining, and an invincible persevering; nor, I think, does the word
mean anything else either as used by the Latins or by us in our time.
I am speaking, moreover, about the assertion of those things which have been divinely transmitted
to us in the sacred writings. Elsewhere we have no need either of Erasmus or any other instructor to
teach us that in matters which are doubtful or useless and unnecessary, assertions, disputings, and
wranglings are not only foolish but impious, and Paul condemns them in more than one place. Nor are
you, I think, speaking of such things in this place—unless, in the manner of some foolish orator, you
have chosen to announce one topic and discuss another, like the man with the turbot,3 or else, with the
craziness of some ungodly writer, you are contending that the article about free choice is doubtful or
unnecessary.
Let Skeptics and Academics4 keep well away from us Christians, but let there be among us
“assertors” twice as unyielding as the Stoics themselves. How often, I ask you, does the apostle Paul
demand that plērophoria (as he terms it5)—that most sure and unyielding assertion of conscience? In
Romans 10[:10+ he calls it “confession,” saying, “with the mouth confession is made unto salvation.”
And Christ says: “Everyone who confesses me before men, I also will confess before my Father” *Matt.
10:32]. Peter bids us give a reason for the hope that is in us [I Peter 3:15]. What need is there to dwell
on this?
Nothing is better known or more common among Christians than assertion. Take away assertions
and you take away Christianity. Why, the Holy Spirit is given them from heaven, that he may glorify
Christ [in them] and confess him even unto death—unless it is not asserting when one dies for one’s
confession and assertion. Moreover, the Spirit goes to such lengths in asserting, that he takes the
initiative and accuses the world of sin [John 16:8], as if he would provoke a fight; and Paul commands
1
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“Ut ille ad Rhombum.” The allusion is obscure. “Rhombus” can mean (1) “a magician’s circle” or (2) a kind of fiat-fish, “a
turbot.” There are examples of the former meaning in Ovid Amores i. 8.7, and Propertius, Elegiae ii. 28.35, but these hardly
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Among those present is an evil informer named Catullus, who is blind and who sycophantically praises the turbot, groping in
one direction while the turbot lies in the other. Here we have at least the idea of a man making a speech off the point, which is
more or less what Luther accuses Erasmus of doing.
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5
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Timothy to “exhort” and “be urgent out of season” *II Tim. 4:2+. But what a droll exhorter he would be,
who himself neither firmly believed nor consistently asserted the thing he was exhorting about! Why, I
would send him to Anticyra!6
But it is I who am the biggest fool, for wasting words and time on something that is clearer than
daylight. What Christian would agree that assertions are to be despised? That would be nothing but a
denial of all religion and piety, or an assertion that neither religion, nor piety, nor any dogma is of the
slightest importance. Why, then, do you too assert, “I take no delight in assertions,” and that you prefer
this frame of mind to its opposite?
However, you will wish it to be understood that you have said nothing here about confessing Christ
and his dogmas. I am tightly reminded of that, and as a favor to you I will waive my right and my custom,
and not judge of your heart, but will leave that for another time or to other people. Meanwhile, I advise
you to correct your tongue and your pen and to refrain in future from using such expressions, for
however upright and honest your heart may be, your speech (which they say is the index of the heart) is
not so. For if you think that free choice is a subject we need know nothing about, and one that has
nothing to do with Christ, then your language is correct, but your thought is impious. If, on the other
hand, you think it is a necessary subject, then your language is impious, though your thought is correct.
And in that case, there was no room for such a mass of complaints about useless assertions and
wranglings, for what have these to do with the question at issue?
But what will you say about this statement of yours, in which you do not refer to the subject of free
choice alone, but to all religious dogmas in general, when you say that if it were allowed by the
inviolable authority of the divine writings and the decrees of the Church, you would take refuge in the
opinion of the Skeptics, so far are you from delighting in assertions? What a Proteus7 is in these words
“inviolable authority” and “decrees of the Church”! You pose as having a great reverence for the
Scriptures and the Church, and yet make it plain that you wish you were at liberty to be a Skeptic. What
Christian would talk like that?
If you are speaking about useless and indifferent dogmas, what are you saying that is new? Who
would not wish for the liberty to adopt a skeptical attitude here? Indeed, what Christian does not in fact
freely make use of this liberty, and condemn those who are committed and bound to any particular
opinion? Unless you take Christians in general (as your words almost suggest) to be the kind of people
who hold useless dogmas over which they stupidly wrangle and wage battles of assertions. If on the
other hand you are speaking of dogmas that are vital, what more ungodly assertion could anyone make
than that he wished for the liberty of asserting nothing in such cases?
This is how a Christian will rather speak: So far am I from delighting in the opinion of the Skeptics
that, whenever the infirmity of the flesh will permit, I will not only consistently adhere to and assert the
sacred writings, everywhere and in all parts of them, but I will also wish to be as certain as possible in
things that are not vital and that lie outside of Scripture. For what is more miserable than uncertainty?
What, furthermore, are we to say of the comment you add: “To which I everywhere willingly submit
my personal feelings, whether I grasp what it prescribes or not”? What are you saying, Erasmus? Is it not
enough to have submitted your personal feelings to the Scriptures? Do you submit them to the decrees
of the Church as well? What can she decree that is not decreed in the Scriptures? Then what becomes of
the liberty and power to judge those who make the decrees, as Paul teaches in I Corinthians 14[:29]:
“Let the others judge”? Does it displease you that anyone should sit in judgment on the decrees of the
Church, although Paul enjoins it? What new religion, what new humility is this, that you would deprive
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The modern Aspraspitia; a town in Phocis, on the bay of Anticyra in the Corinthian Gulf; formerly famous for its black
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7
See p. 17, n. 10.

us by your own example of the power of judging the decrees—of men, and subject us in uncritical
submission—to men? Where does the Scripture of God impose this on us?
Then again, what Christian would so throw the injunctions of Scripture and the Church to the winds,
as to say, “Whether I grasp them or not”? Do you submit yourself without caring at all whether you
grasp them? Anathema be the Christian who is not certain and does not grasp what is prescribed for
him! How can he believe what he does not grasp? For by “grasp” you must mean here to “apprehend
with certainty” and not to “doubt like a Skeptic”; for otherwise, what is there in any creature that any
man could “grasp” if “grasp” meant perfect knowledge and insight? In that case, there would be no
possibility that anyone should at the same time grasp some things and not others; for if he had grasped
one thing, he would have grasped all—in God, I mean, since whoever does not “grasp” God never
“grasps” any part of his creation.8
In short, what you say here seems to mean that it does not matter to you what anyone believes
anywhere, so long as the peace of the world is undisturbed, and that in case of danger to life,
reputation, property, and goodwill, it is permissible to act like the fellow who said, “Say they yea, yea
say I; say they nay, nay say I,”9 and to regard Christian dogmas as no better than philosophical and
human opinions, about which it is quite stupid to wrangle, contend, and assert, since nothing comes of
that but strife and the disturbance of outward peace. Things that are above us, you would say, are no
concern of ours. So, with a view to ending our conflicts, you come forward as a mediator, calling a halt
to both sides, and trying to persuade us that we are flourishing our swords about things that are stupid
and useless.
That, I say, is what your words seem to mean; and I think you understand, my dear Erasmus, what I
am driving at. But as I have said, let the words pass. Meanwhile, I absolve your heart so long as you
display it no further. See that you fear the Spirit of God, who tries the minds and hearts [Ps. 7:9; Jer.
11:20], and is not deceived by cleverly devised phrases. For I have said all this so that you may
henceforward cease from charging me with obstinacy and willfulness in this matter. By such tactics you
only succeed in showing that you foster in your heart a Lucian,10 or some other pig from Epicurus’11 sty
who, having no belief in God himself, secretly ridicules all who have a belief and confess it. Permit us to
be assertors, to be devoted to assertions and delight in them, while you stick to your Skeptics and
Academics till Christ calls you too. The Holy Spirit is no Skeptic, and it is not doubts or mere opinions
that he has written on our hearts, but assertions more sure and certain than life itself and all experience.
[The Clarity of Scripture]12
I come now to the second passage, which is of a piece with this. Here you distinguish between Christian
dogmas, pretending that there are some which it is necessary to know, and some which it is not, and
you say that some are [meant to be] obscure and others quite plain.13 You thus either play games with
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The word “grasp” here and throughout this paragraph represents the Latin assequi (literally: “follow”), which Erasmus has
used and with which Luther makes play.
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Lucian of Samosata (ca. A.D. 125–180), a Greek satirist. Erasmus had published an edition of his Dialogues.
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comes from Horace Epistles i. 4.16, where the poet uses the phrase as a humorous description of himself. (Epicurus did not
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other men’s words or else you are trying your hand at a rhetorical sally of your own. You adduce,
however, in support of your views, Paul’s saying in Romans 11*:33+: “O the depth of the riches and
wisdom and knowledge of God,” and also that of Isaiah 40*:13+: “Who has directed the Spirit of the Lord,
or what counselor has instructed him?”
It was easy for you to say these things, since you either knew you were not writing to Luther, but for
the general public, or you did not reflect that it was Luther you were writing against, whom I hope you
allow nonetheless to have some acquaintance with Holy Writ14 and some judgment in respect of it. If
you do not allow this, then I shall force you to it. The distinction I make—in order that I, too, may display
a little rhetoric or dialectic—is this: God and the Scripture of God are two things, no less than the
Creator and the creature are two things.
That in God there are many things hidden, of which we are ignorant, no one doubts—as the Lord
himself says concerning the Last Day: “Of that day no one knows but the Father” *Mark 13:32], and in
Acts 1*:7+: “It is not for you to know times and seasons”; and again: “I know whom I have chosen” *John
13:18+, and Paul says: “The Lord knows those who are his” *II Tim. 2:19+, and so forth. But that in
Scripture there are some things abstruse, and everything is not plain—this is an idea put about by the
ungodly Sophists, with those lips you also speak here, Erasmus; but they have never produced, nor can
they produce, a single article to prove this mad notion of theirs. Yet with such a phantasmagoria Satan
has frightened men away from reading the sacred writings14 and has made Holy Scripture contemptible,
in order to enable the plagues he has bred from philosophy to prevail in the Church.
I admit, of course, that there are many texts in the Scriptures that are obscure and abstruse, not
because of the majesty of their subject matter, but because of our ignorance of their vocabulary and
grammar; but these texts in no way hinder a knowledge of all the subject matter of Scripture. For what
still sublimer thing can remain hidden in the Scriptures, now that the seals have been broken, the stone
rolled from the door of the sepulcher [Matt. 27:66; 28:2], and the supreme mystery brought to light,
namely, that Christ the Son of God has been made man, that God is three and one, that Christ has
suffered for us and is to reign eternally? Are not these things known and sung even in the highways and
byways? Take Christ out of the Scriptures, and what will you find left in them?
The subject matter of the Scriptures, therefore, is all quite accessible, even though some texts are
still obscure owing to our ignorance of their terms. Truly it is stupid and impious, when we know that
the subject matter of Scripture has all been placed in the clearest light, to call it obscure on account of a
few obscure words. If the words are obscure in one place, yet they are plain in another; and it is one and
the same theme, published quite openly to the whole world, which in the Scriptures is sometimes
expressed in plain words, and sometimes lies as yet hidden in obscure words. Now, when the thing
signified is in the light, it does not matter if this or that sign of it is in darkness, since many other signs of
the same thing are meanwhile in the light. Who will say that a public fountain is not in the light because
those who are in a narrow side street do not see it, whereas all who are in the marketplace do see it?
Your reference to the Corycian cave,15 therefore, is irrelevant; that is not how things are in the
Scriptures. Matters of the highest majesty and the profoundest mysteries are no longer hidden away,
and human natures in Christ, and the unforgivable sin. Yet there are other things which God has willed to be most plainly
evident, among which are the precepts for a good life.”
14
Or: “sacred letters,” a phrase which for Luther is virtually synonymous with “Holy Scripture,” although as contrasted with the
“good letters” of classical scholarship in which Erasmus and the Humanists were specially interested, it could have the
somewhat wider connotation of “sacred learning.”
15
Diatribe, EAS 4, 10 f.: “There are secret places in Scripture into which God has not wished us to penetrate too deeply, and if
we try to do so, then the deeper we go the darker it gets, so that in this way we may be led to acknowledge both the
unfathomable majesty of the divine wisdom and the weakness of the human mind. It is like that cavern near Corycos of which
Pomponius Mela tells, which begins by alluring and drawing one to itself by the pleasantness of its aspect, and then as one goes
deeper a certain terror and majesty of the divine presence inhabiting it makes one draw back. So when we come to such a
place, it is in my opinion wiser and more reverent to cry with Paul: ‘O the depth …!’.” (Rom. 11:33 ff. ) The cave of Corycos, now

but have been brought out and are openly displayed before the very doors. For Christ has opened our
minds so that we may understand the Scriptures [Luke 24:45], and the gospel is preached to the whole
creation *Mark 16:15+; “Their voice has gone out to all the earth” *Rom. 10:18+, and “Whatever was
written was written for our instruction” *Rom. 15:4+; also: “All Scripture inspired by God is profitable for
teaching” *II Tim. 3:16]. See, then, whether you and all the Sophists can produce any single mystery that
is still abstruse in the Scriptures.
It is true that for many people much remains abstruse; but this is not due to the obscurity of
Scripture, but to the blindness or indolence of those who will not take the trouble to look at the very
clearest truth. It is as Paul says of the Jews in II Corinthians *3:15+: “A veil lies over their minds”; and
again: “If our gospel is veiled, it is veiled only to those who are perishing, whose minds the god of this
world has blinded” *II Cor. 4:3 f.+. With similar temerity a man might veil his own eyes or go out of the
light into the darkness and hide himself, and then blame the sun and the day for being obscure. Let
miserable men, therefore, stop imputing with blasphemous perversity the darkness and obscurity of
their own hearts to the wholly clear Scriptures of God.
Now, when you quote Paul’s saying: “Unsearchable are his judgments” *Rom. 11:33+, you appear to
make the pronoun eius refer to Scripture, but Paul does not say that the judgments of Scripture are
unsearchable, but the judgments of God.16 Similarly, Isaiah 40*:13+ does not say, “Who has known the
mind of the Scripture,” but “the mind of the Lord”;17 and although Paul asserts that the mind of the Lord
is known to Christians, he is referring of course to “the gifts bestowed on us,” as he says in the same
passage, I Corinthians 2[:12]. So you see how inattentively you have looked at these passages of
Scripture, and how aptly you have quoted them—just as aptly as in almost all your quotations on behalf
of free choice.
Similarly, the examples you go on to give, though not without a suspicion of sarcasm, are quite wide
of the mark—things such as the distinction of the Persons [of the Trinity], the conjunction of the divine
and human natures [in Christ], and the unforgivable sin; in all these eases, you say, there is ambiguity
that has never been cleared up.18 If you have in mind the questions debated by the Sophists in
connection with these subjects, what has Scripture in its entire innocence of such things done to you
that you should make the abuse of it by scoundrelly men a reproach to its purity? Scripture simply
confesses the trinity of God and the humanity of Christ and the unforgivable sin, and there is nothing
here of obscurity or ambiguity. But how these things can be, Scripture does not say (as you imagine), nor
is it necessary to know. It is their own dreams that the Sophists are busy with here, so you should accuse
and condemn them, and acquit the Scriptures. If, on the other hand, what you have in mind is the fact
itself, again you should not accuse the Scriptures, but the Arians, and those for whom the gospel is so
veiled that, through the working of their god Satan, they do not see the very clearest testimonies
concerning the trinity of the Godhead and the humanity of Christ.
To put it briefly, there are two kinds of clarity in Scripture,19 just as there are also two kinds of
obscurity: one external and pertaining to the ministry of the Word, the other located in the
understanding of the heart. If you speak of the internal clarity, no man perceives one iota of what is in
the Scriptures unless he has the Spirit of God. All men have a darkened heart, so that even if they can
recite everything in Scripture, and know how to quote it, yet they apprehend and truly understand
nothing of it. They neither believe in God, nor that they themselves are creatures of God, nor anything
Khorgos, in Cilicia was renowned in ancient times as being one of the entrances to the underworld. It is described by the Roman
geographer Pomponius Mela (1st century A.D. ) in his De chorographia i. 13.72. An edition of Mela’s work was published at
Vienna in 1518.
16
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18
See p. 24, n. 13.
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else, as Psalm 13*14:1+ says: “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no god.’” For the Spirit is required
for the understanding of Scripture, both as a whole and in any part of it. If, on the other hand, you speak
of the external clarity, nothing at all is left obscure or ambiguous, but everything there is in the
Scriptures has been brought out by the Word into the most definite light, and published to all the world.
[It Is Vital to Know the Truth About Free Choice]20
But what is still more intolerable is that you count this subject of free choice among the things that are
useless and unnecessary, and replace it for us with a list of the things you consider sufficient for the
Christian religion.21 It is such a list as any Jew or Gentile totally ignorant of Christ could certainly draw up
with ease, for you make not the slightest mention of Christ, as if you think that Christian godliness can
exist without Christ so long as God is worshiped with all one’s powers as being by nature most merciful.
What am I to say here, Erasmus? You reek of nothing but Lucian,22 and you breathe out on me the vast
drunken folly of Epicurus.23 If you consider this subject unnecessary for Christians, then please quit the
field; you and I have nothing in common, for I consider it vital.
If it is irreverent, if it is inquisitive, if it is superfluous, as you say, to know whether God foreknows
anything contingently; whether our will accomplishes anything in things pertaining to eternal salvation,
or simply suffers the action of grace; whether it is of mere necessity that we do, or rather suffer,
whatever we do of good or ill; then what, I ask you, is there that it is reverent or serious or useful to
know? This is no use at all, Erasmus; you go much too far.24 It is difficult to attribute this to your
ignorance, for you are no longer young, and you have lived among Christians and have long studied Holy
Writ, so that you leave no room for us to excuse you or to think well of you. And yet the papists pardon
and put up with these enormities of yours simply because you are writing against Luther; otherwise, if
Luther were out of the way and you wrote such things, they would get their teeth into you and tear you
to shreds.
Let Plato be a friend and Socrates a friend, but truth must be honored above all.25 For suppose you
had no great understanding of the Scriptures or of Christian piety, surely even an enemy of Christians
ought to have known what Christians regard as necessary and useful, and what they do not. But when
you who are a theologian and a teacher of Christians set out to describe the nature of Christianity for
them, so far from showing even your usual skeptical hesitation about what is useful and necessary for
them, you actually fall into precisely the opposite error. For contrary to your natural bent, and with an
assertion unprecedented for you, you declare that those things are not necessary; whereas, unless they
are necessary and known with certainty, then neither God, nor Christ, nor gospel, nor faith, nor anything
is left, not even of Judaism, much less of Christianity. By the immortal God, Erasmus, what a “window”26
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or rather, what a wide arena you open for one to act and speak against you! How could you write
anything good or true about free choice when by saying things of this kind you confess such an
ignorance of Scripture and piety? But I will draw in my sails, and not deal with you here in my own words
(as I may perhaps later), but in yours.
Christianity as you describe it27 includes this among other things: that we should strive with all our
might, have recourse to the remedy of penitence, and entreat by all means the mercy of the Lord,
love with all his heart a God who has created hell seething with eternal torments in order to punish unhappy men for his own
misdeeds, as if he delighted in human misery?—for that is how most people will understand it.”
27

The following passages present Erasmus’ description of Christianity as stated in the Diatribe and his reaction in the
Hyperaspistes to Luther’s criticism of it (pp. 28 ff.). (1) Diatribe, EAS 4, 10 f. “So in my opinion, as far as free choice is concerned,
what we have learnt from Holy Writ is this: if we are in the way of true religion we should eagerly press on to better things,
forgetting the things that are behind; if we are entangled in sins, we should strive with all our might, have recourse to the
remedy of penitence and entreat by all means the mercy of the Lord, without which no human will or endeavor is effective; and
whatever is evil in us, let us impute to ourselves, whatever is good let us ascribe wholly to the divine benevolence, to which we
owe our very being; then for the rest, let us believe that whatever befalls us in this life, whether joyful or sad, it has been sent
by God for our salvation, and that no wrong can be done to anyone by him, who by nature is just, even if some things happen
that we feel we have not deserved, nor should anyone despair of forgiveness from a God who is by nature most merciful. To
hold fast to these things, I say, is in my judgment sufficient for Christian godliness, and we have no call to force our way with
irreverent inquisitiveness into those concealed, not to say superfluous, things, such as: whether God foreknows anything
contingently; whether our will accomplishes anything in things pertaining to eternal salvation; whether it simply suffers the
action of grace; whether what we do, be it of good or ill, we do by necessity or rather suffer to be done to us.” (2)
Hyperaspistes, EAS 4, 294 ff.: “You twist my words here, as if I were giving a formal definition of the whole of Christianity for
everybody; whereas I have simply given what should be enough for ordinary people, in contrast to the highly debatable and
almost inexplicable problems that beset the subject of free choice. Tell me: where God is named—at least the God of the
Christians—is Christ not there? Unless you do not hold Christ to be God! And where the word ‘Christian’ is used, is not Christ
presupposed? In whose books is the name of Jesus Christ more often inculcated than in mine? And after such evident and
baseless calumny, you proceed with a tragic air: ‘What are we to say here, Erasmus? You reek of nothing but Lucian, and you
breathe out on me the vast drunken folly of Epicurus.’ … Now see how inconsistent you are, you man of inflexible steel, for
whom Erasmus is a Proteus! That is what commonly happens when a person does not speak quite honestly. I advise that a
Christian should submit himself wholly to the will of God, and I ‘reek of nothing but Lucian, and breathe out the drunken folly of
Epicurus.’ Is that the advice of one who denies that there is any God? Does it ‘reek of Lucian,’ who was called an atheist
because in his books he derides all the gods of the heathen, and thus far might have deserved to be called pious if he had
known the true God? Does it ‘breathe the drunken folly of Epicurus’? How can anyone commit himself wholly to God if he does
not believe that God exists, or that if he does exist he is untouched by any concern for human affairs? Again, if a man believes
that all things, both joyful and sad, are sent to the godly for our salvation, does he reckon that human affairs are of no concern
to God? Observe time after time, Luther, how you are carried away by your impetuous spirit, to which you much too readily
yield, little though it suits the role in which you have cast yourself. Yet as if you had already achieved with unanswerable
arguments what you intended, you celebrate a boastful, prolix and magnificent triumph through several chapters.
I am not surprised, Luther, that these words: ‘We should strive with all our might, have recourse to the remedy of penitence,
and entreat by all means the mercy of the Lord, without which no human will or endeavor is effective’ etc., seem to you to be
without Christ, without the Spirit, and colder than ice, since they are not in accord with your dogmas, and anything out of
harmony with them is in your view impious. They also seem to you not sincerely meant, but dragged out of me by fear of the
pontiffs and tyrants lest I should seem to be altogether an atheist! Tell me, you reader of hearts, is there any passage in my
numerous works that speaks differently about free choice than I do here, in accordance with the Church’s definition and the
opinion of orthodox thinkers? Or has anyone ever heard me express approval of your view of free choice? How then have you
the effrontery to pretend that what I say has been dragged out of me by fear of princes? I would rather not have crossed
swords with you, partly because I saw I should accomplish nothing … partly because I would rather have given the time to other
studies. So if you say I entered the lists against my inclination, you are not far from the truth. But if you suppose I secretly share
your view, you are either totally deluded or shamelessly inventing this as many other things. It was unwillingly and with
reluctance that I agreed to fight, but in the fight I have defended nothing but what I have always believed and believe today,
namely that to which I have borne witness also in my Diatribe. And already long ago you were angry with me—as your
published letters show—because I differed from you on the subject of free choice. Whence, then, this new ‘fear of tyrants’ that
has forced from me these pitiful utterances contrary to my real opinion? Be sure of this, Luther, that there is not one of your
dogmas—those that have been condemned, I mean—in which I wholly agree with you, although what you have written against
the corrupt morals of the church is truer than I could wish, and on that score I am far from disagreeing with you. So in future

without which no human will or endeavor is effective; also, that no one should despair of the pardon of
a God who is by nature most merciful. These words of yours, devoid of Christ, devoid of the Spirit, are
colder than ice itself, so that they even tarnish the beauty of your eloquence. Perhaps they were
dragged out of you, poor fellow, by fear of the pontiffs and tyrants, lest you should seem to be
altogether an atheist! They do, however, assert that there are powers in us, that there is a striving with
all our powers, that there is a mercy of God, that there are means of entreating mercy, that God is by
nature just, by nature most merciful, etc. If, then, anyone does not know what those powers are, what
they can achieve, what they can passively receive, what their striving means, and what their efficacy or
lack of it may be, what is he to do? What would you tell him to do?
It is, you say, irreverent, inquisitive, and superfluous to want to know whether our will does
anything in matters pertaining to eternal salvation or whether it is simply passive under the action of
grace. Yet now you contradict this by saying that Christian godliness means striving with all one’s
powers, and that without the mercy of God the will is not effective. Here you plainly assert that the will
does something in matters pertaining to eternal salvation, when you represent it as striving, though you
make it passive when you say it is ineffective apart from mercy. You do not, however, state precisely
how this activity and passivity are to be understood, for you take good care to keep us in ignorance of
what God’s mercy and our will can achieve, even while you are telling us what they actually do. Thus
that prudence of yours makes you veer about, determined not to commit yourself to either side, but to
pass safely between Scylla and Charybdis; with the result that, finding yourself battered and buffeted by
the waves in the midst of the sea, you assert everything you deny and deny everything you assert.
Let me show you by a few analogies what your theology is like. Suppose that a man who wants to
compose a good poem or speech should not consider what sort of talent he has, or ask himself what he
is and is not capable of, and what the subject he has chosen requires—plainly ignoring that precept of
Horace about “what the shoulders can stand, and what they will refuse to bear28—but instead should
just rush headlong to work, thinking: “The effort must be made to get it done; it is inquisitive and
superfluous to ask whether such learning, such eloquence, such force of intellect as it requires is
forthcoming.” Or suppose someone who wants to get a good crop from his land should not be
inquisitive and take superfluous care to examine the soil, as Virgil inquisitively and vainly teaches in his
Georgics,29 but should rush blindly on, thinking of nothing but the work, plowing the seashore and
sowing the seed in whatever turns up, whether sand or mud. Or suppose someone who is going to war
and wants a glorious victory, or who has any other public duty to fulfill, should not be so inquisitive as to
give careful thought to what it is in his power to do—whether he has sufficient funds, whether his
troops are fit, whether there is any scope for action—but should completely disregard the historian’s
remark that “before you act, careful thought is needed, and when you have thought, prompt action,”30
and rush in with his eyes and ears shut, simply shouting, “War, war!” and press on with the job. What, I
ask you, Erasmus, would be your verdict on such poets, farmers, generals, and heads of state? I will add
the Gospel saying about one who desires to build a tower, and does not first sit down and count the
cost, and whether he has enough to complete it.31 What is Christ’s verdict on him?
But this is just what you are doing. You prescribe our actions, but forbid us first to examine and
measure our powers, or to find out what we can and cannot do, as if that were inquisitive and
superfluous and irreverent. Hence, while with your excessive prudence you abhor recklessness and
make a show of sober judgment, you arrive at the point of actually teaching the utmost recklessness. For
you can leave out those smooth appellations: ‘my dear Erasmus, my dear Erasmus’ and keep that sort of pat on the head for
your sworn supporters.”
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whereas the Sophists are indeed reckless and mad in pursuing their inquisitive inquiries, yet their sin is
less serious than yours, who make madness and recklessness the positive point of your teaching. And to
make the madness all the greater, you try to persuade us that this recklessness is the most beautiful
Christian piety, sobriety, godly seriousness, and salvation; and unless we do as you say, you assert that
we are irreverent, inquisitive, and vain—you who are such an enemy of assertions! A fine job you make
of avoiding Scylla while you are steering clear of Charybdis!
But it is confidence in your own wits that has driven you to this, for you believe you can so impose
on everyone’s intelligence by your eloquence that no one will notice what you cherish in your heart and
what your purpose is with these slippery writings of yours. But God is not mocked [Gal. 6:7], and it is not
safe to run up against him. Furthermore, if the matter at issue were composing poems, preparing crops,
conducting wars or other public undertakings, or building houses, and you had taught us such
recklessness, then although it would be intolerable in so eminent a man, you would nevertheless have
been deserving of some indulgence, at least among Christians, who set no store on temporal affairs. But
when you tell Christians themselves to become reckless workers, and order them not to be inquisitive
about what they can and cannot do in the matter of obtaining eternal salvation, this is beyond question
the truly unforgivable sin. For as long as they are ignorant of what and how much they can do, they will
not know what they should do; and being ignorant of what they should do, they cannot repent if they do
wrong; and impenitence is the unforgivable sin. This is what your moderate Skeptical Theology leads us
to.
Therefore, it is not irreverent, inquisitive, or superfluous, but essentially salutary and necessary for a
Christian, to find out whether the will does anything or nothing in matters pertaining to eternal
salvation. Indeed, as you should know, this is the cardinal issue between us, the point on which
everything in this controversy turns. For what we are doing is to inquire what free choice can do, what it
has done to it, and what is its relation to the grace of God. If we do not know these things, we shall
know nothing at all of things Christian, and shall be worse than any heathen. Let anyone who does not
feel this confess that he is no Christian, while anyone who disparages or scorns it should know that he is
the greatest enemy of Christians. For if I am ignorant of what, how far, and how much I can and may do
in relation to God, it will be equally uncertain and unknown to me, what, how far, and how much God
can and may do in me, although it is God who works everything in everyone [I Cor. 12:6]. But when the
works and power of God are unknown, I do not know God himself, and when God is unknown, I cannot
worship, praise, thank, and serve God, since I do not know how much I ought to attribute to myself and
how much to God. It therefore behooves us to be very certain about the distinction between God’s
power and our own, God’s work and our own, if we want to live a godly life.
So you see that this problem is one half of the whole sum of things Christian, since on it both
knowledge of oneself and the knowledge and glory of God quite vitally depend. That is why we cannot
permit you, my dear Erasmus, to call such knowledge irreverent, inquisitive, and vain. We owe much to
you, but godliness claims our all. Why, you yourself are aware that all the good in us is to be ascribed to
God, and you assert this in your description of Christianity.32 But in asserting this, you are surely
asserting also that the mercy of God alone does everything, and that our will does nothing, but rather is
passive; otherwise, all is not ascribed to God. Yet a little later you say that it is not religious, pious, and
salutary to assert or to know this. But it is a mind at variance with itself, uncertain and inexpert in
matters of religion, that is compelled to talk like that.
[God’s Foreknowledge; Contingency and Necessity]33
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The other half of the Christian summa is concerned with knowing whether God foreknows anything
contingently, and whether we do everything of necessity. And this, too, you find irreverent, inquisitive,
and vain, just as all ungodly men do, or rather, as the demons and the damned find it hateful and
detestable. You are well advised to steer clear of such questions if you can, but you are a pretty poor
rhetorician and theologian when you presume to discuss and expound free choice without the two
subjects just mentioned. I will act as a whetstone and, although no rhetorician myself, will teach a
distinguished rhetorician his business.
Suppose Quintilian,34 proposing to write about oratory, were to say: “In my judgment, that stupid
and superfluous stuff about choice of subject, arrangement of material, style, memorization, delivery,
ought to be omitted; suffice it to know that oratory is the art of speaking well”—would you not ridicule
such an exponent of the art? Yet you act no differently yourself. You propose to write about free choice,
and you begin by rejecting and throwing away the whole substance and all the elements of the subject
on which you are going to write. For you cannot possibly know what free choice is unless you know what
the human will can do, and what God does, and whether he foreknows necessarily.
Do not even your rhetoricians teach you that when you are going to speak on any subject, you ought
to say first whether it exists, then what it is, what its parts are, what things are contrary to it, akin to it,
similar to it, etc.? But you deprive free choice (poor thing!) of all these advantages, and lay down no
question concerning it, unless perhaps the first, namely, whether it exists; and you do this with
arguments (as we shall see) of such a kind that, apart from the elegance of the language, I have never
seen a feebler book on free choice. The very Sophists provide at least a better discussion on this subject,
for while they have no idea of style, yet when they tackle free choice they do define all the questions
connected with it—whether it exists, what it is, what it does, how it is related, etc.—though even they
do not succeed in doing what they set out to do. In this book, therefore, I shall press you and all the
Sophists hard until you define for me the strength and effectiveness of free choice; and I shall press you
(with Christ’s aid) so hard that I hope I shall make you repent of ever having published your Diatribe.
Here, then, is something fundamentally necessary and salutary for a Christian, to know that God
foreknows nothing contingently, but that he foresees and purposes and does all things by his
immutable, eternal, and infallible will. Here is a thunderbolt by which free choice is completely
prostrated and shattered, so that those who want free choice asserted must either deny or explain away
this thunderbolt, or get rid of it by some other means. However, before I establish this point by my own
argument and the authority of Scripture, I will first deal with it in your words.
Was it not you, my dear Erasmus, who asserted a little earlier that God is by nature just, by nature
most merciful? If this is true, does it not follow that he is immutably just and merciful—that as his
nature never changes, so neither does his justice or mercy? But what is said of his justice and mercy
must also be said of his knowledge, wisdom, goodness, will, and other divine attributes. If, then, the
assertion of these things concerning God is, as you state, religious, pious, and salutary, what has come
over you that you now contradict yourself by asserting that it is irreverent, inquisitive, and vain to say
that God foreknows necessarily? You declare that the will of God is to be understood as immutable, yet
you forbid us to know that his foreknowledge is immutable. Do you, then, believe that he foreknows
without willing or wills without knowing? If he foreknows as he wills, then his will is eternal and
unchanging (because his nature is so), and if he wills as he foreknows, then his knowledge is eternal and
unchanging (because his nature is so).
From this it follows irrefutably that everything we do, everything that happens, even if it seems to us
to happen mutably and contingently,35 happens in fact nonetheless necessarily36 and immutably, if you
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have regard to the will of God. For the will of God is effectual and cannot be hindered, since it is the
power of the divine nature itself; moreover it is wise, so that it cannot be deceived. Now, if his will is not
hindered, there is nothing to prevent the work itself from being done, in the place, time, manner, and
measure that he himself both foresees and wills. If the will of God were such that, when the work was
completed, the work remained but the will ceased—like the will of men, which ceases to will when the
house they want is built, just as it also comes to an end in death—then it could be truly said that things
happen contingently and mutably. But here the opposite happens; the work comes to an end and the
will remains, so remote is it from possibility that the work itself, during its production and completed
existence, should exist or persist contingently. To happen contingently, however—in order that we may
not misuse terms—means in Latin, not that the work itself is contingent, but that it is done by a
contingent and mutable will, such as there is not in God. Moreover, a work can only be called contingent
when from our point of view it is done contingently and, as it were, by chance and without our expecting
it, because our will or hand seizes on it as something presented to us by chance, when we have thought
or willed nothing about it previously.37
[I could wish indeed that another and a better word had been introduced into our discussion than
this usual one, “necessity,” which is not rightly applied either to the divine or the human will. It has too
harsh and incongruous a meaning for this purpose, for it suggests a kind of compulsion, and the very
opposite of willingness, although the subject under discussion implies no such thing. For neither the
divine nor the human will does what it does, whether good or evil, under any compulsion, but from
sheer pleasure or desire, as with true freedom; and yet the will of God is immutable and infallible, and it
governs our mutable will, as Boethius sings: “Remaining fixed, Thou makest all things move”; and our
will, especially when it is evil, cannot of itself do good. The reader’s intelligence must therefore supply
what the word “necessity” does not express, by understanding it to mean what you might call the
immutability of the will of God and the impotence of our evil will, or what some have called the
necessity of immutability, though this is not very good either grammatically or theologically.]38
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The Sophists have labored for years over this point, but in the end they have been beaten and
forced to admit that everything happens necessarily, though by the necessity of consequence (as they
say) and not by the necessity of the consequent.39 They have thus eluded the full force of this question,
or indeed it might rather be said they have deluded themselves. For how meaningless this is I shall have
no difficulty in showing. What they call the necessity of consequence means broadly this: If God wills
anything, it is necessary for that thing to come to pass, but it is not necessary that the thing which
comes to pass should exist; for God alone exists necessarily, and it is possible for everything else not to
exist if God so wills. So they say that an action of God is necessary if he wills it, but that the thing done is
not itself necessary. But what do they achieve by this playing with words? This, of course, that the thing
done is not necessary, in the sense that it has not a necessary existence. But this is no different from
saying that the thing done is not God himself. Nevertheless, it remains a fact that everything that comes
into being does so necessarily, if the action of God is necessary, or if there is a necessity of consequence,
however true it is that, when it has been brought into being, it does not exist necessarily, that is to say,
it is not God and has not a necessary existence. For if I myself am brought into existence necessarily, it is
of little concern to me that my being or becoming is mutable; for my contingent and mutable self,
though not the necessary being that God is, is nonetheless brought into existence.
Hence their amusing idea, that everything happens by necessity of consequence but not by
necessity of the consequent, amounts to no more than this: all things are indeed brought about
necessarily, but when they have thus been brought about, they are not God himself. But what need was
there to tell us this? As if there were any fear of our asserting that created things are God, or that they
have a divine and necessary nature! Hence the proposition stands, and remains invincible, that all things
happen by necessity. Nor is there here any obscurity or ambiguity. It says in Isaiah: “My counsel shall
stand and my will shall be done” *Isa. 46:10+. What schoolboy does not know the meaning of these
terms “counsel,” “will,” “shall be done,” “shall stand”?
But why are these things abstruse to us Christians, so that it is irreverent and inquisitive and vain to
discuss and come to know them, when heathen poets and even the common people speak of them
quite freely? How often does Virgil (for one) remind us of Fate! “By changeless law stand all things
fixed”;40 “Each man’s day stands fixed”;41 “If the Fates call thee”;42 “If thou canst break the harsh bonds
of Fate.”43 That poet has no other aim than to show that in the destruction of Troy and the rise of the
Roman Empire, Fate counts for more than all the endeavors of men, and therefore it imposes a
necessity on both things and men. Moreover, he makes even their immortal gods subject to Fate, to
which even Jupiter himself and Juno must necessarily yield. Hence the current conception of the three
Parcae, immutable, implacable, irrevocable. The wise men of those days were well aware of what fact
and experience prove, namely, that no man’s plans have ever been straightforwardly realized, but for
everyone things have turned out differently from what he thought they would. Virgil’s Hector says,
“Could Troy have stood by human arm, then it had stood by mine.”44 Hence the very common saying on
everyone’s lips, “God’s will be done”; and “God willing, we will do it,” or “Such was the will of God.” “So
it pleased those above”; “Such was your will,” says Virgil. From this we can see that the knowledge of
God’s predestination and foreknowledge remained with the common people no less than the awareness
39
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of his existence itself. But those who wished to appear wise went so far astray in their reasonings that
their hearts were darkened and they became fools (Rom. 1[:21 f.]), and denied or explained away the
things that the poets and common people, and even their own conscience, regarded as entirely familiar,
certain, and true.
I go farther and say, not only how true these things are—as will be shown more fully below from the
Scriptures—but also how religious, devout, and necessary a thing it is to know them. For if these things
are not known, there can be neither faith nor any worship of God. For that would indeed be ignorance
of God, and where there is such ignorance there cannot be salvation, as we know. For if you doubt or
disdain to know that God foreknows all things, not contingently, but necessarily and immutably, how
can you believe his promises and place a sure trust and reliance on them? For when he promises
anything, you ought to be certain that he knows and is able and willing to perform what he promises;
otherwise, you will regard him as neither truthful nor faithful, and that is impiety and a denial of the
Most High God. But how will you be certain and sure unless you know that he knows and wills and will
do what he promises, certainly, infallibly, immutably, and necessarily? And we ought not only to be
certain that God wills and will act necessarily and immutably, but also to glory in this fact; as Paul says in
Romans 3*:4+: “Let God be true though every man be false,” and again *Rom. 9:6+: “Not as though the
word of God had failed,” and elsewhere: “But God’s firm foundation stands, bearing this seal: ‘The Lord
knows those who are his’ ” *II Tim. 2:19+. And in Titus 1*:2+ he says: “Which God, who never lies,
promised ages ago,” and in Hebrews 11*:6+: “Whoever would draw near to God must believe that he
exists and that he rewards those who hope in him.”45
Therefore, Christian faith is entirely extinguished, the promises of God and the whole gospel are
completely destroyed, if we teach and believe that it is not for us to know the necessary foreknowledge
of God and the necessity of the things that are to come to pass. For this is the one supreme consolation
of Christians in all adversities, to know that God does not lie, but does all things immutably, and that his
will can neither be resisted nor changed nor hindered.
See now, my dear Erasmus, what that most moderate and peace-loving theology of yours leads to!
You warn us off, and forbid us to try to understand the foreknowledge of God and the necessity laid on
things and men, advising us to leave such things alone, and to shun and condemn them. And by this illadvised labor of yours you teach us both to cultivate ignorance of God (which comes of its own accord,
and indeed is inborn in us), and to despise faith, let go the promises of God, and treat all the
consolations of the Spirit and certitudes of conscience as of no account. Such advice Epicurus himself
would scarcely give! Then, not content with this, you call anyone who seeks knowledge of such things
irreverent, inquisitive, and vain, but one who despises them, religious, devout, and sober. What else do
you imply by these words than that Christians are inquisitive, vain, and irreverent, and that Christianity
is a matter of no moment at all, but vain, foolish, and really quite impious? So it happens again that
while you wish above all to preserve us from temerity, you are carried away, as foolish people often are,
45
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and do the very opposite, teaching nothing but the greatest temerities, impieties, and perditions. Do
you not see that in this part your book is so impious, blasphemous, and sacrilegious that it is without an
equal anywhere?
I am not, as I said above, speaking of your heart, nor do I think you so abandoned that at heart you
desire either to teach these things or to see them taught and practiced. But I am trying to show you
what frightful things a man is bound to babble if he undertakes to support a bad cause, and what it
means to run counter to divine truth and divine Scripture when we put on an act to please others and
play a part that is foreign to us against our conscience. It is no game or joke to give instruction in Holy
Writ and godliness, for it is very easy to fall here in the way that James describes: “Whoever fails in one
point has become guilty of all” *James 2:10+. For thus it comes about that when we think we mean to
trifle only a little, and do not treat Holy Writ with sufficient reverence, we are soon involved in impieties
and immersed in blasphemies, just as has happened to you here, Erasmus—may the Lord forgive you
and have mercy on you.
That the Sophists have produced such swarms of questions on these subjects, and have mixed up a
lot of other useless things with them, many of which you specify, we know and admit as you do, and we
have attacked them more sharply and more fully than you have. But you are imprudent and rash when
you mix up, confuse, and assimilate the purity of sacred realities with the profane and stupid questions
of ungodly men. “They have defiled the gold and changed its good color,” as Jeremiah says *Lam. 4:1+,
but the gold must not forthwith be treated like rubbish and thrown away, as you are doing. The gold
must be rescued from these men, and the pure Scripture separated from their dregs and filth, as I have
always sought to do, in order that the divine writings may be kept in one place, and their trifles in
another. And it ought not to disturb us that nothing has come of these questions, “except that with the
loss of harmony we love one another the less, while seeking to be wiser than we need.”46 For us the
question is not what the Sophists have gained by their questions, but how we may become good
Christians; and you ought not to blame it on Christian doctrine that the ungodly behave badly, since that
has nothing to do with the case, and you could have spoken of it in another place and spared your paper
here.
[Should Divine Truth Be Kept from Common Ears?]47
In the third section you proceed to turn us into modest and peaceloving Epicureans, with a different sort
of advice, though no sounder than the two already mentioned. That is to say, you tell us that some
things are of such a kind that even if they were true and might be known, it would not be proper to
prostitute them before common ears.48
Here again you confuse and mix everything up in your usual way, putting the sacred on a level with
the profane and making no distinction between them at all, so that once again you have fallen into
contempt and abuse of Scripture and of God. I said above that things which are either contained in or
proved by Holy Writ are not only plain, but also salutary, and can therefore safely be published, learned,
and known, as indeed they ought to be. Hence your saying that they ought not to be prostituted before
common ears is false if you are speaking of the things that are in Scripture; and if you are speaking of
other things, what you say does not interest us and is out of place, so that you are wasting your time
and paper on it. Besides, you know that there is no subject on which I agree with the Sophists, so that
you might well have spared me and not cast their misdoings in my teeth. For it was against me that you
were to speak in that book of yours. I know where the Sophists go wrong without needing you to tell
me, and they have had plenty of criticism from me. I should like this said once for all, and repeated every
46

Diatribe, EAS 4, 14.
WA 18, 620–630.
48
Diatribe, EAS 4, 14.
47

time you mix me up with the Sophists and make my case look as crazy as theirs, for you are being quite
unfair, as you very well know.
Now, let us see the reasons for your advice. Even if it were true that “God, according to his own
nature, is no less present in the hole of a beetle” or even in a sewer than in heaven (though you are too
reverent to say this yourself, and blame the Sophists for blathering so), yet you think it would be
unreasonable to discuss such a subject before the common herd.49
First, let them blather who will; we are not here discussing what men do, but what is right and
lawful, not how we live, but how we ought to live. Which of us always lives and acts rightly? But law and
precept are not condemned on that account, but they rather condemn us. Yet you go looking for
irrelevancies like these, and rake a pile of them together from all sides, because this one point about the
foreknowledge of God upsets you; and since you have no real argument with which to overcome it, you
spend the time trying to tire out your reader with a lot of empty talk. But we will let that pass, and get
back to the subject. What, then, is the point of your contention that certain matters ought not to be
discussed publicly? Do you count the subject of free choice among them? In that case, all I said above
about the necessity of understanding free choice will round on you again. Moreover, why did you not
follow your own advice and leave your Diatribe unwritten? If it is right for you to discuss free choice,
why do you denounce such discussion? If it is wrong, why do you do it?50 On the other hand, if you do
not count free choice among the prohibited subjects, you are again evading the real issue, dealing like a
wordy rhetorician with topics that are irrelevant and out of place.
Even so, you are wrong in the use you make of this example, and in condemning as unprofitable the
public discussion of the proposition that God is in the hole or the sewer. Your thoughts about God are all
too human. There are, I admit, some shallow preachers who, from no motives of religion or piety, but
perhaps from a desire for popularity or a thirst for some novelty or a distaste for silence, prate and trifle
in the shallowest way. But these please neither God nor men, even if they assert that God is in the
heaven of heavens. But where there are serious and godly preachers who teach in modest, pure, and
sound words, they speak on such a subject in public without risk, and indeed with great profit. Ought we
not all to teach that the Son of God was in the womb of the Virgin and came forth from her belly? But
how does a human belly differ from any other unclean place? Anyone could describe it in foul and
shameless terms, but we rightly condemn those who do, seeing that there are plenty of pure words with
which to speak of that necessary theme even with decency and grace. Again, the body of Christ himself
49
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was human as ours is, and what is fouler than that? Are we therefore not to say that God dwelt in it
bodily, as Paul has said [Col. 2:9]? What is fouler than death? What more horrifying than hell? Yet the
prophet glories that God is present with him in death and hell [Ps. 139:8].
Therefore, a godly mind is not shocked to hear that God is present in death or hell, both of which
are more horrible and foul than either a hole or a sewer. Indeed, since Scripture testifies that God is
everywhere and fills all things [Jer. 23:24], a godly mind not only says that He is in those places, but must
needs learn and know that he is there. Or are we to suppose that if I am captured by a tyrant and
thrown into a prison or a sewer—as has happened to many saints—I am not to be allowed to call upon
God there or to believe that he is present with me, but must wait until I come into some finely furnished
church?
If you teach us to talk such nonsense about God, and are so set against the locating of his essence,
you will end by not even allowing him to remain for us in heaven; for the heaven of heavens cannot
contain him, nor is it worthy of him [I Kings 8:27]. But as I have said, it is your habit to stab at us in this
hateful way in order to disparage our case and make it odious, because you see that for you it is
insuperable and invincible.
As for your second example,51 I admit that the idea that there are three Gods is a scandal if it is
taught; but it is neither true, nor does Scripture teach it. The Sophists speak in this way with their
newfound dialectic, but what has that to do with us?
In the remaining example, regarding confession and satisfaction, it is wonderful to see with what
felicitous prudence you put your case. Everywhere you walk so delicately,52 as is your habit, in order to
avoid giving the impression either that you do not wholeheartedly condemn our views or that you are
not opposed to the tyranny of the popes, for that would be by no means safe for you. So you bid adieu
meanwhile to God and to conscience—for how does it concern Erasmus what God wills in these matters
and what is good for the conscience?—and launch an attack on mere externals, charging the common
people with abusing the preaching of free confession and satisfaction53 and turning it into carnal liberty
to suit their own evil inclination, whereas by the necessity of confessing (you say) they were at all events
restrained.54
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What outstandingly brilliant reasoning! Is that the way to teach theology? To bind souls by laws and,
as Ezekiel says [Ezek. 13:18 f.], to slay them, when they are not bound by God? By this token you set up
for us again the whole tyranny of papal laws, as being useful and salutary because by them too the
wickedness of the common people is restrained. But instead of attacking this passage in the way it
deserves, let me put the point briefly. A good theologian teaches as follows: the common people are to
be restrained by the external power of the sword when they behave wickedly, as Paul teaches in
Romans 13[:4]; but their consciences are not to be ensnared with false laws, so that they are burdened
with sins where God has not willed that there should be sins. For consciences are bound only by a
commandment of God, so that the interfering tyranny of the popes, which falsely terrifies and kills souls
inwardly and vainly wearies the body outwardly, has simply no place in our midst. For although it makes
confession and other outward burdens compulsory, the mind is not kept in order by these means, but is
rather provoked into hatred of God and men; and it is in vain that the body is tortured to death with
outward observances, for this makes mere hypocrites, so that legal tyrants of this kind are nothing else
but ravening wolves, thieves, and robbers of souls [Matt. 7:15; John 10:8]. Yet it is these that you, good
spiritual counselor that you are, commend to us again. You set before us the cruellest of soul destroyers,
and want us to let them fill the world with hypocrites who blaspheme and dishonor God in their hearts,
as long as outwardly they are kept in some degree of order, as if there were not another means of
keeping them in order, which makes no hypocrites and is applied without any ruination of consciences,
as I have said.
Here you produce analogies, of which you seek to give the impression that you have an abundant
store and make very apt use. You say, for instance, that there are diseases which it is a lesser evil to
endure than to cure, such as leprosy, etc.55 You also bring in the example of Paul, who distinguished
between things lawful and things expedient [I Cor. 6:12; 10:23]. It is lawful, you say, to speak the truth,
but it is not expedient to do so to everybody at all times and in all circumstances. What a fluent orator
you are! Yet you understand nothing of what you are saying. In a word, you treat this subject as if it
were simply an affair between you and me about the recovery of a sum of money, or some other quite
trivial matter, the loss of which (as being of much less value than your precious external peace) ought
not to trouble anyone enough to prevent him from giving way, and doing or suffering as the occasion
requires, so as to make it unnecessary for the world to be thrown into such an uproar. You thus plainly
show that outward peace and quietness56 are to you far more important than faith, conscience,
salvation, the Word of God, the glory of Christ, and God himself.
Let me tell you, therefore—and I beg you to let this sink deep into your mind—that what I am after
in this dispute is to me something serious, necessary, and indeed eternal, something of such a kind and
such importance that it ought to be asserted and defended to the death, even if the whole world had
not only to be thrown into strife and confusion, but actually to return to total chaos and be reduced to
nothingness. If you do not understand this or are not concerned about it, then mind your own affairs
and let those understand and be concerned about it on whom God has laid the charge.57
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For even I, by the grace of God, am not such a fool or so mad as to have been willing to maintain and
defend this cause for so long, with so much zeal and constancy (which you call obstinacy), amid so many
dangers to life, so much hatred, so many treacheries, in short, amid the fury of men and demons, simply
for the sake of money (which I neither possess nor desire), or popularity (which I could not obtain if I
wished, in a world so incensed against me), or physical safety (of which I cannot for a moment be
certain). Do you think that you alone have a heart that is moved by these tumults? Even we are not
made of stone, or born of the Marpesian rocks;58 but when nothing else can be done, we prefer to be
battered by temporal tumult, rejoicing in the grace of God, for the sake of the Word of God, which must
be asserted with an invincible and incorruptible mind, rather than to be shattered by eternal tumult
under the wrath of God, with intolerable torment. May Christ grant, as I hope and pray, that your mind
may not come to that, although your words certainly sound as if you thought, like Epicurus, that the
Word of God and a future life were fables; for you seek with your magisterial advice to persuade us that,
as a favor to pontiffs and princes or for the sake of peace, we ought if occasion arises, to give way and
set aside the most sure Word of God. But if we do that, we set aside God, faith, salvation, and
everything Christian. How much better is the admonition of Christ, that we should rather spurn the
whole world [Matt. 16:26]!
You say things like these, however, because you do not read or do not observe that it is the most
unvarying fate of the Word of God to have the world in a state of tumult because of it. This is plainly
asserted by Christ, when he says: “I have not come to bring peace, but a sword” *Matt. 10:34+, and in
Luke: “I came to cast fire upon the earth” *12:49+. And Paul in I *II+ Corinthians 6*:5+ says: “In tumults,”
etc. And the prophet in the Second Psalm abundantly testifies the same, asserting that the nations are in
tumult, the peoples murmur, kings rise up, princes conspire, against the Lord and against his Christ; as if
he would say, numbers, rank, wealth, power, wisdom, righteousness, and whatever is exalted in the
world, opposes itself to the Word of God. Look into The Acts of the Apostles and see what happens in
the world on account of Paul’s word alone, to say nothing of the other apostles. See how he alone sets
both Gentiles and Jews by the ears, or as his enemies themselves say in the same place, he turns the
world upside down [Acts 17:6; cf. 24:5]. Under Elijah the Kingdom of Israel was troubled, as Ahab
complains [I Kings 18:17]. And what tumult there was under the other prophets! They are all killed or
stoned, while Israel is taken captive to Assyria and Judah to Babylon! Was this peace? The world and its
god cannot and will not endure the Word of the true God, and the true God neither will nor can keep
silence; so when these two Gods are at war with one another, what can there be but tumult in the
whole world?
To wish to stop these tumults, therefore, is nothing else but to wish to suppress and prohibit the
Word of God. For the Word of God comes, whenever it comes, to change and renew the world. Even the
heathen writers testify that changes of things cannot take place without commotion and tumult, nor
indeed without bloodshed. But it is the mark of a Christian to expect and endure these things with
presence of mind, as Christ says: “When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, see that you are not
alarmed; for this must take place, but the end is not yet” *Matt. 24:6+. For myself, if I did not see these
tumults I should say that the Word of God was not in the world; but now, when I do see them, I heartily
rejoice and have no fear, because I am quite certain that the kingdom of the pope, with all his followers,
is going to collapse; for it is against this in particular that the Word of God, now at large in the world, is
directed.
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I am aware, of course, that you, my dear Erasmus, complain in many books about these tumults and
the loss of peace and concord, and with the best of intentions (as I verily believe) you try hard to find a
remedy for them. But this gouty foot laughs at your doctoring hands; for here in truth you are, as you
say, rowing against the stream, or rather, you are putting out a fire with straw. Stop your complaining,
stop your doctoring; this tumult has arisen and is directed from above, and it will not cease till it makes
all the adversaries of the Word like the mud on the streets. But it is sad to have to remind a theologian
like you of these things, as if you were a pupil instead of one who ought to be teaching others.
It is here, therefore, that your aphorism (which is neat enough, though your use of it is inapposite)
really belongs—I mean your aphorism about diseases that are less evil to endure than to cure. You
should say that the diseases which are less evil to endure are these tumults, commotions, disturbances,
seditions, sects, discords, wars, and anything else of this sort, by which the whole world is shaken and
shattered on account of the Word of God. These things, I say, because they are temporal, are less evil to
endure than the inveterate wickedness through which souls will inevitably be lost if they are not
changed by the Word of God; and if that Word were taken away, then eternal good, God, Christ, the
Spirit, would go with it. But surely it is preferable to lose the world rather than God the creator of the
world, who is able to create innumerable worlds again, and who is better than infinite worlds! For what
comparison is there between things temporal and things eternal? This leprosy of temporal evils ought
therefore to be endured rather than that all souls should be slaughtered and eternally damned while the
world is kept in peace and preserved from these tumults by their blood and perdition, seeing that the
whole world cannot pay the price of redemption for a single soul.
You have some elegant and unusual analogies and aphorisms, but when you are dealing with sacred
matters your application of them is puerile and indeed perverse, for you creep on the ground and never
have a thought that rises above human comprehension. For the operations of God are not childish or
bourgeois or human, but divine and exceeding human grasp. But you do not seem to see that these
tumults and divisions are marching through the world by the counsel and operation of God, and you are
afraid lest the heavens should fall. But I, by the grace of God, see this clearly, because I see other greater
troubles in time to come, by comparison with which these present seem no more than the whisper of a
breeze or the murmur of a gentle stream.
But the dogma concerning the freedom of confession and satisfaction you either deny or do not
know to be the Word of God. That is another question. We, however, know and are sure that it is God’s
Word by which Christian freedom is asserted, so that we may not allow ourselves to be trapped and
brought into bondage by human traditions and laws. This we have abundantly taught elsewhere; and if
you wish to go into the question, we are prepared to state our case or debate it with you as well. There
are not a few books of ours available on this subject.59
But at the same time, you will say, the laws of the pontiffs ought in charity to be endured and
observed equally with divine laws, if by any chance it is possible in this way to maintain both eternal
salvation through the Word of God and also the peace of the world. I have said above that that is not
possible. The prince of this world does not allow the pope and his own pontiffs to have their laws
observed freely, but his purpose is to capture and bind consciences. This the true God cannot tolerate,
and so the Word of God and the traditions of men are irreconcilably opposed to one another, precisely
as God himself and Satan are mutually opposed, each destroying the works and subverting the dogmas
of the other like two kings laying waste each other’s kingdoms. “He who is not with me,” says Christ, “is
against me” *Matt. 12:30+.
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As to your fear that many who are inclined to wickedness will abuse this freedom, this should be
reckoned as one of the said tumults, part of that temporal leprosy which has to be endured and that evil
which has to be borne. Such people should not be considered so important that in order to prevent their
abusing it the Word of God must be taken away. If all cannot be saved, yet some are saved, and it is for
their sake that the Word of God comes. These love the more fervently and are the more inviolably in
concord. For what evil did ungodly men not do even before, when there was no Word? Or rather, what
good did they do? Was not the world always inundated with war, fraud, violence, discord, and every
kind of crime? Does not Micah liken the best of the men of his day to a thorn hedge [Micah 7:4]? And
what do you think he would call the rest? But now the coming of the gospel begins to be blamed for the
fact that the world is wicked, whereas the truth is that the good light of the gospel reveals how bad the
world was when it lived in its own darkness without the gospel. In a similar way the uneducated find
fault with education because their ignorance is shown up where education flourishes. That is the
gratitude we show for the Word of life and salvation.
What apprehension must we not suppose there was among the Jews when the gospel set everyone
free from the law of Moses? What did not so great a freedom seem likely to permit to evil men? Yet the
gospel was not on that account taken away, but the ungodly were allowed to go their own way, while
the godly were charged not to use their freedom as an opportunity to indulge the flesh [Gal. 5:13].
Nor is that part of your advice or remedy of any value, where you say it is lawful to speak the truth,
but not expedient to do so to everybody at every time in every way; and it is quite inappropriate for you
to quote Paul’s saying: “All things are lawful for me, but not all things are expedient” *I Cor. 6:12+. Paul is
not there speaking of doctrine or the teaching of the truth, in the way that you misinterpret him and
make him mean what you want. Paul wishes the truth to be spoken everywhere at every time and in
every way. He can therefore rejoice even when Christ is preached in pretense and from envy, and he
declares plainly and in so many words that he rejoices in whatever way Christ is preached [Phil. 1:15 ff.].
Paul is speaking factually and about the use made of the doctrine, that is, about those who boasted of
Christian freedom but were seeking their own ends and took no account of the hurt and offense given to
the weak. Truth and doctrine must be preached always, openly, and constantly, and never
accommodated or concealed; for there is no scandal in it, for it is the scepter of righteousness [Ps. 45:6–
7].
Who has empowered you or given you the right to bind Christian doctrine to places, persons, times,
or causes when Christ wills it to be proclaimed and to reign throughout the world in entire freedom?
“The word of God is not bound,” says Paul *II Tim. 2:9+; and will Erasmus bind the Word? God has not
given us a Word that shows partiality in respect of persons, places, or times; for Christ says: “Go into all
the world” *Mark 16:15+. He does not say, “Go to one place and not another,” as Erasmus does. And he
says, “Preach the gospel to every creature” *ibid.+, not “to some and not to others.” In short, you
prescribe for us respect of persons, respect of places and customs, and respect of times, in the service of
the Word of God, whereas it is one great part of the glory of the Word that (as Paul says)60 there is no
prosōpolēmpsia and God is no respecter of persons. You see again how rashly you run counter to the
Word of God, as if you much prefer your own ideas and counsels.
If we now asked you to distinguish for us the times, persons, and ways in which the truth ought to
be spoken, when would you be ready to do it? The world would reach the limit of time and its own end61
before you had established any certain rule. Meanwhile, what would become of the ministry of teaching
and the souls that should be taught? But how should you be able to give us a rule when you know no
means of assessing either persons or times or methods? And even if you most decidedly did, yet you do
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not know men’s hearts. Or does “method,” “time,” and “person” mean for you that we should teach the
truth in such a way as not to offend the pope or annoy the emperor or upset the pontiffs and princes,
and not to cause any commotions and tumults in the world, lest many be made to stumble and become
worse? What sort of advice this is, you have seen above; but you would rather spin fine though useless
phrases than say, nothing at all.
How much better it would be for us miserable men to let God, who knows all men’s hearts, have the
glory of prescribing the manner, persons, and times for speaking the truth! For he knows what should be
spoken to each, and when and how. As it is, however, he has enjoined that his gospel, which is
necessary for all, should know no limit of place or time, but should be preached to all in every time and
place. And I have proved above that the things set forth in the Scriptures are of a kind intended for all,
and must necessarily be broadcast and are thoroughly salutary—as even you yourself have stated, with
better sense than you show now, in your Paraclesis.62 Those who do not want souls redeemed, like the
pope and his crowd—let it be left to them to bind the Word of God and keep men from life and the
Kingdom of Heaven, so that they neither enter themselves nor permit others to enter [Matt. 23:13], to
whose madness you perniciously pander, Erasmus, by this advice of yours.
The same sort of prudence underlies your next bit of advice, that if some wrong definition had been
made in the Councils, it ought not to be proclaimed, lest a handle should be given to scorn the authority
of the Fathers. This, of course, was just what the pope wanted you to say; he would rather hear it than
the gospel, and he is the worst of ingrates if he does not reward you with a cardinal’s hat and the
income that goes with it.63 But in the meantime, Erasmus, what will souls do that are bound and slain by
that unjust statute? Is that nothing to you?
You, of course, always hold, or profess to hold, that human statutes can be observed without peril
along with the Word of God. If they could, I should not hesitate to join you in the view you express here.
So if you do not know it, I tell you again: Human statutes cannot be observed together with the Word of
God, because they bind consciences, while the Word sets them free. The two are as mutually
incompatible as water and fire, unless the human statutes are kept freely, that is, as not being binding—
a thing that the pope will not and cannot allow, unless he wants his kingdom ruined and brought to an
end, since it is only maintained by the ensnaring and binding of consciences which the gospel asserts to
be free. Therefore the authority of the Fathers is neither here nor there, and statutes wrongly enacted
(as are all which are not in accordance with the Word of God) ought to be torn up and thrown away, for
Christ ranks higher than the authority of the Fathers. In short, if this view of yours has reference to the
Word of God, it is impious; if it refers to other things, your wordy argument in support of it is nothing to
us, for we are arguing about the Word of God.
[Should the Truth of God’s Necessitating Will Be Suppressed?]64
In the last part of your Preface65 where you seriously try to dissuade me from my kind of doctrine, you
think you have as good as won your point. What, you say, could be more useless than to publish this
paradox to the world, that whatever is done by us is not done by free choice, but by sheer necessity?
And Augustine’s saying, that God works in us good and evil, and rewards his own good works in us and
punishes his evil works in us—what is the use of that? You are profuse in giving, or rather demanding, a
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reason here. What a window to impiety, you say, would the public avowal of this opinion open to mortal
men! What evildoer would correct his life? Who would believe he was loved by God?66 Who would war
against his own flesh? I am surprised that in your great vehemence and contentiousness you did not
remember the point at issue and say: Where would free choice then remain?
My dear Erasmus, let me too say in turn: If you think these paradoxes are inventions of men, what
are you contending about? Why are you so roused? Against whom are you speaking? Is there anyone in
the world today who has more vigorously attacked the dogmas of men than Luther? Therefore, your
admonition has nothing to do with me. But if you think these paradoxes are words of God, how can you
keep your countenance, where is your shame, where is—I will not say that well-known moderation of
Erasmus, but the fear and reverence that are due to the true God, when you say that nothing more
useless could be proclaimed than the Word of God? Naturally, your Creator must learn from you his
creature what it is useful or useless to preach! That foolish, that thoughtless God did not previously
know what ought to be taught until you his master prescribed for him how to be wise and how to give
commandments! As though he himself would not have known, if you had not taught him, that the
consequences you mention would follow from this paradox! If, therefore, God has willed that such
things should be openly spoken of and published abroad without regard to the consequences, who are
you to forbid it?
The apostle Paul, in his epistle to the Romans, discusses these same things, not in a corner, but
publicly and before all the world, in the freest manner and in even harsher terms, when he says: “Whom
he will he hardeneth,” and, “God, willing to show his wrath,” etc. [Rom. 9:18, 22]. What could be
harsher (to the unregenerate nature67at least) than Christ’s saying: “Many are called, but few chosen”
*Matt. 22:14+, or: “I know whom I have chosen” *John 13:18+? We have it, of course, on your authority
that nothing more profitless could be said than things like these, because ungodly men are led by them
to fall into desperation, hatred, and blasphemy.
Here, I see, you are of the opinion that the truth and usefulness of Scripture is to be measured and
judged by the reactions of men, and the most ungodly men at that, so that only what has proved
pleasing or seemed tolerable to them should be deemed true, divine, and salutary, while the opposite
should forthwith be deemed useless, false, and pernicious. What are you aiming at with this advice,
unless that the words of God should depend on, and stand or fall with, the choice and authority of men?
Whereas Scripture says on the contrary that all things stand or fall by the choice and authority of God,
and all the earth should keep silence before the Lord [Hab. 2:20]. To talk as you do, one must imagine
the Living God to be nothing but a kind of shallow and ignorant ranter declaiming from some platform,
whose words you can if you wish interpret in any direction you like, and accept or reject them
accordingly as ungodly men are seen to be moved or affected by them.
Here, my dear Erasmus, you plainly reveal how sincerely you meant your earlier advice that we
should reverence the majesty of the divine judgments. There, when we were dealing with the dogmas of
Scripture, which there was no need to reverence as things abstruse and hidden, since they are nothing
of the kind, you warned us so very solemnly against rushing inquisitively into the Corycian cavern, that
we were almost frightened off the reading of Scripture altogether, strongly though Christ and the
apostles urge us to read it, as you yourself do elsewhere. But here, where we are concerned not with
the dogmas of Scripture and the Corycian cavern only, but in very truth with the awful secrets of the
Divine Majesty (namely, why he works in the way we have said), here you smash through bolts and bars
and rush in all but blaspheming, as indignant as possible with God because you are not allowed to see
the meaning and purpose of such a judgment of his. Why do you not put up a screen of ambiguities and
obscurities here also? Why do you not restrain yourself and deter others from prying into things that
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God has willed to be hidden from us, and has not set forth in the Scriptures? It was here you should
have put your finger to your lips in reverence for what lay hidden, and adoring the secret counsels of the
Majesty you should have cried with Paul: “O man, who art thou that contendest with God?” *Rom. 9:20+.
Who, you say, will take pains to correct his life? I answer: No man will and no man can, for God cares
nothing for your correctors without the Spirit, since they are hypocrites. But the elect and the godly will
be corrected by the Holy Spirit, while the rest perish uncorrected. Augustine does not say that no man’s
or all men’s good works are crowned, but that some men’s are. So there will be some who correct their
life.
Who will believe, you say, that he is loved by God?68 I answer: No man will or can believe this; but
the elect will believe while the rest perish in unbelief, indignant and blaspheming as you are here. So
some will believe.
As to your saying that a window is opened for impiety by these dogmas, let it be so; such people
belong to the above-mentioned leprosy of evil that must be endured. Nevertheless, by these same
dogmas there is opened at the same time a door to righteousness, an entrance to heaven and a way to
God for the godly and the elect. But if, as you advise, we left these dogmas alone and concealed this
Word of God from men, so that they were deluded by a false assurance of salvation and no one learned
to fear God and be humbled, so as to come through fear at length to grace and love, then we might very
well have closed your window, but in its place we should be opening for ourselves and all men
floodgates, or rather great chasms and gulfs, not only to impiety, but to the depths of hell. In this way
we should neither enter heaven ourselves nor allow those who would enter to go in [Matt. 23:13].
What then, you may ask, is the utility or necessity of publishing such things when so many evils
appear to proceed from them? I answer: It would be enough to say that God has willed them to be
published, and we must not ask the reason for the divine will, but simply adore it, giving God glory that,
since he alone is just and wise, he does no wrong to anyone and can do nothing foolishly or rashly,
though it may seem far otherwise to us. With this answer the godly are content. Still, out of our
abundance we will do a work of supererogation and mention two considerations which demand that
such things should be preached. The first is the humbling of our pride, and the knowledge of the grace
of God; and the second is the nature of Christian faith itself.
First, God has assuredly promised his grace to the humble [I Peter 5:5], that is, to those who lament
and despair of themselves. But no man can be thoroughly humbled until he knows that his salvation is
utterly beyond his own powers, devices, endeavors, will, and works, and depends entirely on the choice,
will, and work of another, namely, of God alone. For as long as he is persuaded that he himself can do
even the least thing toward his salvation, he retains some self-confidence and does not altogether
despair of himself, and therefore he is not humbled before God, but presumes that there is—or at least
hopes or desires that there may be—some place, time, and work for him, by which he may at length
attain to salvation. But when a man has no doubt that everything depends on the will of God, then he
completely despairs of himself and chooses nothing for himself, but waits for God to work; then he has
come close to grace, and can be saved.
It is thus for the sake of the elect that these things are published, in order that being humbled and
brought back to nothingness by this means they may be saved. The rest resist this humiliation, indeed
they condemn this teaching of self-despair, wishing for something, however little, to be left for them to
do themselves; so they remain secretly proud and enemies of the grace of God. This, I say, is one reason,
namely, that the godly, being humbled, may recognize, call upon, and receive the grace of God.
The second reason is that faith has to do with things not seen [Heb. 11:1]. Hence in order that there
may be room for faith, it is necessary that everything which is believed should be hidden. It cannot,
however, be more deeply hidden than under an object, perception, or experience which is contrary to it.
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Thus when God makes alive he does it by killing, when he justifies he does it by making men guilty, when
he exalts to heaven he does it by bringing down to hell, as Scripture says: “The Lord kills and brings to
life; he brings down to Sheol and raises up” (I Sam. 2*:6+). This is not the place to speak at length on this
subject, but those who have read my books have had it quite plainly set forth for them.
Thus God hides his eternal goodness and mercy under eternal wrath, his righteousness under
iniquity. This is the highest degree of faith, to believe him merciful when he saves so few and damns so
many, and to believe him righteous when by his own will he makes us necessarily damnable, so that he
seems, according to Erasmus, to delight in the torments of the wretched and to be worthy of hatred
rather than of love. If, then, I could by any means comprehend how this God can be merciful and just
who displays so much wrath and iniquity, there would be no need of faith.69 As it is, since that cannot be
comprehended, there is room for the exercise of faith when such things are preached and published,
just as when God kills, the faith of life is exercised in death. That is now enough by way of preface.
My way of dealing with people who argue about these paradoxes is better than yours. You advise
silence and refusal to be drawn, with the idea of humoring their impiety; but you really achieve nothing
by this. For if you either believe or suspect them to be true (since they are paradoxes of no small
moment), such is the insatiable desire of mortals to probe into secret matters, especially when we most
want them kept secret, that as a result of your publishing this warning everybody will now want to know
all the more whether these paradoxes are true. They will have been aroused by your contention to such
a degree that no one on our side will ever have provided such an opportunity for publicizing these
paradoxes as you have done by this solemn and vehement warning. You would have been much wiser to
say nothing at all about the need to beware of them if you wanted to see your desire fulfilled. The game
is up when you do not directly deny that they are true; they cannot be kept dark, but the suspicion of
their truth will prompt everybody to investigate them. Either, then, you must deny that they are true or
set the example of silence if you want others to keep silence too.
[Divine Necessity and the Human Will]70
As for the second paradox, that whatever is done by us is done not by free choice but of sheer necessity,
let us look briefly at this and not permit it to be labeled most pernicious. What I say here is this: When it
has been proved that salvation is beyond our own powers and devices, and depends on the work of God
alone (as I hope to prove conclusively below in the main body of this disputation), does it not follow that
when God is not present and at work in us everything we do is evil and we necessarily do what is of no
avail for salvation? For if it is not we, but only God, who works salvation in us, then before he works we
can do nothing of saving significance, whether we wish to or not.
Now, by “necessarily” I do not mean “compulsorily,” but by the necessity of immutability (as they
say) and not of compulsion. That is to say, when a man is without the Spirit of God he does not do evil
against his will, as if he were taken by the scruff of the neck and forced to it, like a thief or robber carried
off against his will to punishment, but he does it of his own accord and with a ready will. And this
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readiness or will to act he cannot by his own powers omit, restrain, or change, but he keeps on willing
and being ready; and even if he is compelled by external force to do something different, yet the will
within him remains averse and he is resentful at whatever compels or resists it. He would not be
resentful, however, if it were changed and he willingly submitted to the compulsion. This is what we call
the necessity of immutability: It means that the will cannot change itself and turn in a different
direction, but is rather the more provoked into willing by being resisted, as its resentment shows. This
would not happen if it were free or had free choice. Ask experience how impossible it is to persuade
people who have set their heart on anything. If they yield, they yield to force or to the greater attraction
of something else; they never yield freely. On the other hand, if they are not set on anything, they
simply let things take their course.
By contrast, if God works in us, the will is changed, and being gently breathed upon by the Spirit of
God, it again wills and acts from pure willingness and inclination and of its own accord, not from
compulsion, so that it cannot be turned another way by any opposition, nor be overcome or compelled
even by the gates of hell, but it goes on willing and delighting in and loving the good, just as before it
willed and delighted in and loved evil. This again is proved by experience, which shows how invincible
and steadfast holy men are, who when force is used to compel them to other things are thereby all the
more spurred on to will the good, just as fire is fanned into flames rather than extinguished by the wind.
So not even here is there any free choice, or freedom to turn oneself in another direction or will
something different, so long as the Spirit and grace of God remain in a man.
In short, if we are under the god of this world, away from the work and Spirit of the true God, we
are held captive to his will, as Paul says to Timothy [II Tim. 2:26], so that we cannot will anything but
what he wills. For he is that strong man armed, who guards his own palace in such a way that those
whom he possesses are in peace [Luke 11:21], so as to prevent them from stirring up any thought or
feeling against him; otherwise, the kingdom of Satan being divided against itself would not stand [Luke
11:18], whereas Christ affirms that it does stand. And this we do readily and willingly, according to the
nature of the will, which would not be a will if it were compelled; for compulsion is rather (so to say)
“unwill.” But if a Stronger One comes who overcomes him and takes us as His spoil, then through his
Spirit we are again slaves and captives—though this is royal freedom—so that we readily will and do
what he wills. Thus the human will is placed between the two like a beast of burden. If God rides it, it
wills and goes where God wills, as the psalm says: “I am become as a beast *before thee+ and I am
always with thee” *Ps. 73:22 f.+. If Satan rides it, it wills and goes where Satan wills; nor can it choose to
run to either of the two riders or to seek him out, but the riders themselves contend for the possession
and control of it.71
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What if I can prove from the words you yourself use in asserting freedom of choice that there is no
free choice? What if I convict you of unwittingly denying what you seek so carefully to affirm? Frankly,
unless I do so, I swear to regard everything I write against you in the entire book as revoked, and
everything your Diatribe either asserts or queries against me as confirmed.
You make the power of free choice very slight and of a kind that is entirely ineffective apart from the
grace of God.72 Do you not agree? Now I ask you, if the grace of God is absent or separated from it, what
can that very slight power do of itself? It is ineffective, you say, and does nothing good. Then it cannot
do what God or his grace wills, at any rate if we suppose the grace of God to be separated from it. But
what the grace of God does not do is not good. Hence it follows that free choice without the grace of
God is not free at all, but immutably the captive and slave of evil, since it cannot of itself turn to the
good. If this is granted, I give you leave to make the power of free choice, instead of something very
slight, something angelic, indeed if possible something quite divine; yet if you add this mournful rider,
that apart from the grace of God it is ineffective, you at once rob it of all its power. What is ineffective
power but simply no power at all?
Therefore, to say that free choice exists and has indeed some power, but that it is an ineffective
power, is what the Sophists call oppositum in adjecto *“a contradiction in terms”+. It is as if you said that
there is a free choice which is not free, which is as sensible as calling fire cold and earth hot. For fire may
have the power of heat, even infernal heat, but if it does not burn or scorch, but is cold and freezes, let
no one tell me it is a fire at all, much less a hot one, unless you mean a painted or imaginary fire. But if
the power of free choice were said to mean that by which a man is capable of being taken hold of by the
Spirit and imbued with the grace of God, as a being created for eternal life or death, no objection could
be taken. For this power or aptitude, or as the Sophists say, this disposing quality or passive aptitude, we
also admit; and who does not know that it is not found in trees or animals? For heaven, as the saying is,
was not made for geese.73
It is settled, then, even on your own testimony, that we do everything by necessity, and nothing by
free choice, since the power of free choice is nothing and neither does nor can do good in the absence
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of grace—unless you wish to give “efficacy” a new meaning and understand it as “perfection,” as if free
choice might very well make a start and will something, thought it could not carry it through. But that I
do not believe, and will say more about it later. It follows now that free choice is plainly a divine term,
and can be properly applied to none but the Divine Majesty alone; for he alone can do and does (as the
psalmist says [Ps. 115:3]) whatever he pleases in heaven and on earth. If this is attributed to men, it is
no more rightly attributed than if divinity itself also were attributed to them, which would be the
greatest possible sacrilege. Theologians therefore ought to have avoided this term when they wished to
speak of human ability, leaving it to be applied to God alone. They should, moreover, have removed it
from the lips and language of men, treating it as a kind of sacred and venerable name for their God. And
if they attributed any power at all to men, they should teach that it must be called by another name
than free choice, especially as we know and clearly perceive that the common people are miserably
deceived and led astray by that term, since they hear and understand it in a very different sense from
that which the theologians mean and discuss.
For the expression “free choice” is too imposing, too wide and full, and the people think it signifies—
as the force and nature of the term requires—a power that can turn itself freely in either direction,
without being under anyone’s influence or control. If they knew that it was not so, but that hardly the
tiniest spark of power was meant by this term, and a spark completely ineffectual by itself as a captive
and slave of the devil, it would be surprising f they did not stone us as mockers and deceivers who say
one thing and mean something quite different, or rather who have not yet decided or agreed on what
we do mean. For he who speaks sophistically is hateful, as the Wise Man says [Prov. 6:17], particularly if
he does this in matters of piety, where eternal salvation is at stake.
Since, then, we have lost the meaning and content of such a vainglorious term, or rather have never
possessed it (as the Pelagians wanted us to, who like you were led astray by the term), why do we so
stubbornly hold on to an empty term, deceptive and dangerous as it is for the rank and file of believers?
It is as sensible as when kings and princes hold on to or claim for themselves and boast about empty
titles of kingdoms and countries, when in fact they are practically paupers and anything but the
possessors of those kingdoms and countries. That, however, can be tolerated, since they deceive or
mislead no one by it, but simply feed themselves on vanity, quite fruitlessly. But in the present case
there is a danger to salvation and a thoroughly injurious illusion.
Who would not think it ridiculous, or rather very objectionable, if some untimely innovator in the
use of words attempted to introduce, against all common usage, such a manner of speaking as to call a
beggar rich, not because he possessed any riches, but because some king might perhaps give him his,
especially if this were done in seeming seriousness and not in a figure of speech, such as antiphrasis74 or
irony. In this way, one who was mortally ill could be said to be perfectly well because some other might
give him his own health, and a thoroughly illiterate fellow could be called very learned because
someone else might perhaps give him learning. That is just how it sounds here: Man has free choice—if,
of course, God would hand over his own to him! By this misuse of language, anyone might boast of
anything, as for instance, that man is lord of heaven and earth—if God would grant it to him. But that is
not the way for theologians to talk, but for stage players and public informers. Our words ought to be
precise, pure, and sober, and as Paul says, sound and beyond censure [Titus 2:8].
But if we are unwilling to let this term go altogether—though that would be the safest and most
God-fearing thing to do—let us at least teach men to use it honestly, so that free choice is allowed to
man only with respect to what is beneath him and not what is above him. That is to say, a man should
know that with regard to his faculties and possessions he has the right to use, to do, or to leave undone,
according to his own free choice, though even this is controlled by the free choice of God alone, who
acts in whatever way he pleases. On the other hand in relation to God, or in matters pertaining to
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salvation or damnation, a man has no free choice, but is a captive, subject and slave either of the will of
God or the will of Satan.
[Erasmus Makes Unnecessary Difficulties]75
Such are my comments on the main heads of your Preface, which even in themselves cover practically
the whole subject—more almost than the main body of the book that follows. Yet all I have said might
have been summed up in this short alternative: Your Preface is complaining either about the words of
God or the words of men. If it is about the words of men, it has been written wholly in vain and is no
concern of ours. If it is about the words of God, it is wholly impious. It would therefore have been more
useful to have a statement as to whether they were God’s words or men’s about which we are
disputing. But perhaps this question will be dealt with in the Introduction which follows, and in the
Disputation itself.
The points you raise in the epilogue to your Preface,76 however, do not impress me. You call our
dogmas “fables” and “useless,” and suggest that we ought rather to follow Paul’s example of preaching
Christ crucified and speaking wisdom among the perfect [I Cor. 1:23; 2:2, 6 ff.]; and you shy that
Scripture has a language of its own, variously adapted to the state of the hearers, so that you think it
must be left to the prudence and charity of the teacher to teach what is expedient for his neighbor. All
this is inept and ignorant, for we too teach nothing but Jesus crucified. But Christ crucified brings all
these things with him, even including that “wisdom among the perfect”; for there is no other wisdom to
be taught among Christians than that which is hidden in a mystery and pertains to the perfect, not to
mere children of a Jewish and legal people that glories in works without faith, as Paul shows in I
Corinthians, chapter 2—unless you want the preaching of Christ crucified to mean nothing other than
the making of the bare statement, “Christ has been crucified.”
As for your saying that “God in Scripture is angry, rages, hates, grieves, has mercy, repents, yet none
of these changes takes place in God,”77 here you are looking for a bone to pick,78 for these things do not
make Scripture obscure or in need of adaptation to the various hearers, except that some people like to
make difficulties where there are none. These are matters of grammar and the figurative use of words,
which even schoolboys understand; but we are concerned with dogmas, not grammatical figures, in this
discussion.
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WA 18, 638 f.
Diatribe, EAS 4, 18 f.
77
Diatribe, EAS 4, 20: “Holy Scripture has its own language, adapted to our understanding. There God is angry, grieves, is
indignant, rages, threatens, hates, and again has mercy, repents, changes his mind; not that such changes take place in the
nature of God, but that to speak thus is suited to our weakness and dullness.”
78
Literally: “looking for a knot in a bulrush,” i.e., seeking difficulties where there are none; a proverbial expression.
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*PART II. COMMENTS ON ERASMUS’ INTRODUCTION+
[The Evidence of Tradition on Behalf of Free Choice]1
In introducing the Disputation, then, you promise to abide by the canonical Scriptures, since Luther
holds himself bound by the authority of no other writer. Very well, I accept your promise, although you
do not give it because you regard those other writers as useless for your purpose, but in order to spare
yourself fruitless labor. For you do not really approve of my audacity, or whatever else this principle of
mine should be called. You are not a little impressed by such a numerous body of most learned men,
who have found approval in so many centuries, among whom were some most skilled in divine studies,
some of most godly life, some of them martyrs, many renowned for miracles, besides more recent
theologians and so many universities, councils, bishops and popes. In short, on that side stand erudition,
genius, multitude, magnitude, altitude, fortitude, sanctity, miracles—everything one could wish. On my
side, however, there is only Wycliffe2 and one other, Laurentius Valla3 (though Augustine, whom you
overlook, is entirely with me), and these carry no weight in comparison with those; so there remains
only Luther, a private individual and a mere upstart, with his friends, among whom there is no such
erudition or genius, no multitude or magnitude, no sanctity, no miracles—for they could not even cure a
lame horse.4 They make a parade of Scripture, yet they are as uncertain about it as the other side, and
though they boast of the Spirit they give no sign of possessing it; and there are other things “which at
great length thou couldst recount.”5 So it is the same with us as the wolf said to the nightingale he had
devoured, “You are a voice and nothing more.”6 They talk, you say, and for this alone they want to be
believed.
I confess, my dear Erasmus, that you have good reason to be moved by all these things. I myself was
so impressed by them for more than ten years that I think no one else has ever been so disturbed by
them. I, too, found it incredible that this Troy of ours, which for so long a time and through so many
wars had proved invincible, could ever be taken. And I call God to witness on my soul, I should have
continued so, I should be just as moved today, but for the pressure of my conscience and the evidence
of facts that compel me to a different view. You can well imagine that my heart is not of stone; and even
if it were, it could well have melted in the great waves and storms with which it had to struggle and the
buffeting it received, when I dared to do what I saw would bring down all the authority of those whom
you have listed, like a flood upon my head.
But this is not the place to tell the story of my life or works, nor have we undertaken these things in
order to commend ourselves, but in order to extol the grace of God. The sort of person I am, and the
spirit and purpose with which I have been drawn into this affair, I leave to Him who knows that all these
things have been effected by his free choice, not mine—though the whole world itself ought to have
been long ago aware of this. You clearly put me into a very unpleasant position by this Introduction of
1

WA 18, 639–649.
English theologian and reformer (1324–84); declared heretical by the Council of Constance, 1415.
3
Italian Humanist (ca. 1406–57); famous for his exposure of the forged “Donation of Constantine” and attacks on other
spurious documents. Erasmus had published a critical edition of his works in 1505.
4
Diatribe, EAS 4, 30: “The apostles were not believed unless miracles aroused faith in their teaching, but nowadays every Tom,
Dick and Harry demands to be believed on the ground that he possesses the Spirit of the gospel. It was because the apostles
shook off vipers, healed the sick, raised the dead, and imparted the gift of tongues by the laying on of hands, that they were
finally believed, and then only with difficulty since they taught paradoxes. But now people put forward things that in common
opinion are more than paradoxes, yet not one has so far arisen among them who could cure even a lame horse. And would that
some of them, quite apart from miracles, could exhibit the simplicity and sincerity of an apostolic life, which for us more slowwitted ones would suffice instead of miracles.”
5
Virgil Aeneid iv. 333 f.
6
A proverbial expression; source unknown.
2

yours, since I cannot easily get out of it without singing my own praises and censuring so many of the
Fathers. But I will be brief. In erudition, genius, the number of authorities supporting me, and everything
else I am, as you rightly judge, inferior. But suppose I ask you what is a manifestation of the Spirit, what
miracles are, what sanctity is; to these three questions, so far as I know you from your letters and books,
you would seem to be too inexperienced and ignorant to give one syllable of an answer. Or if I should
press you to say which man, of all those you boast about, you can certainly show to have been or to be a
saint, or to have had the Spirit, or to have performed real miracles, I think you would have to work very
hard at it, and all to no purpose. You repeat many things that are commonly said and publicly preached,
and you do not realize how much of credibility and authority they lose when summoned to the bar of
conscience. It is a true proverb that many pass for saints on earth whose souls are in hell.
But we will grant you, if you wish, that they all were saints, all had the Spirit, all performed
miracles—though you do not ask for this. Tell me this: Was it in the name or by the power of free
choice, or to confirm the dogma of free choice, that any of them became a saint, received the Spirit, and
performed miracles? Far from it, you will say; it was in the name and by the power of Jesus Christ, and in
support of the doctrine of Christ, that all these things were done. Why, then, do you adduce their
sanctity, their possession of the Spirit, and their miracles in support of the dogma of free choice when
these were not given or done for that purpose? Their miracles, their possession of the Spirit, and their
sanctity, therefore, speak for us who preach Jesus Christ and not the powers or works of men. Now, how
is it surprising if those men, holy, spiritual, and workers of miracles as they were, sometimes under the
influence of the flesh spoke and acted according to the flesh, when this happened more than once even
to the apostles in the time of Christ himself? For you yourself do not deny, but assert, that free choice is
not a matter of the Spirit or of Christ, but a human affair, so that the Spirit, who was promised in order
to glorify Christ [John 16:14] could in any case not preach free choice. If, therefore, the Fathers have
sometimes preached free choice, they have certainly spoken from carnal motives (since they were but
men) and not by the Spirit of God, and much less have they performed miracles in support of free
choice. So what you say about the sanctity, Spirit, and miracles of the Fathers is beside the point, since
what is proved by them is not free choice but the dogma of Jesus Christ as opposed to the dogma of free
choice.
But go on, you who are on the side of free choice, and who assert that a dogma of this kind is true
(that is, that it has come from the Spirit of God); go on, I say, and manifest the Spirit, perform your
miracles, display your sanctity! You who assert, assuredly owe these things to us who deny. From us
who deny, the Spirit, sanctity, and miracles ought not to be demanded, but from you who assert, they
ought. For a negative posits nothing, is nothing, and is held to prove nothing, nor is it obliged to be
proved; it is the affirmative that ought to be proved. You people affirm the power of free will, which is a
human affair, and no one has ever yet seen or heard of a miracle done by God in support of any dogma
concerning a human affair, but only in support of one that is divine. And we are commanded not to
admit any dogma that is not first proved by divine attestations (Deut. 18[:22]). Moreover, Scripture calls
man “vanity” *Eccles. 1:2; cf. Ps. 39:5; 62:9+ and a “lie” *Rom. 3:4+, which is nothing else than saying that
all things human are vanities and lies. Go on, then, go on, I say, and prove that your dogma concerning a
human vanity and lie is true! Where is now your manifestation of the Spirit, where is your sanctity,
where are your miracles? I see talent, learning, authority; but God has given those even to the heathen.
We will not, however, compel you to produce great miracles, nor even to cure a lame horse,7 lest
you plead in excuse the carnality of the age; though God is wont to confirm his dogmas by miracles
without regard to the carnality of the age, for he is not moved by the merits or demerits of a carnal age,
but by sheer mercy, grace, and a love of establishing souls in solid truth for his glory. You are given the
option of working a miracle as small as you please. Indeed, to spur your Baal to action I will taunt and
7

Cf. p. 72, n. 4.

challenge you [I Kings 18:27] to create as much as a single frog in the name and by the power of free
choice, though the heathen and ungodly magicians in Egypt were able to create a great many [Exod.
8:7]. I will not set you the heavy task of creating lice, which they could not produce either [Exod. 8:18]. I
will say something still easier. Take a single flea or louse—since you tempt and mock our God with this
talk about curing a lame horse—and if, after combining all the powers and concentrating all the efforts
both of your god and all your supporters, you succeed in killing it in the name and by the power of free
choice, you shall be the victors, your case shall be established, and we too will at once come and
worship that god of yours, that wonderful killer of the louse. Not that I deny that you could even remove
mountains; but it is one thing to say that something has been done by the power of free choice and
another to prove it.
And what I have said about miracles, I say also about sanctity. If from such a series of ages, men, and
everything else you have mentioned, you can show one work (if only the lifting of a straw from the
ground), or one word (if only the syllable “my”), or one thought (if only the faintest sigh), arising from
the power of free choice, by which they have applied themselves to grace or merited the Spirit or
obtained pardon or done anything alongside God, however slight (I do not say by which they have been
sanctified), then again you shall be the victors and we the vanquished—by the power, I say, and in the
name of free choice. (For the things that are done in men by the power of divine creation have
testimonies of Scripture in abundance.) And you certainly ought to give such a demonstration, unless
you want to look ridiculous as teachers by spreading dogmas through the world with such a superior air
and such authority about a thing for which you produce no tangible evidence. Otherwise, they will be
called dreams and of no consequence whatever, which is by far the most shameful thing that could
happen to such great men of so many centuries with all their learning and sanctity and their power to
work miracles. In that case we shall prefer the Stoics to you, for although even they described such a
wise man as they never saw8 yet they did endeavor to express some aspect of him in their lives. You
people are not able to express anything at all, not even the shadow of your dogma.
I say the same with regard to the Spirit. If out of all the assertors of free choice you can show a
single one who has had the strength of mind or feeling even in such small degree as to be able in the
name and by the power of free choice to look beyond a single farthing, to forgo a single crumb, or to
bear a single word or gesture of ill will (to say nothing of despising wealth, life, and reputation), then
take the palm again, and we will willingly admit defeat. And this you really ought to demonstrate to us,
after all your bragging words about the power of free choice, or again you will seem to be wrangling
about goat’s wool,9 like the man who watched the play in an empty theater.10 But I can easily show you,
on the contrary, that holy men such as you boast about, whenever they come to pray or plead with God,
approach him in utter forgetfulness of their own free choice, despairing of themselves and imploring
nothing but pure grace alone, though they have merited something very different. This was often the
case with Augustine, and it was so with Bernard when, at the point of death, he said, “I have lost my
time, because I have lived like a lost soul.”11 I do not see that any power is claimed here which could
apply itself to grace, but every power is accused of having done nothing but turn away from grace. It is
true that these same saints sometimes in their disputations spoke differently about free choice, but that
8

The Stoics, from Zeno the founder of the school (at Athens, ca. 308 B.C.) to Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius, portrayed
as their ideal a man for whom virtue was the highest good, who was in strict control of his passions, indifferent to pleasure or
pain, and unmoved by such things as family affection, or by any kind of calamity or misfortune.
9
Horace Epistles i. 18.15. I.e., arguing as to whether goat’s hair, used for weaving into cloth, can properly be called wool—an
argument about the merest trifle.
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Ibid., ii. 2.128 ff., where Horace depicts for us a man who suffered from the delusion that he was watching tragedies in an
empty theatre. He was cured at great expense by his friends, and then upbraided them for robbing him of an illusion which
gave him great pleasure while it lasted.
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Bernard of Clairvaux, Sermo 20 in Canticles (MPL 183, 867).

is just what I see happening to everybody; they are different when they are intent on words or
arguments from what they are when they are concerned with feelings and actions. In the former case
they speak differently from what they previously felt, and in the latter they feel differently from what
they previously said. But men are to be measured by their feelings rather than their talk, whether they
are godly or ungodly.
But we grant you still more. We do not demand miracles, the Spirit, sanctity; we return to the
dogma itself. All we ask is that you should at least indicate to us what work or word or thought this
power of free choice stirs up, attempts, or performs, in order to apply itself to grace. It is not enough to
say, “There is a power, there is a power, there is a definite power of free choice,” for what is easier to
say than this? Nor is this worthy of those most learned and holy men who have found approval in so
many centuries. The child must be named, as the German proverb says. We must have a definition of
what that power is, what it does, what it suffers, what happens to it. For example, to put it very crudely,
the question is whether this power has a duty, or makes an attempt, to pray, or fast, or labor, or
discipline the body, or give alms, or anything else of this kind; for if it is a power, it must do some sort of
work. But here you are dumber than Seriphian frogs and fishes.12 And how could you give a definition,
when on your own testimony you are still uncertain about the power itself, disagreeing with each other
and inconsistent with yourselves? What is to be done about a definition when the thing defined does
not itself remain constant?13
12
13

Cf. Pliny the Elder Natural History vii. 83.2. “A frog from Seriphos” was proverbial for a silent person.

The grounds for Luther’s charges of uncertainty and inconsistency can be seen in the following passages from the Diatribe
where Erasmus is discussing (1) the effects of the Fall on free choice, (2) different kinds of grace, and (3) the relation between
grace and free choice.
(1) Diatribe, EAS 4, 48–52: “What, then, is free choice worth in us after the Fall and before the reception of grace? On this point
ancient and modern writers differ amazingly.… Pelagius taught that once the human will was liberated and healed by grace
there was no need of new grace, but with the aid of free choice a man might attain to eternal salvation, though he owed his
salvation to God, without whose grace his will was not effectively free to do good.… Those who have adopted the views of
Scotus are still more inclined to favor free choice, for they believe it to have such power that even though a man has not
received the grace which destroys sin, he can nonetheless by his own natural powers do what they call morally good works,
which not ‘condignly’ but ‘congruously,’ merit that grace which makes them acceptable.… At the opposite extreme to these are
those who argue that all such good works, even though morally good, were detestable to God no less than crimes like adultery
and murder, since they did not proceed from faith and love toward God. This view seems too severe, especially as certain
philosophers, having had some knowledge of God, may also have had a measure of faith and love toward God, seeing they did
not act out of vainglory but from a love of virtue and goodness, which they teach should be embraced for no other reason than
that it is good.… St. Augustine and his followers, considering how detrimental to true religion it is for a man to trust in his own
powers, are more inclined to favor grace, which Paul everywhere stresses. Thus Augustine denies that man, subject to sin, can
turn and amend his life or do anything that will bring him to salvation, unless he is divinely moved by the free gift of God to
desire the things that lead to eternal life. This grace, which some call ‘prevenient,’ Augustine calls ‘operative’; for even faith,
which is the gateway to salvation, is a gratuitous gift of God. Then when charity is added to this by a fuller gift of the Spirit, he
calls it ‘cooperative’ grace, because it is always present to those who strive until they attain what they seek, though in such a
way that while free choice and grace do the same work together, yet grace is the leader and not simply a companion in the
work. Though some draw a distinction regarding this view, too, saying that if you consider the work according to its nature, its
principal cause is the will of man, but if according to what is merited by it, the principal cause is grace. Moreover, although the
faith which enables us to will the things that make for salvation, and the love which ensures that we do not will them in vain,
are distinguished not so much in time as in nature, yet they both can be progressively increased in time.”
(2) Diatribe, EAS 4, 52–56: “Since grace signifies a benefit freely given, we can distinguish three, or if you prefer, four graces.
The first is implanted by nature and corrupted by sin, but as we have said, not extinguished, and some call it the influx of
nature. This is common to all and remains even in those who persist in sin; for they are free to speak, be silent, sit down, stand
up, help the poor, read Holy Scripture, listen to sermons—though these things in the opinion of some, in no way conduce to
eternal life. There are, however, those who, bearing in mind the immeasurable goodness of God, say that man can so far make
use of benefits of this kind, that he may be prepared for grace and call forth the mercy of God toward him. At the same time
there are those who deny that this can be done without special grace. This grace that is common to all, just because it is
common, is not usually called grace, though it really is.… The second is special grace, by which God in his mercy arouses the

But let us suppose that sometime after the Platonic millennium14 you reach agreement about the
power itself, and its work is then defined as being to pray or fast or to do some such thing as still
perhaps lies hidden in the world of Plato’s Ideas. Who can assure us that this is true, that it is pleasing to
God, and that we are safe and on the right lines? Especially when you yourselves admit that it is a
human affair, which does not have the testimony of the Spirit, since it has been much discussed by the
philosophers and was in the world before Christ came and the Spirit was sent down from heaven. So it is
very certain that this dogma was not sent down from heaven, but sprang from the earth long before;
and therefore a great deal of evidence is needed to confirm it as certain and true.
Granted, then, that we are private individuals and few in number, while you are publicans15 and
there are many of you; we are uneducated, you most learned; we stupid, you most talented; we were
born yesterday, you are older than Deucalion;16 we have never been accepted, you have the approval of
so many centuries: in a word, we are sinners, carnal men, and dolts, while you with your sanctity, Spirit,
and miracles inspire awe in the very demons. You should at least grant us the right of Turks and Jews,
and let us ask the reason for your dogma, as your St. Peter has commanded you [I Peter 3:15]. Our
request is very modest, for we do not demand that it should be proved by sanctity, the Spirit, or
sinner who is entirely without merit to repent, but does not yet infuse that supreme grace which abolishes sin and makes a man
pleasing to God. Thus the sinner, assisted by this second grace, which we have called ‘operative,’ becomes displeased with
himself, and although he has not yet got rid of his inclination to sin, yet by alms, prayers, attention to sacred studies, hearing
sermons, asking godly men to pray for him, and other morally good deeds (as they call them), he behaves as a candidate for the
highest grace. Now they reckon that what we are here calling the second grace is by the goodness of God not denied to any
man, because the divine benevolence supplies to each individual in this life sufficient opportunities for repentance, provided he
uses such choice as he still possesses to respond as best he may to the divine resources which invite but do not compel him to
better things. And here they think it is for us to decide whether we will apply our will to grace or turn away from it, just as we
are able to open our eyes to a light shining on them, or to close them to it. Since, however, the immeasurable love of God
toward the human race does not suffer man to be disappointed even of that grace which is called ‘pleasing’ or ‘making
acceptable,’ if he strives after it with all his powers, it follows that while no sinner ought to feel secure, yet none need despair,
and it also follows that no one perishes but by his own fault. There is thus a natural grace, a stimulating grace (albeit imperfect),
a grace which renders the will effective, which we have called ‘cooperative,’ and which carries forward what has been begun,
and a grace which leads to the final goal. These last three are considered to be one and the same grace, although from the ways
they operate in us they are called by different names. The first stimulates, the second promotes, the third consummates.”
(3) Diatribe, EAS 4, 56–58: “Those who at the opposite extreme to Pelagius attribute most to grace and hardly anything to free
choice, still do not entirely remove it. They deny that a man can will good without special grace; they deny that he can begin,
that he can make progress, and that he can reach his goal, without the principal and perpetual aid of divine grace. This view
seems probable enough, because it leaves man to desire and endeavor, yet does not leave him with anything to ascribe to his
own powers. But harder is the opinion of those who contend that free choice is of no avail save for sinning, and that grace
alone does any good work in us, not by or with free choice, but in free choice, so that our will does nothing more than wax does
when in the hands of the artist it is molded into whatever shape he pleases.… Hardest of all seems the view of those who say
that free choice is a mere empty name, and that it neither is nor ever was of any avail either in the angels or in Adam or in us,
whether before or after the reception of grace, but it is God who works evil as well as good in us, and everything that happens
comes about by sheer necessity. Hence my dispute will be concerned with these last two positions.”
14
Literally: “after the years of Plato.” Plato, Republic viii. 546C, refers in highly enigmatic terms to a supposed “nuptial number”
governing the period of human gestation, and derives from the phenomenon of premature birth the gradual declension of the
4
human race during a period of (3 × 4 × 5) years, i.e., 12,960,000 years, or the duration of a Great Year in the life of the
universe. Like Pythagoras, Plato was obsessed by the theory of numbers, which he here uses in arguing that the perfect city did
once in fact exist long ago and will exist again. The enigmatic nature of his argument appears to have become proverbial, and in
B
Cicero Epistola ad Atticum vii. 13 .5, we find the phrase “more obscure than Plato’s number.” Luther, however, seems to have
had in mind not so much the obscurity as the magnitude of the number, that is, the length of the Great Year at the end of which
the perfect city returns.
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“Publicani.” The use of this word instead of publici (“public figures”) contains an obvious reference to the “publicans” (taxcollectors) of the New Testament, with the implication perhaps that just as these public figures were often notorious for their
exactions, so the supporters of free choice not only enjoy publicity, but deserve notoriety on account of the abuses (such as the
traffic in indulgences ) which their teaching allows.
16
Cf. Ovid Metamorphoses i. 318 ff. Deucalion, son of Prometheus, is the Noah of Greek mythology, who survived the Flood and
became the ancestor of the Hellenes.

miracles, though on your principles we could do so, since you demand this of others. Indeed, we do not
even require you to produce any instance of a thought, word, or deed in connection with your dogma,
but only to explain the thing itself and make clear what you wish us to understand by it, and in what
form.
If you will not or cannot give an example of it, at least let us try to do so. Imitate the pope and his
crowd, who say, “Do as we say, not as we do.” Tell us what work that power requires to be done, and
we will set about it and leave you at leisure. Shall we not obtain at least this request from you? The
more numerous, ancient, and important you are, and the more you on all counts surpass us, the greater
is your disgrace that when we, who in your eyes are of no account whatsoever, wish to learn and
practice your dogma, you are unable to prove it to us either by a miracle, such as the killing of a louse, or
by any tiny motion of the Spirit, or any tiny work of sanctity. You are unable, in fact, to exemplify it in a
single deed or word; what is more—and this is unprecedented—you cannot even give an account of its
form or meaning, so that at least we might imitate it. What fine teachers of free choice you are! What
are you now but “a voice and nothing more”?17 Who is it now, Erasmus, that boasts of the Spirit and
manifests nothing of it, or who merely talks and waits forthwith to be believed? Is it not those friends of
yours, who have been so extolled to the skies? Is it not you, who do not even speak, and yet make such
boasts and demands?
We entreat you therefore for Christ’s sake, my dear Erasmus, you and your friends, to give us leave
at least to be alarmed by the peril to our conscience, and to tremble with fear, or at least to defer our
assent to a dogma that you yourself see to be nothing but an empty sound and a mere grinding out of
syllables—I mean, “There is a power of free choice, there is a power of free choice”—even if you had
achieved your utmost aim and all your points were proved and granted. Moreover, it is still uncertain
even among your own party whether this empty term exists or not, since they are at variance with each
other and inconsistent with themselves. It is most unfair, or rather it is quite the most wretched thing in
the world, that our consciences, which Christ has redeemed with his own blood, should be harassed
with the mere phantom of a single petty term, and that of doubtful status. Yet if we refuse to let
ourselves be troubled by it, we are charged with unprecedented pride for having despised so many
Fathers of so many centuries who have asserted free choice; though the truth is, as you see from what
has been said, that they have entirely failed to give any definition of free choice, and the dogma of free
choice is set up under the cover of their authority, although they are unable to make clear either its
species or its names, and thus delude the world with a lying word.
And here, Erasmus, we recall your own advice given earlier, when you urged that questions of this
kind should be left alone and that we should rather preach Christ crucified and the things that suffice for
Christian godliness. This has all along been the object of our inquiry and discussion. For what else are we
aiming at but that the simplicity and purity of Christian doctrine may prevail, while the things that have
been invented and introduced alongside of it by men may be abandoned and disregarded? But you who
give such advice to us do not follow it yourself, but rather the opposite: you write diatribes, you exalt
the decrees of the popes, you boast of the authority of men, and you make every attempt to sidetrack
us into things irrelevant and foreign to the Holy Scriptures, and to involve us in discussion of
nonessentials, so that we may corrupt and confound the simplicity and genuineness of Christian
godliness with man-made accretions. From this it is easily seen that you were not sincere in giving us
that advice and are not serious in anything you write, but are confident that you can lead the world in
any direction you like with the empty baubles of your words. Yet in fact you lead it nowhere, since you
utter nothing but sheer contradiction always and everywhere, so that whoever called you a veritable

17

See p. 72, n. 6.

Proteus18 or Vertumnus19 was perfectly right. As Christ said: “Physician, heal thyself!” *Luke 4:23+. “ ‘Tis
disgrace for a teacher when his own fault finds him out.”20
Until you prove your affirmative, therefore, we stand by our negative; and even under the judgment
of that whole choir of saints which you invoke, or rather of the whole world, we dare to say, and we
glory in saying, that it is our duty not to admit something which is nothing and the nature of which
cannot with certainty be shown. Furthermore, we charge all of you with incredible presumption or
insanity when you demand that we admit this thing for no other reason than that it pleases you—who
are so many, so great, and so ancient—to assert something which you yourselves confess to be nothing.
Is it worthy conduct on the part of Christian teachers to delude the unhappy common people in the
matter of piety by treating something that is nothing as if it were of great moment for salvation? Where
is now that sharp Greek mind of yours which used to invent lies with at least some semblance of charm,
but is here uttering falsehoods naked and unadorned? Where is that Latin industry which equaled the
Greek, but which now can thus deceive and be deceived by the emptiest of words?21 But that is what
happens to careless or evil-minded readers of books when they treat things that are the result of
weakness in the Fathers and the saints as being all of the highest authority, so that the fault lies not with
the authors, but with the readers. It is as though someone relying on the sanctity and authority of St.
Peter should contend that everything St. Peter ever said was true, even including what he said when in
Matthew 16[:22] he sought, through his human weakness,22 to dissuade Christ from suffering, or when
he bade Christ depart from him out of the ship [Luke 5:8], and many other instances, for which he was
rebuked by Christ himself.
People of this kind are like those irresponsibles who, in order to raise a laugh, say that not
everything in the Gospel is true, and seize on that verse in John 8*:48+ where the Jews say to Christ: “Are
we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and have a demon?”; or this: “He deserves death” *Matt.
26:66+; or this: “We found this man perverting our nation, and forbidding us to give tribute to Caesar”
[Luke 23:2]. The assertors of free choice do the same, though for a different purpose, and not willfully
like them, but through blindness and ignorance, when they take out of the Fathers what the latter, led
astray by human weakness, have said in favor of free choice, and even oppose it to what the same
Fathers in the strength of the Spirit have elsewhere said against free choice; then they proceed to press
and force their point so that the better gives way to the worse. It thus comes about that they ascribe
authority to the worse expressions because these are in accord with their worldly mind,23 and deny it to
the better because those are contrary to their worldly mind. Why do we not rather choose the better,
for there are many such in the Fathers? Let me give an example. What more worldly,24 nay, more
impious, sacrilegious, and blasphemous thing could be said than Jerome’s familiar statement that
“virginity peoples heaven, marriage the earth,”25 as if it were earth and not heaven that was intended
for the patriarchs and apostles and Christian husbands and wives, or as if heaven were meant for
18
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heathen vestal virgins without Christ? Yet these and similar things the Sophists collect out of the
Fathers, relying on quantity rather than quality to procure authority for them, just like that idiot Faber of
Constance,26 who recently presented that “pearl” of his, I mean that Augean stable, to the public in
order that the pious and learned might have something to disgust and sicken them.
[The True Church, Which Does Not Err, Is Hidden from Men’s Sight]27
This is my answer to your statement that it is incredible that God should have concealed an error in his
Church for so many centuries, and should not have revealed to any of his saints what we claim to be the
chief doctrine of the gospel.28 First, we do not say that this error has been tolerated by God in his Church
or in any of his saints. For the Church is ruled by the Spirit of God and the saints are led by the Spirit of
God (Rom. 8[:14]). And Christ remains with his Church even to the end of the world [Matt. 28:20]; and
the Church of God is the pillar and ground of the truth [I Tim. 3:15]. These things, I say, we know; for the
creed that we all hold affirms, “I believe in the holy catholic church”; so that it is impossible for the
Church to err, even in the smallest article. And even if we grant that some of the elect are bound in error
all their lives, yet they must necessarily return to the right way before they die, since Christ says in John
10*:28+: “No one shall snatch them out of my hand.”
But here is the task, here is the toil,29 to determine whether those whom you call the Church are the
Church, or rather, whether after being in error all their lives they were at last brought back before they
died. For it does not immediately follow that if God has permitted all those whom you quote, from as
many centuries as you like and most learned though they were, to be in error, therefore he has
permitted his Church to err. Look at Israel, the people of God, where in so long a line of kings over so
long a period of time not a single king is listed who did not err. And in the time of the prophet Elijah,
everybody and everything in the public life of this people had so far fallen into idolatry that Elijah
thought he alone was left [I Kings 18:22]; and yet, although kings, princes, priests, prophets, and
everything that could be called the People or Church of God was going to perdition, God had kept for
himself seven thousand [I Kings 19:18]. But who saw them, or knew them to be the People of God?
Who, then, even at the present time would venture to deny that, concealed under those outstanding
figures—for you mention none but men of public office and distinction—God has preserved for himself
a Church among the common people, and has permitted those others to perish as he did in the Kingdom
of Israel? For it is characteristic of God to lay low the picked men of Israel and slay their strong ones (Ps.
78[:31]), but to preserve the dregs and remnant of Israel, as Isaiah says [10:22].
What happened in Christ’s own time, when all the apostles fell away *Matt. 26:31, 56+ and he
himself was denied and condemned by the whole people, and scarcely more than a Nicodemus, a
Joseph, and the thief on the cross were saved? Were these then called the People of God? They were
the remnant of the People, but they were not so called, and what was so called was not the People of
God. Who knows but that the state of the Church of God throughout the whole course of the world
from the beginning has always been such that some have been called the People and the saints of God
who were not so, while others, a remnant in their midst, really were the People or the saints, but were
never called so, as witness the stories of Cain and Abel, Ishmael and Isaac, Esau and Jacob? Look at the
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time of the Arians,30 when scarcely five Catholic bishops were preserved in the whole world, and they
were driven from their sees, while the Arians reigned everywhere in the public name and office of the
Church; nevertheless, Christ preserved his Church under these heretics, though in such a way that it was
far from being recognized and regarded as the Church.
Under the reign of the pope, show me one bishop discharging his duty, show me one Council that
has been concerned with matters of piety rather than robes,31 rank, revenues, and other profane trifles,
which no one who was not insane could attribute to the Holy Spirit. Yet they are nonetheless called the
Church, although all of them, at least while they live like this, are reprobates and anything but the
Church. Yet even under them Christ has preserved his Church, but not so as to have it called the Church.
How many saints do you suppose the minions of the Inquisition32 alone have burned and murdered
during the last few centuries? I mean men like John Huss, in whose time without doubt there lived many
holy men in the same spirit.
Why do you not rather express amazement at this, Erasmus, that from the beginning of the world
there has always been more outstanding talent, greater learning, and more earnest application among
the heathen than among Christians or the People of God? For as Christ himself confesses, the children of
this world are wiser than the children of light [Luke 16:8]. What Christian can be compared to a Cicero
alone (not to mention the Greeks) for talent, learning, or diligence? What, then, are we to say impeded
such men, so that none of them was able to attain to grace? For they certainly exercised free choice to
the utmost of their powers, and who will dare to say there was none among them who sought after
truth with the utmost application? Yet we cannot but assert that none of them found it. Will you here
too say it is incredible that all through history God should have left so many great men to themselves
and let them strive in vain? Surely, if free choice were anything or could do anything, it must have
existed and been able to do something in those men, in some one instance at least. But it has effected
nothing, or rather, it always wrought in the contrary direction, so that by this single argument it can be
sufficiently proved that free choice is nothing, since no sign of it can be produced from the beginning of
the world to the end.
But to return to the point. How is it surprising if God allows all the great ones of the Church to walk
in their own ways, when he has thus allowed all the nations to walk in their own ways, as Paul says in
Acts [14:16]? The Church of God is not as commonplace a thing, my dear Erasmus, as the phrase “the
Church of God”; nor are the saints of God met with as universally as the phrase “the saints of God.” They
are a pearl and precious jewels, which the Spirit does not cast before swine [Matt. 7:6] but keeps
hidden, as Scripture says [Matt. 11:25], lest the ungodly should see the glory of God. Otherwise, if they
were plainly recognized by all, how could they possibly be as harassed and afflicted in the world as they
are? As Paul says: “If they had known, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory” *I Cor. 2:8+.
I do not say these things as denying that those whom you mention are the saints or the Church of
God, but because if anyone does deny it, it cannot be proved that they are saints, but remains entirely
uncertain, so that an argument based on their sanctity is not reliable enough for the confirmation of any
dogma. I call them saints and regard them as such; I call them and believe them to be the Church of
God; but I do so by the rule of love, not the rule of faith. For love, which always thinks well of everyone,
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and is not suspicious but believes and assumes the best about its neighbors, calls anyone who is
baptized a saint; and no harm is done if it makes a mistake, for it is in the nature of love to be deceived,
seeing it is exposed to all the uses and abuses of all men as the general servant of good and bad, faithful
and unfaithful, true and false alike. But faith calls no one a saint unless he is declared so by a divine
judgment, because it is in the nature of faith not to be deceived. Therefore, although we ought all to be
regarded as saints by one another according to the law of love, yet no one ought to be decreed a saint
according to the law of faith, so as to make it an article of faith that this or that person is a saint. That is
the way in which that enemy of God, the pope, puts himself in the place of God [II Thess. 2:4] and
canonizes men of his own party, whom he does not know, as saints.
All I say about these saints of yours, or rather ours, is that since they disagree with one another,
those ought rather to have been followed who have spoken best, that is, against free choice and in
support of grace, while those ought to have been ignored who, because of the infirmity of the flesh,
have borne witness rather to the flesh than the Spirit. Similarly, with regard to those who are not
consistent with themselves, the passages should have been selected and held on to where they speak
under the influence of the Spirit, and those where they savor of the flesh should have been ignored.
That was the proper thing for a Christian reader to do, as a clean beast that parts the hoof and chews
the cud [Lev. 11:3]. As it is, by failing to exercise judgment we swallow everything indiscriminately, or
what is worse, by a perversion of judgment we throw away the better and accept the worse parts of the
same authors. Then we attach to these worse parts the title and authority of their author’s sanctity,
which has been deserved only because of what is best in them, and on account of the Spirit alone, not
because of free choice or the flesh.
[Scripture, with Its “Internal” and “External” Clariy, as the Test of Truth]33
What, then, are we to do? The Church is hidden, the saints are unknown. What and whom are we to
believe? Or, as you very pointedly argue, who gives us certainty? How shall we prove the Spirit?34 If you
look for learning, on both sides there are scholars; if for quality of life, on both sides are sinners; if for
Scripture, both sides acknowledge it. But the dispute is not so much about Scripture35 which may not yet
be sufficiently clear, as about the meaning of Scripture; and on both sides are men, of whom neither
numbers nor learning nor dignity, much less fewness, ignorance, and humility, have anything to do with
the case. The matter therefore remains in doubt and the case is still sub judice, so that it looks as if we
might be wise to adopt the position of the Skeptics, unless the line you take is best, when you express
your uncertainty in such a way as to aver that you are seeking to learn the truth, though in the
meantime you incline to the side that asserts free choice, until the truth becomes clear.
To this I reply that there is something in what you say, but not the whole truth. For we shall not
prove the spirits by arguments about learning, life, talent, numbers, dignity, ignorance, crudity, rarity,
and lowliness. Nor do I approve of those who have recourse to boasting of the Spirit; for I have had this
year and am still having, a sharp enough fight with those fanatics who subject the Scriptures to the
interpretation of their own spirit.36 It is on this account also that I have hitherto attacked the pope, in
whose kingdom nothing is more commonly stated or more generally accepted than the idea that the
Scriptures are obscure and ambiguous, so that the spirit to interpret them must be sought from the
Apostolic See of Rome. Nothing more pernicious could be said than this, for it has led ungodly men to
set themselves above the Scriptures and to fabricate whatever they pleased, until the Scriptures have
been completely trampled down and we have been believing and teaching nothing but the dreams of
33
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madmen. In a word, that saying is no human invention, but a virus sent into the world by the incredible
malice of the prince of all demons himself.
What we say is this: the spirits are to be tested or proved by two sorts of judgment. One is internal,
whereby through the Holy Spirit or a special gift of God, anyone who is enlightened concerning himself
and his own salvation, judges and discerns with the greatest certainty the dogmas and opinions of all
men. Of this it is said in I Corinthians 1*2:15+: “The spiritual man judges all things, but himself is judged
by no one.” This belongs to faith and is necessary for every individual Christian. We have called it
above37 “the internal clarity of Holy Scripture.” Perhaps this was what those had in mind who gave you
the reply that everything must be decided by the judgment of the Spirit.38 But this judgment helps no
one else, and with it we are not here concerned, for no one, I think, doubts its reality.
There is therefore another, an external judgment, whereby with the greatest certainty we judge the
spirits and dogmas of all men, not only for ourselves, but also for others and for their salvation. This
judgment belongs to the public ministry of the Word and to the outward office, and is chiefly the
concern of leaders and preachers of the Word. We make use of it when we seek to strengthen those
who are weak in faith and confute opponents. This is what we earlier called “the external clarity of Holy
Scripture.” Thus we say that all spirits are to be tested in the presence of the Church at the bar of
Scripture. For it ought above all to be settled and established among Christians that the Holy Scriptures
are a spiritual light far brighter than the sun itself, especially in things that are necessary to salvation.
But because we have for so long been persuaded of the opposite by that pestilential saying of the
Sophists that the Scriptures are obscure and ambiguous, we are obliged to begin by proving even that
first principle of ours by which everything else has to be proved—a procedure that among the
philosophers would be regarded as absurd and impossible.
First, then, Moses says in Deuteronomy 17[:8 ff.] that if any difficult case arises, they are to go to the
place which God has chosen for his name, and consult the priests there, who must judge it according to
the law of the Lord. “According to the law of the Lord,” he says.39 But how can they judge unless the law
of the Lord is externally quite clear,40 so as to give satisfaction to those concerned? Otherwise, it would
have been enough to say that they must judge “according to their own spirit.” In all government of
peoples, however, it is the rule that all matters of dispute should be settled by means of laws. But how
could they be settled if the laws were not entirely certain and like shining lights among the people? For
if laws are ambiguous and uncertain, not only would no disputes be decided, but neither would there be
any certain norms of conduct; for laws are made in order that conduct may be regulated according to a
certain pattern, and questions of dispute thus settled. That which is the standard and measure of other
things, therefore, as the law is, ought to be the clearest and most certain of all. And if this light and
certainty in laws is necessary, and is granted freely to the whole world by the bounty of God, in profane
societies which have to do with temporal things, how is it conceivable that he should not give his
Christians, his elect, laws and rules of much greater light and certainty by which they might direct
themselves and settle all their disputes, seeing that he wishes temporal things to be despised by those
who are his? For if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today is, and tomorrow is cast into the
oven, how much more us [Matt. 6:30]? But let us go on and overwhelm that pestilent saying of the
Sophists with the Scriptures. Psalm 18[19:9+ says: “The commandment of the Lord is lightsome,41 or
pure, enlightening the eyes”; and surely what enlightens the eyes is not obscure or ambiguous. Psalm
118*119:130+ says: “The opening of thy words gives light; it imparts understanding to the simple.” Here
37
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the words of God are represented as a kind of door, or an opening, which is plain for all to see and even
illuminates the simple. Isaiah 8*:20+ sends all questions “to the law and the testimony,” and threatens
that unless we do so the light of dawn will be denied us. In Zechariah 2, 42 it is commanded to seek the
law from the mouth of the priest, as being the messenger of the Lord of Hosts; and what a fine
messenger or ambassador of the Lord he would be if his message were both ambiguous to himself and
obscure to the people, so that neither he knew what he was saying nor they what they were hearing!
And what in the whole Old Testament, especially in Psalm 118[ 119], is more often said in praise of the
Scripture than that it is a most certain and evident light? The psalmist celebrates its clarity thus: “A lamp
to my feet and a light to my path” *Ps. 119:105+. He does not say, “A lamp to my feet is thy Spirit alone,”
though he speaks of the work of the Spirit too: “Thy good Spirit shall lead me on the level ground” *Ps.
143:10+. In this way it is called both a “way” and a “path,” no doubt because of its entire certainty.
Let us turn to the New Testament. Paul says in Romans 1[:2] that the gospel was promised through
the prophets in the Holy Scriptures, and in Romans 3[:21] that the righteousness of faith is witnessed to
by the Law and the Prophets. Now, what sort of witness is it if it is obscure? But in all his epistles Paul
represents the gospel as a word of light, a gospel of glory, and he does this explicitly and at length in II
Corinthians, chapters 3 and 4, where he argues magnificently about the glory of both Moses and Christ.
Peter, too, says in II Peter 1*:19+: “We have the very sure word of prophecy, to which you will do well to
pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place.” Here Peter makes the Word of God a shining lamp
and all else darkness; and do we want to make obscurity and darkness of the Word? Christ so often calls
himself the light of the world [John 8:12; 9:5; etc.] and John the Baptist a burning and shining lamp [John
5:35], not because of the holiness of their lives, but without doubt because of the Word. So in
Thessalonians,43 Paul calls them shining lights in the world because (he says): “You hold fast the word of
life” *Phil. 2:16]; for life without the Word is uncertain and obscure.
And what are the apostles doing when they prove their own preachings by the Scriptures? Are they
trying to obscure for us their own darkness with yet greater darkness? Or to prove something well
known by something known less well? What is Christ doing in John 5[:39], where he tells the Jews to
search the Scriptures because they bear witness to him? Is he trying to put them in doubt about faith in
him? What are those people in Acts 17[:11] doing, who after hearing Paul were reading the Scriptures
day and night to see if these things were so? Do not all these things prove that the apostles, like Christ
himself, point us to the Scriptures as the very clearest witnesses to what they themselves say? What
right have we, then, to make them obscure? I ask you, are these words of Scripture obscure or
ambiguous: “God created heaven and earth”; “the Word became flesh”; and all those affirmations which
the whole world has taken as articles of faith? And where have they been taken from? Isn’t it from the
Scriptures?
And what is it that preachers do, to this very day? Do they interpret and expound the Scriptures? Yet
if the Scripture they expound is uncertain, who can assure us that their exposition is certain? Another
new exposition? And who will expound the exposition? At this rate we shall go on forever. In short, if
Scripture is obscure or ambiguous, what point was there in God’s giving it to us? Are we not obscure and
ambiguous enough without having our obscurity, ambiguity, and darkness augmented for us from
heaven? What, then, will become of that word of the apostle. “All Scripture inspired by God is profitable
for teaching, for reproof, for correction” *II Tim. 3:16+? Nay, Paul, it is not profitable at all, but the things
you attribute to Scripture must be sought from the Fathers who have been approved for hundreds of
years, and from the Roman See! So the statement must be revoked which you make in writing to Titus,
that a bishop must be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to confute those who
contradict it, and silence empty talkers and deceivers [Titus 1:9 ff.]. How can he, when you leave the
42
43

The correct reference is Mal. 2:7.
Philippians is obviously meant.

Scriptures obscure to him, giving him, as it were, arms of tow and slender reeds for a sword? Then
Christ, too, will have to recant, for he makes us a false promise when he says: “I will give you a mouth
and wisdom, which none of your adversaries will be able to withstand” *Luke 21:15+. How will they not
withstand when we oppose them with obscure and uncertain weapons? And why do you yourself,
Erasmus, set out the nature of Christianity for us if the Scriptures are obscure to you?
But I fancy I have long since grown wearisome, even to dullards, by spending so much time and
trouble on a matter that is so very clear. But that impudent and blasphemous saying that the Scriptures
are obscure had to be overwhelmed in this way so that even you, my dear Erasmus, might realize what
you are saying when you deny that Scripture is crystal clear. For you are bound to admit at the same
time that all your saints whom you quote are much less crystal clear. For who is there to make us sure of
their light if you make the Scriptures obscure? So those who deny that the Scriptures are quite clear and
plain leave us nothing but darkness.
But here you will say, “All this is nothing to me; I do not say that the Scriptures are obscure in all
parts (for who would be so crazy?), but only in this and similar parts.” I reply: neither do I say these
things in opposition to you only, but in opposition to all who think as you do; moreover, in opposition to
you I say with respect to the whole Scripture, I will not have any part of it called obscure. What we have
cited from Peter holds good here, that the Word of God is for us “a lamp shining in a dark place” *II Peter
1:19]. But if part of this lamp does not shine, it will be a part of the dark place rather than of the lamp
itself. Christ has not so enlightened us as deliberately to leave some part of his Word obscure while
commanding us to give heed to it, for he commands us in vain to give heed if it does not give light.
Consequently, if the dogma of free choice is obscure or ambiguous, it does not belong to Christians
or the Scriptures, and it should be abandoned and reckoned among those fables which Paul condemns
Christians for wrangling about.44 If, however, it does belong to Christians and the Scriptures, it ought to
be clear, open, and evident, exactly like all the other clear and evident articles of faith. For all the articles
of faith held by Christians ought to be such that they are not only most certain to Christians themselves,
but also fortified against the attacks of others by such manifest and clear Scriptures that they shut all
men’s mouths and prevent their saying anything against them; as Christ says in his promise to us: “I will
give you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your adversaries will be able to withstand” *Luke 21:15+.
If, therefore, our mouth is so weak at this point that our adversaries can withstand it, his saying that no
adversary can withstand our mouth is false. Either, therefore, we shall have no adversaries while
maintaining the dogma of free choice (which will be the case if free choice does not belong to us), or if it
does belong to us, we shall have adversaries, it is true, but they will not be able to withstand us.
But this inability of the adversaries to withstand (since the point arises here) does not mean that
they are compelled to abandon their own position, or are persuaded either to confess or keep silence.
For who can compel men against their will to believe, to confess their error, or to be silent? “What is
more loquacious than vanity?” as Augustine says.45 But what is meant is that their mouth is so far
stopped that they have nothing to say in reply and, although they say a great deal, yet in the judgment
of common sense they say nothing. This is best shown by examples.
When Christ in Matthew 22[:23 ff.] put the Sadducees to silence by quoting Scripture and proving
the resurrection of the dead from the words of Moses in Exodus 3*:6+: “I am the God of Abraham,” etc.;
“He is not the God of the dead, but of the living,” here they could not resist or say anything in reply. But
did they therefore give up their own opinion? And how often did he confute the Pharisees by the
plainest Scriptures and arguments, so that the people clearly saw them convicted, and even they
themselves perceived it? Nevertheless, they continued to be his adversaries. Stephen in Acts 7[6:10]
spoke, according to Luke, in such a way that they could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with
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which he spoke. But what did they do? Did they give way? On the contrary, being ashamed to be
beaten, and not being able to withstand, they went mad, and shutting their ears and eyes they set up
false witnesses against him (Acts 8[6:11–14]).
See how this man stands before the Council and confutes his adversaries! After enumerating the
benefits which God had bestowed on that people from the beginning, and proving that God had never
ordered a temple to be built for him (for this was the question at issue and the substance of the charge
against him), he at length concedes that a temple was in fact built under Solomon, but then he qualifies
it in this way: “Yet the Most High does not dwell in houses made with hands,” and in proof of this he
quotes Isaiah 66*:1+: “What house is this that you build for me?” Tell me, what could they say here
against so plain a Scripture? Yet they were quite unmoved and remained set in their own opinion; which
leads him to attack them directly, in the words: “Uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always withstand
the Holy Spirit,” etc. *Acts 7:51+. He says they withstand, although they were unable to withstand.
Let us come to our own times. When John Huss argues as follows against the pope on the basis of
Matthew 16*:18+: “The gates of hell do not prevail against my church” (is there any ambiguity or
obscurity here?), “but against the pope and his followers the gates of hell do prevail, for they are
notorious the world over for their open impiety and wickedness” (is this also obscure?), “therefore the
pope and his followers are not the church of which Christ speaks”46 —what could they say in reply to
this, or how could they withstand the mouth that Christ had given him? Yet they did withstand, and they
persisted until they burned him, so far were they from altering their opinion. Nor does Christ overlook
this when he says, “Your adversaries will not be able to withstand.” They are adversaries, he says;
therefore, they will withstand, for otherwise they would not be adversaries but friends; and yet they will
not be able to withstand. What else does this mean but that in withstanding they will not be able to
withstand?
If, accordingly, we are able so to confute free choice that our adversaries cannot withstand, even if
they persist in their own opinion and withstand in spite of their conscience, we shall have done enough.
For I have had enough experience to know that no one wants to be beaten and, as Quintilian47 says,
there is no one who would not rather seem to know than to learn, though it is a sort of proverb on
everyone’s lips nowadays (from use, or rather abuse, more than from conviction): “I wish to learn, I’m
ready to be taught, and when shown a better way, to follow it; I’m only human, and I may be wrong.”
The fact is that under this mask, this fair show of humility, they find it possible quite confidently to say:
“I’m not satisfied, I don’t see it, he does violence to the Scriptures, he’s an obstinate assertor”; because,
of course, they are sure that no one will suspect such very humble souls of stubbornly resisting and even
vigorously attacking recognized truth. So it is made to seem that their refusal to alter their opinion
ought not to be set down to their own perverseness, but to the obscurity and ambiguity of the
arguments.
That is just what the Greek philosophers did too; for lest any of them should seem to give way to
another, even if he was plainly proved wrong, they began to deny first principles, as Aristotle records.
Meanwhile, we blandly persuade ourselves and others that there are many good men in the world who
would willingly embrace the truth if there were anyone to teach it clearly, and that it is not to be
supposed that so many learned men for so many centuries have been in error or ignorance. As if we did
not know that the world is the kingdom of Satan, where besides the blindness we are born with from
our carnal nature, we are under the dominion of the most mischievous spirits, so that we are hardened
in that very blindness and imprisoned in a darkness no longer human but demonic. If, then, Scripture is
crystal clear, you say, why have men of outstanding talent in so many centuries been blind in this
regard? I reply that they have been thus blind for the praise and glory of free choice, in order that this
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highly extolled power, by which man is able to apply himself to the things that pertain to eternal
salvation—that is to say, a power that neither sees sights nor hears sounds, much less understands or
seeks after them—might be shown to be what it is. For here the text applies that Christ and the
Evangelists so often quote from Isaiah: “You shall indeed hear but never understand, and you shall see
but never perceive” *Isa. 6:9–10; Matt. 13:14; etc.]. What else does this mean but that free choice or the
human heart is so held down by the power of Satan that unless it is miraculously raised up by the Spirit
of God it cannot of itself either see or hear things that strike the eyes and ears themselves so plainly as
to be palpable?
Such is the misery and blindness of the human race! For thus even the Evangelists themselves, as
they wonder how it could be that the Jews were not won by the works and words of Christ, which were
plainly unanswerable and undeniable, find the answer in this passage of Scripture, namely, that man left
to himself sees but does not perceive and hears but does not understand. What could be more
unnatural? “The light,” he says, “shines in the darkness, and the darkness does not comprehend it”
[John 1:5]. Who would believe this? Who ever heard anything like it? That the light shines in the
darkness, and yet the darkness remains darkness and is not illuminated?
It is therefore not astonishing that in divine things men of outstanding talent through so many
centuries have been blind. In human things it would be astonishing. In divine things the wonder is rather
if there are one or two who are not blind, but it is no wonder if all without exception are blind. For what
is the whole human race without the Spirit but (as I have said) the kingdom of the devil, a confused
chaos of darkness *Gen. 1:2+? That is why Paul calls the demons “the rulers of this darkness” *Eph. 6:12+,
and says in I Corinthians *2:8+: “None of the princes of this world knew the wisdom of God.” What do
you suppose he thinks of the rest, when he asserts that the princes of the world are the slaves of
darkness? For by princes he means the first and highest persons in the world, whom you call men of
outstanding talent? Why were all the Arians48 blind? Were there not among them men of outstanding
talent? Why is Christ “foolishness to Gentiles” *I Cor. 1:23+? Are there not among the Gentiles men of
outstanding talent? Why is he a “stumbling block to Jews”? Have there not been among the Jews men of
outstanding talent? “God knows the thoughts of the wise,” says Paul, “that they are vain” *I Cor. 3:20+.
He chose not to say “of men,” as the text itself does *Ps. 94:11+, but points to the first and foremost
among men, so that from these we may form a judgment about the rest.
But more about these things later perhaps. It may suffice for a beginning to have laid it down that
the Scriptures are perfectly clear, and that by them such a defense of our position may be made that our
adversaries will not be able to gainsay it. What cannot be defended in this way is no concern of ours and
is no business of Christians. But if there are any who do not perceive this clarity, and are blind or blunder
in this sunlight, then they only show—if they are ungodly—how great is the majesty and power of Satan
over the sons of men, to make them neither hear nor take in the very clearest words of God. It is as if
someone was deceived by a conjuring trick and imagined the sun to be a piece of dead coal or a stone to
be gold. If they are godly, they may be reckoned among those of the elect who are led into error at
times49 in order that the power of God may be demonstrated in us, without which we can neither see
nor do anything at all.
For it is not due to the weakness of the human mind (as you make out) that the words of God are
not understood, but, on the contrary, nothing is more fitted for understanding the words of God than
such weakness; for it was for the sake of the weak and to the weak that Christ both came and sends his
word. It is due to the malice of Satan, who sits enthroned in our weakness, resisting the Word of God. If
Satan were not at work, the whole world of men would be converted by a single word of God once
heard, and there would be no need of more.
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[Erasmus is in a Dilemma]50
Why do I go on? Why do we not end the case with this Introduction, and pronounce sentence on you
from your own words, according to that saying of Christ: “By your words you will be justified, and by
your words you will be condemned” *Matt. 12:37+? For you say that Scripture is not crystal clear on this
point, and then you suspend judgment and discuss both sides of the question, asking what can be said
for it and what against; and you do nothing else in the whole of this book, which for that reason you
have chosen to call a Diatribe rather than an Apophasis51 or anything else, because you write with the
intention of collating everything and affirming nothing.
If, then, Scripture is not crystal clear, how is it that those of whom you boast are not only blind at
this point, but rash and foolish enough to define and assert free choice on the basis of Scripture, as
though it were quite positive and plain? I mean your numerous body of most learned men who have
found approval in so many centuries down to our day, most of whom have godliness of life as well as a
wonderful skill in divine studies to commend them, and some gave testimony with their blood to the
doctrine of Christ that they had defended with their writings.52 If you say this sincerely, it is a settled
point with you that free choice has assertors endowed with a wonderful skill in Holy Writ, and that such
men even bore witness to it with their blood. If that is true, they must have regarded Scripture as crystal
clear; otherwise, what meaning would there be in that wonderful skill they had in Holy Writ? Besides,
what levity and temerity of mind it would argue to shed their blood for something uncertain and
obscure! That is not the act of martyrs of Christ, but of demons!
Now, you also should “consider whether more weight ought not to be ascribed to the previous
judgments of so many learned men, so many orthodox, so many saints, so many martyrs, so many
theologians old and new, so many universities, councils, bishops, and popes,” who have found the
Scriptures crystal clear and have confirmed this both by their writings and their blood, or to your own
“private judgment” alone when you deny that the Scriptures are crystal clear, and when perhaps you
have never shed a single tear or uttered one sigh on behalf of the doctrine of Christ. If you think those
men were right, why do you not imitate them? If you do not think so, why do you rant and brag with
such a spate of words, as if you wanted to overwhelm me with a sort of tempest and deluge of
oratory—which nevertheless falls with the greater force on your own head, while my ark rides aloft in
safety? For you attribute to all these great men the greatest folly and temerity when you describe them
as so highly skilled in Scripture and as having asserted it by their pen, their life and their death, although
you maintain that it is obscure and ambiguous. This is nothing else but to make them most inexpert in
knowledge and most foolish in assertion. I should not have paid them such a compliment in my private
contempt of them as you do in your public commendation of them.
I have you here, therefore, on the horns of a dilemma, as they say. For one or the other of these two
things must be false; either your saying that those men were admirable for their skill in Holy Writ, their
life, and their martyrdom or your saying that Scripture is not crystal clear. But since you are drawn
rather to believing that the Scriptures are not crystal clear (for that is what you are driving at throughout
your book), we can only conclude that you have described those men as experts in Scripture and
martyrs for Christ either in fun or in flattery and in no way seriously, merely in order to throw dust into
the eyes of the uneducated public and make difficulties for Luther by loading his cause with odium and
contempt by means of empty words. I, however, say that neither statement is true, but both are false. I
hold, first, that the Scriptures are entirely clear; secondly, that those men, insofar as they assert free
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choice, are most inexpert in Holy Writ; and thirdly, that they made this assertion neither by their life nor
their death, but only with their pen—and that while their wits were wandering.
I therefore conclude this little debate as follows. By means of Scripture, regarded as obscure,
nothing definite has ever yet been settled or can be settled concerning free choice, on your own
testimony. Moreover, by the lives of all men from the beginning of the world, nothing has been
demonstrated in favor of free choice, as has been said above. Therefore, to teach something which is
neither prescribed by a single word inside the Scriptures nor demonstrated by a single fact outside them
is no part of Christian doctrine, but belongs to the True History of Lucian,53 except that Lucian, by making
sport with ludicrous subjects in deliberate jest, neither deceives nor harms anyone, whereas these
friends of ours with their insane treatment of a serious subject, and one that concerns eternal salvation,
lead innumerable souls to perdition.
In this way I also might have put an end to this whole question about free choice, seeing that even
the testimony of my adversaries favors my position and conflicts with theirs, and there can be no
stronger proof than the personal confession and testimony of a defendant against himself. But since
Paul bids us silence empty talkers [Titus 1:10 f.], let us go into the details of the case and deal with the
subject in the order in which the Diatribe proceeds, first confuting the arguments adduced in favor of
free choice, then defending arguments of our own that have been attacked, and lastly contending
against free choice on behalf of the grace of God.
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[PART III. REFUTATION OF ARGUMENTS IN SUPPORT OF FREE CHOICE]
[Erasmus’ Definition of Free Choice]1
Now first we will begin quite properly with the definition you give of free choice, where you say: “By
free choice in this place we mean a power of the human will by which a man can apply himself to the
things which lead to eternal salvation, or turn away from them.”2 It is very prudent of you to give only a
bare definition and not to explain (as others usually do) any part of it—perhaps because you were afraid
you might be shipwrecked on more than one point. I am thus compelled to look at your definition in
detail. The thing defined, if it is examined closely, is certainly itself wider than the definition, which is of
a kind that the Sophists would call “vicious,” a term they apply whenever a definition does not exhaust
the thing defined. For we have shown above that free choice properly belongs to no one but God alone.
You might perhaps rightly attribute some measure of choice to man, but to attribute free choice to him
in relation to divine things is too much; for the term “free choice,” in the judgment of everyone’s ears,
means (strictly speaking) that which can do and does, in relation to God, whatever it pleases,
uninhibited by any law or any sovereign authority. For you would not call a slave free, who acts under
the sovereign authority of his master; and still less rightly can we call a man or angel free, when they live
under the absolute sovereignty of God (not to mention sin and death) in such a way that they cannot
subsist for a moment by their own strength.
Here, therefore, at the very outset, there is a conflict between the definition of the name and the
definition of the object, because the term signifies one thing and the object is understood as another. It
would be more correct to speak of “vertible choice” or “mutable choice,” in the way in which Augustine
and the Sophists after him limit the glory and range of the word “free” by introducing the disparaging
notion of what they call the vertibility of free choice. In such a way it would be fitting for us to speak, to
avoid deceiving the hearts of men with inflated and high-sounding but empty words; just as Augustine
also thinks we ought to make it a definite rule to speak only in sober and strictly appropriate words. For
in teaching, simplicity and appropriateness of speech is required, not bombast and persuasive rhetorical
images. But in order not to appear to delight in quarreling about words, let us for the moment accept
this misuse of terms, serious and dangerous though it is, and allow free choice to be the same as vertible
choice. Let us also grant Erasmus his point when he makes free choice a power of the human will, as if
angels did not have free choice, since in his book he has undertaken to deal only with the free choice of
men; otherwise, in this respect too the definition would be narrower than the thing defined.
Let us come to those parts of the definition on which the whole matter hinges. Some of them are
plain enough, but others shun the light as though guiltily aware that they have everything to fear; yet
nothing ought to be more plainly and unhesitatingly expressed than a definition, since to define
obscurely is the same as giving no definition at all. The plain parts are these: “a power of the human
will,” “by which a man is able,” and “to eternal salvation”; but the following are like blindfold
gladiators:3 “to apply,” “to the things which lead,” and “to turn away.” How are we going to divine what
this applying and turning away means? And what are the “things which lead to eternal salvation”? What
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is all this about? I am dealing, I see, with a real Scotus4 or Heraclitus,5 and am to be worn out by the
double labor involved. For first I have to go groping nervously about amid pitfalls and darkness (which is
a venturesome and risky thing to do) in quest of my adversary, and unless I find him I shall be tilting at
ghosts and beating the air in the dark. Then if I do manage to drag him into the light, I shall have to
come to grips with him on equal terms when I am already wearied with looking for him.
I take it, then, that what is meant by “a power of the human will” is a capacity or faculty or ability or
aptitude for willing, unwilling, selecting, neglecting, approving, rejecting, and whatever other actions of
the will there are. Now, what it means for that same power to “apply itself” and to “turn away” I do not
see, unless it is precisely this willing and unwilling, selecting, neglecting, approving, rejecting, or in other
words, precisely the action of the will. So that we must imagine this power to be something between the
will itself and its action, as the means by which the will itself produces the action of willing and
unwilling, and by which the action of willing and unwilling is itself produced. Anything else it is
impossible either to imagine or conceive here. If I am mistaken, let the author be blamed who has given
the definition, not I who am trying to understand it; for as the lawyers rightly say, if a man speaks
obscurely when he could speak more clearly, his words are to be interpreted against himself. And here
for the moment I want to forget my Modernist friends6 with their subtleties, since there is need of plain,
blunt speaking for the sake of teaching and understanding.
Now, the things which lead to eternal salvation I take to be the words and works of God, which are
presented to the human will so that it may apply itself to them or turn away from them. By the words of
God, moreover, I mean both the law and the gospel, the law requiring works and the gospel faith. For
there is nothing else that leads either to the grace of God or to eternal salvation except the word and
work of God, since grace or the Spirit is life itself, to which we are led by God’s word and work.
This life or eternal salvation, however, is something that passes human comprehension, as Paul
quotes from Isaiah *64:4+ in I Corinthians 2*:9+: “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of
man conceived, what God has prepared for those who love him.” It is also included among the chief
articles of our faith, where we say *in the creed+: “And the life everlasting.” And what free choice is
worth in relation to this article, Paul shows in I Corinthians 2*:10+, where he says: “God has revealed it to
us through his Spirit.” This means that unless the Spirit had revealed it, no man’s heart would have any
knowledge or notion of it, much less be able to apply itself to it or seek after it. Take a look at
experience. What have the most distinguished minds among the heathen thought about the future life
and the resurrection? Is it not the case that the more distinguished they have been, the more absurd the
idea of a future life and resurrection has seemed to them to be?
Were they not talented philosophers and Greeks who when Paul taught these things at Athens
called him a babbler and a preacher of foreign divinities [Acts 17:18]? Porcius Festus in Acts 24[26:24]
called Paul mad on account of his preaching of eternal life. What does Pliny yap about these things in his
seventh book?7 What does Lucian,8 great wit that he is? Were those men unintelligent? Why, the
majority even today, the more intelligent and learned they are the more they ridicule this article as a
fable, and that publicly. For privately there is simply no one, unless he is thoroughly imbued with the
Holy Spirit, who knows, believes, or desires eternal salvation, even though they never stop talking and
writing about it. And I wish that both you and I were free from that same leaven, my dear Erasmus, so
rare is a believing mind in respect of this article. Have I got the sense of this definition?
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On the authority of Erasmus, then, free choice is a power of the will that is able of itself to will and
unwill the word and work of God, by which it is led to those things which exceed both its grasp and its
perception. But if it can will and unwill, it can also love and hate, and-if it can love and hate, it can also in
some small degree do the works of the law and believe the gospel. For if you can will or unwill anything,
you must to some extent be able to perform something by that will, even if someone else prevents your
completing it. Now, in that case, since the works of God which lead to salvation include death, the cross,
and all the evils of the world, the human will must be able to will both death and its own perdition.
Indeed, it can will everything when it can will the word and work of God; for how can there be anything
anywhere that is below, above, within, or without the word and work of God, except God himself? But
what is left here to grace and the Holy Spirit? This plainly means attributing divinity to free choice, since
to will the law and the gospel, to unwill sin and to will death, belongs to divine power alone, as Paul says
in more than one place.
Clearly then, no one since the Pelagians9 has written more correctly about free choice than Erasmus!
For we have said above that free choice is a divine term and signifies a divine power, although no one
has yet attributed this power to free choice except the Pelagians; for the Sophists, whatever they may
think, certainly speak very differently. Erasmus, however, far outdoes even the Pelagians, for they
attribute this divinity to the whole of free choice, but Erasmus only to half of it. They reckon with two
parts of free choice—the power of discerning and the power of selecting—one of which they attach to
reason, the other to the will, as the Sophists also do. But Erasmus neglects the power of discerning and
extols only the power of selecting. So it is a crippled and only half-free choice that he deifies. What do
you think he would have done if he had set about describing the whole of free choice?
But not content with this, he outdoes the philosophers too. For with them it is not yet finally settled
whether anything can set itself in motion, and on this point the Platonists and Peripatetics10 disagree
throughout the entire range of philosophy. But as Erasmus sees it, free choice not only moves itself by
its own power, but also applies itself to things which are eternal, that is, incomprehensible to itself. Here
is truly a novel and unprecedented definer of free choice, who leaves Pelagians, Sophists, and everyone
else far behind! Nor is that enough for him; for he does not spare even himself, but is more at crosspurposes with himself than with all the rest. For he had previously said that the human will was
completely ineffectual without grace11 (unless he said this in jest), but here where he is giving a serious
definition, he says that the human will possesses this power by which it is capable of applying itself to
the things which belong to eternal salvation, that is, to things which are incomparably beyond that
power. So in this part Erasmus even surpasses himself as well.
Do you see, my dear Erasmus, that with this definition you put yourself on record (unwittingly, I
presume) as understanding nothing at all of these things, or as writing about them quite thoughtlessly
and contemptuously, unaware of what you are saying or affirming? And as I said above, you say less and
attribute more to free choice than all the others, in that you describe only part and not the whole of free
choice and yet attribute everything to it. Far more tolerable is the teaching of the Sophists, or at least of
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their father, Peter Lombard,12 when they say that free choice is the capacity for discerning and then also
choosing the good if grace is present, but evil if grace is absent.13 Lombard clearly thinks with Augustine
that free choice by its own power alone can do nothing but fall and is capable only of sinning;14 which is
why Augustine, in his second book against Julian, calls it an enslaved rather than a free choice.15
You, however, make free choice equally potent in both directions, in that it is able by its own power,
without grace, both to apply itself to the good and to turn away from the good. You do not realize how
much you attribute to it by this pronoun “itself”—its very own self!—when you say it can “apply itself”;
for this means that you completely exclude the Holy Spirit with all his power, as superfluous and
unnecessary. Your definition is therefore to be condemned even by the standards of the Sophists, who if
only they were not so enraged by blind envy of me, would be rampaging instead against your book. As it
is, since it is Luther you axe attacking, everything you say is holy and catholic, even if you contradict both
yourself and them, so great is the endurance of saintly men.16
I do not say this because I approve the view of the Sophists regarding free choice, but because I
consider it more tolerable than that of Erasmus, since they come nearer the truth. For although they do
not say, as I do, that free choice is nothing, yet when they (and particularly the Master of the Sentences)
say that it can do nothing without grace, they take sides against Erasmus; indeed, they seem to take
sides against themselves too, and to be racked with dissension merely about a word, as if they were
fonder of controversy than of truth, as might be expected of Sophists. For suppose one of the least
objectionable Sophists were brought to me, with whom I could discuss these things privately in intimate
conversation and ask for his free and candid judgment in some such way as this: If anyone told you that
a thing was free which could operate by its own power only in one direction (the bad one), while in the
other (the good one) it could of course operate, though not by its own power, but only by the help of
another—would you be able to keep a straight face, my friend?
By that sort of method I can easily make out that a stone or a log of wood has free choice because it
can move both upward and downward, though by its own power only downward, and upward only by
the help of another. And as I said above, we shall end with a topsy-turvy use of language and vocabulary
by which we say, “No man is all men,” and “Nothing is everything,” making one term refer to the thing
itself, and the other to another that may have an incidental or accidental connection with it. That is how
after excessive disputing they come in the end to make free choice free “accidentally,” as something
that can on occasion be set free by means of some other thing. The question, however, is what free
choice is in itself and as regards its substance; and if that question is to be answered, nothing remains of
free choice but the empty name, whether they like it or not. The Sophists are at fault in this too, that
they attribute to free choice the power of distinguishing between good and evil. They also depreciate
regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit [Titus 3:5], and make it a purely external reinforcement that
never identifies itself with the will, a point on which I shall say more later. But that is enough about your
definition. Now, let us look at the arguments which are to inflate this empty little word.
The first17 is that from Ecclesiasticus 15[:14–17+: “God made man from the beginning, and left him in
the hand of his own counsel. He added his commandments and precepts. If thou wilt observe the
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commandments and keep acceptable fidelity forever, they shall preserve thee. He hath set water and
fire before thee; stretch forth thine hand for which thou wilt. Before man is life and death, good and
evil; that which he shall choose shall be given him.”18 Although I could rightly reject this book, for the
time being I accept it so as not to waste time by getting involved in a dispute about the books received
in the Hebrew canon. For you poke more than a little sarcastic fun at this when you compare Proverbs
and The Song of Solomon (which with a sneering innuendo you call the “Love Song”) with the two books
of Esdras, Judith, the story of Susanna and the Dragon, and Esther (which despite their inclusion of it in
the canon deserves more than all the rest in my judgment to be regarded as noncanonical).19
But let me reply briefly in your own words and say that Scripture is in this passage obscure and
ambiguous, and therefore it proves nothing with certainty. We, however, as maintaining the negative,
insist that you must produce a passage which shows convincingly in unambiguous terms what free
choice is and what it can do. Perhaps you will manage to do this by the Greek calends,20 though in order
to avoid this necessity you waste a lot of good words, walking so very warily21 and quoting so many
opinions on free choice that you almost turn Pelagius into an Evangelical. Moreover, you invent a
fourfold grace to enable you to attribute some sort of faith and charity even to the philosophers; and
with it a threefold law, of nature, works, and faith, which is indeed a new fable, to enable you to assert
that the precepts of the philosophers agree very markedly with the precepts of the gospel. Again, you
take that saying of Psalm 4*:6+, “The light of thy countenance, O Lord, is impressed upon us,”22 which
refers to the knowledge of the very countenance of God, that is, to faith, and apply it to blinded reason.
Now, let any Christian put all these things together, and he will be bound to suspect that you are
mocking and deriding the dogmas and religion of Christians. For I find it very difficult to put such things
down to ignorance in one who has reviewed everything of ours23 and so diligently stored them up in his
memory. I will not, however, pursue this question at the moment, but will be content to have pointed it
out until a more suitable opportunity occurs. But I beg of you, my dear Erasmus, not to go on teasing us
in this way, like one of those who say, “Who can see us?”24 It is not safe in so important a matter to be
continually playing tricks with words on all and sundry. But let us return to the point.
[Three Views of Grace and Free Choice—or Three Statements of One View?]25
Out of one opinion on free choice you make three. You regard as hard, though probable enough, the
opinion of those who deny that man can will the good without special grace. They deny that he can
begin, progress, or reach his goal, etc.; and this you approve because it leaves man to desire and
endeavor, but does not leave him with anything to ascribe to his own powers. Harder, you think, is the
opinion of those who contend that free choice is of no avail save to sin, that grace alone accomplishes
good in us, etc. But hardest is the view of those who say that free choice is a mere empty name, that it is
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God who works both good and evil in us, and that all things which happen come about by sheer
necessity. It is against these last two positions that you profess to be writing.26
Do you really know what you are saying, my dear Erasmus? You express here three opinions as if
they belonged to three different schools, not realizing that they are the same thing variously stated, in
different words at different times, by us who remain the same persons and exponents of one school
only; but let us draw your attention to this and point out the carelessness or stupidity of your judgment.
I ask you, how does the definition of free choice given by you earlier square with this first and
probable enough opinion?27 For you said there that free choice is a power of the human will by which a
man can apply himself to the good; but here you say, and approve of its being said, that man without
grace cannot will good. The definition asserts what the illustration of it denies, and there is found in
your free choice both a Yes and a No, so that you at once both approve and condemn us, and condemn
and approve also yourself, in one and the same dogma and article. Or do you think it is not good to
apply oneself to the things which pertain to eternal salvation? That is what your definition attributes to
free choice; and yet there is no need of grace if there were so much good in free choice that it could
apply itself to the good. Hence the free choice you define is a different thing from the free choice you
defend; so now Erasmus, in contrast to the rest of us, has two free choices, and those entirely at
variance with each other.
But let us put aside that free choice which the definition has invented, and look at the contrary one
which the “opinion” itself implies. You grant that man cannot will good without special grace—for we
are not now discussing what the grace of God can do, but what man can do without grace. You grant,
then, that free choice cannot will good. This means nothing else but that it cannot apply itself to the
things which pertain to eternal salvation, as your definition cheerfully stated it could. Indeed, you say a
little before, that the human will since the Fall is so depraved that having lost its liberty, it is obliged to
serve sin and cannot bring itself back to any better issue. And unless I am mistaken, you make out that
the Pelagians were of this opinion. I think Proteus28 has now no way of escape here; he is caught and
held fast by the plain statement that the will, having lost its liberty, is perforce held fast in bondage to
sin. What an exquisitely free choice, which has lost its liberty and is called by Erasmus himself a slave of
sin! When Luther said this, nothing more absurd had ever been heard, nothing more mischievous than
this paradox could be published, so that even diatribes must be written against him!
But perhaps no one will take my word for it that these things are said by Erasmus; so let this passage
of the Diatribe be read, and it will be a surprise. Not that I am greatly surprised. For when a man does
not take this subject seriously and feels no personal interest in it, never has his heart in it and finds it
wearisome, chilling, or nauseating, how can he help saying absurd, inept, and contradictory things all
the time, since he conducts the case like one drunk or asleep, belching out between his snores, “Yes,
No,” as different voices fall on his ears? That is why the rhetoricians require feeling in an advocate; and
all the more does theology require such feeling as will make a man vigilant, penetrating, intent, astute,
and determined.
If, therefore, free choice apart from grace, having lost its liberty, is forced to serve sin and cannot
will good, I should like to know what that desire and that endeavor are, which the first and probable
opinion leaves to a man? It cannot be a good desire and good endeavor, because he cannot will good, as
the opinion states and as has been agreed. There remains, therefore, an evil desire and evil endeavor,
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which having lost its liberty, is forced to serve sin. But what is meant, pray, by saying that this opinion
leaves man with desire and endeavor, but does not leave him anything to ascribe to his own powers?
Who can conceive this? If desire and endeavor are left to the powers of free choice, why should they not
be ascribed to those powers? If they are not ascribed to them, how are they left to them? Are the desire
and endeavor that go before grace also left to the grace itself that comes after, and not to free choice,
so that they are at the same time both left and not left to the same free choice? If these are not
paradoxes, or rather monstrosities, then what are monstrosities?
But perhaps Diatribe is dreaming that there is a mean between the two—between being able to will
good and not being able to will good—which is willing in the absolute sense, without reference either to
good or evil, so that by a certain logical subtlety we may thus steer clear of the rocks and say that there
is in man’s will a kind of willing which, while it cannot indeed turn toward the good without grace, yet
even without grace does not forthwith will only evil, but is a willing pure and simple, which by grace can
be turned upward to the good, by sin downward to evil. But then what becomes of the statement that
having lost its liberty, it is forced to serve sin? Where are the desire and endeavor that are left to it?
Where is the power of applying itself to the things which pertain to eternal salvation? For the power of
applying itself to salvation cannot be a merely abstract willing, unless salvation itself is to be called
nothing. Nor, again, can desire and endeavor be a merely abstract willing, since desire must strive and
endeavor in some direction—toward the good, for instance—and cannot either be a movement toward
nothingness or a mere inactivity. In short, no matter where Diatribe turns, she cannot escape from
contradictions and inconsistencies, so that she herself is more of a prisoner than the free choice which
she is defending. For in setting choice free she so entangles herself that she is held fast along with free
choice in indissoluble bonds.
It is, moreover, a mere dialectical fiction that there is in man a neutral and unqualified willing, nor
can those who assert it prove it.29 It is the result of ignoring facts and paying too much attention to
words, as if a thing were always in reality just as it is represented in words. There are innumerable
examples of this in the Sophists. The truth of the matter is rather as Christ says: “He who is not with me
is against me” *Luke 11:23+. He does not say: “He who is not with me is not against me either, but
neutral.” For if God is in us, Satan is absent, and only a good will is present; if God is absent, Satan is
present, and only an evil will is in us. Neither God nor Satan permits sheer unqualified willing in us, but
as you have rightly said, having lost our liberty, we are forced to serve sin, that is, we will sin and evil,
speak sin and evil, do sin and evil. See how the invincible and all-powerful truth has cornered witless
Diatribe and turned her wisdom into folly, so that while meaning to speak against us, she is compelled to
speak for us and against herself. This is exactly what befalls free choice with its “good deeds”: in the very
act of going against evil it does the worst possible damage to good; the Diatribe in speech is just like free
choice in action. Indeed, the whole Diatribe is itself nothing else but an egregious performance of free
choice, condemning by defending and defending by condemning, and so being doubly stupid while
wishing to be thought wise.
The first opinion, then, when compared with itself, is such as to deny that man can will anything
good, and yet to maintain that a desire is left to him which nevertheless is not his own. Now, let us
compare it with the other two. The second is that harder one which holds that free choice avails for
nothing but sinning. This is Augustine’s view, which he expresses in many places, but particularly in his
book On the Spirit and the Letter, in the fourth or fifth chapter, if I am not mistaken, where he uses
those very words.30 The third and hardest opinion is that of Wycliffe and Luther, that free choice is an
empty name and all that we do comes about by sheer necessity. It is with these two views that Diatribe
quarrels.
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Here I admit that perhaps I am not good enough at Latin or German to have been able to put the
fact of the matter plainly into words; but God is my witness that I meant to say nothing else, and to have
nothing else understood, by the words of the last two opinions than what is stated in the first opinion. I
neither think that Augustine meant anything else, nor do I find any other meaning in his words than
what the first opinion says, so that the three opinions cited by Diatribe are to me nothing but that one
single opinion of my own. For when it has been conceded and agreed that free choice, having lost its
liberty, is perforce in bondage to sin and cannot will anything good, I can make no other sense of these
words than that free choice is an empty phrase, of which the reality has been lost. Lost liberty, according
to my grammar, is no liberty at all, and to give the name of liberty to something that has no liberty, is to
employ an empty phrase. If I am wrong here, let anyone put me right who can; if these things are
obscure and ambiguous, let anyone who is able shed light on them and settle what they mean. I for my
part cannot call lost health, health; and if I ascribed it to a sick person, I do not think I should have
ascribed anything but an empty name.
But let us have done with verbal monstrosities. For who can bear this abuse of language by which
we both say that man has free choice and at the same time assert that having lost his liberty he is
perforce in bondage to sin and can will nothing good? These things are contrary to common sense and
completely destroy the common use of language. It is Diatribe that ought rather to be accused, who
drowsily dribbles out her own words and pays no attention to what others say. I mean, she does not
consider what it means and how much it involves to say, “Man has lost his liberty, is forced to serve sin,
and cannot will anything good.”31 If she were awake and observant, she would plainly see that the
meaning of the three opinions, which she makes diverse and conflicting, is one and the same. For when
a man has lost his liberty and is forced to serve sin and cannot will good, what can be more truly inferred
about him than that he sins, or wills evil, necessarily? Even the Sophists would draw this conclusion by
means of their syllogisms. So Diatribe is really most unfortunate in taking up the cudgels against the last
two opinions while approving the first, which is the same as they are; for once again, in her usual way,
she condemns herself and proves our point in one and the same article.
[Ecclesiasticus 15:14–17. The Foolishness of Reason]32
Now let us turn to the passage from Ecclesiasticus and compare with it, too, that first “probable”
opinion. The opinion says that free choice cannot will good, but the passage from Ecclesiasticus is cited
to prove that free choice is something and can do something. The opinion that is to be confirmed by
Ecclesiasticus, therefore, states one thing and Ecclesiasticus is cited in confirmation of another. It is as if
someone set out to prove that Christ was the Messiah, and cited a passage which proved that Pilate was
governor of Syria, or something else equally wide of the mark.33 That is just how free choice is proved
here, not to mention what I pointed out above, that nothing is clearly and definitely said or proved as to
what free choice is or can do. But it is worthwhile to examine this whole passage.
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First it says, “God made man from the beginning.” Here it speaks of the creation of man, and says
nothing as yet either about free choice or about precepts. Then follows: “And left him in the hand of his
own counsel.” What have we here? Is free choice set up here? But not even here is there any mention of
precepts, for which free choice is required, nor do we read anything on this subject in the account of the
creation of man. If anything is meant, therefore, by “the hand of his own counsel,” it is rather as we read
in Genesis, chapters 1–2, that man was appointed lord of things, so as to exercise dominion over them
freely, as Moses says: “Let us make man, and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea” *Gen.
1:26]. Nor can anything else be proved from those words. For in that state, man was able to deal with
things according to his own choice, in that they were subject to him; and this is called man’s counsel, as
distinct from God’s counsel. But then, after saying that man was thus made and left in the hand of his
own counsel, it goes on. “He added his commandments and precepts.” What did he add them to? Surely
the counsel and choice of man, and over and above the establishing of man’s dominion over the rest of
the creatures. And by these precepts he took away from man the dominion over one part of the
creatures (for instance, over the tree of the knowledge of good and evil) and willed rather that he
should not be free.
Then, however, when the precepts have been added, he comes to man’s choice in relation to God
and the things of God: “If thou wilt observe the commandments, they shall preserve thee,” etc. It is
therefore at this point, “If thou wilt,” that the question of free choice arises. We thus learn from
Ecclesiasticus that man is divided between two kingdoms, in one of which he is directed by his own
choice and counsel, apart from any precepts and commandments of God, namely, in his dealings with
the lower creatures.34 Here he reigns and is lord, as having been left in the hand of his own counsel. Not
that God so leaves him as not to cooperate with him in everything, but he has granted him the free use
of things according to his own choice, and has not restricted him by any laws or injunctions. By way of
comparison one might say that the gospel has left us in the hand of our own counsel, to have dominion
over things and use them as we wish; but Moses and the pope have not left us to that counsel, but have
coerced us with laws and have subjected us rather to their own choice.
In the other kingdom, however, man is not left in the hand of his own counsel, but is directed and
led by the choice and counsel of God, so that just as in his own kingdom he is directed by his own
counsel, without regard to the precepts of another, so in the Kingdom of God he is directed by the
precepts of another without regard to his own choice. And this is what Ecclesiasticus means by: “He
added his precepts and commandments. If thou wilt,” etc.
If, then, these things are sufficiently clear, we have gained our point that this passage of
Ecclesiasticus is evidence, not for, but against free choice, since by it man is subjected to the precepts
and choice of God, and withdrawn from his own choice. If they are not sufficiently clear, at least we
have made the point that this passage cannot be evidence in favor of free choice, since it can be
understood in a different sense from theirs, namely in ours, which has just been stated, and which is not
absurd but entirely sound and in harmony with the whole tenor of Scripture, whereas theirs is at
variance with Scripture as a whole and is derived from this one passage alone, in contradiction to it. We
stand, therefore, quite confidently by the good sense that the negative of free choice makes here, until
they confirm their strained and forced affirmative.
When, therefore, Ecclesiasticus says: “If thou wilt observe the commandments and keep acceptable
fidelity forever, they shall preserve thee,” I do not see how free choice is proved by these words. For the
verb is in the subjunctive mood (“If thou wilt”), which asserts nothing. As the logicians say, a conditional
asserts nothing indicatively: for example, “If the devil is God, it is right to worship him; if an ass flies, an
ass has wings; if free choice exists, grace is nothing.” Ecclesiasticus, however, should have spoken as
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follows, if he had wished to assert free choice: “Man can keep the commandments of God,” or: “Man
has the power to keep the commandments.”
But here Diatribe will retort that by saying, “If thou wilt keep,” Ecclesiasticus indicates that there is
in man a will capable of keeping and not keeping commandments; otherwise, what point is there in
saying to one who has no will, “If thou wilt”? Would it not be ridiculous to say to a blind person, “If you
will look, you will find a treasure,” or to a deaf person, “If you will listen, I will tell you a good story”?
This would simply be laughing at their misfortune. I reply: These are the arguments of human Reason,
which has a habit of producing such bits of wisdom. We now have to argue, therefore, not with
Ecclesiasticus, but with human Reason about an inference; for Reason interprets the Scriptures of God
by her own inferences and syllogisms, and turns them in any direction she pleases. We will do this gladly
and with confidence, knowing that she talks nothing but follies and absurdities, especially when she
starts displaying her wisdom on sacred subjects.
To begin with, if I ask how it is proved that the presence of a free will in man is signified or implied
every time it is said, “If thou wilt, if thou shalt do, if thou shalt hear,” Reason will say, “Because the
nature of words and the use of language among men seem to require it.” She thus measures divine
things and words by the usage and concerns of men; and what can be more perverse than this, seeing
that the former are heavenly and the latter earthly? So the stupid thing betrays herself, showing how
she has nothing but human thoughts about God. But what if I prove that the nature of words and the
use of language even among men is not always such as to make a laughingstock of those who are
impotent whenever they are told: “If thou wilt, if thou shalt do, if thou shalt hear”? How often do
parents have a game with their children by telling them to come to them, or to do this or that, simply for
the sake of showing them how unable they are, and compelling them to call for the help of the parents’
hand! How often does a good doctor order a self-confident patient to do or stop doing things that are
either impossible or painful to him, so as to bring him through his own experience to an awareness of
his illness or weakness, to which he could not lead him by any other means? And what is more frequent
than words of insult and provocation when we want to show either friends or enemies what they can
and cannot do?
I mention these things merely in order to show Reason how foolish she is in tacking her inferences
onto the Scriptures, and how blind she is not to see that they are not always applicable even with regard
to human speech and action, for if she sees a thing happen once or twice, she immediately jumps to the
conclusion that it happens quite generally and with regard to all the words of God and men, making a
universal out of a particular in the usual manner of her wisdom.
If now God deals with us as a father with his children, so as to show our ignorant selves our
helplessness, or like a good doctor makes our disease known to us, or tramples on us as enemies of his
who proudly resist his counsel, and in laws which he issues (the most effective method of all) says: “Do,
hear, keep,” or, “If thou shalt hear, if thou wilt, if thou shalt do,” will the correct conclusion to be drawn
from this be: “Therefore we can act freely, or else God is mocking us”? Why does it not rather follow:
“Therefore, God is putting us to the test so as to lead us by means of the law to a knowledge of our
impotence if we are his friends or truly and deservedly to trample on and mock us if we are his proud
enemies”? That is the reason why God gives laws, as Paul teaches [Rom. 3:20]. For human nature is so
blind that it does not know its own powers, or rather diseases, and so proud as to imagine that it knows
and can do everything; and for this pride and blindness God has no readier remedy than the
propounding of his law, a subject on which we shall have more to say in the proper place. Let it suffice
here to have glanced at it for the confutation of that conclusion of foolish, mundane35 wisdom: “ ‘If thou
wilt’: therefore thou canst will freely.”
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Diatribe dreams that man is sound and whole, as within his own province he is, so far as human
observation goes; and hence she pertly argues that by the words “If thou wilt, if thou shalt do, if thou
shalt hear” man is mocked unless his choice is free. Scripture, however, lays it down that man is corrupt
and captive, and what is more, that he displays a proud contempt and ignorance of his corruption and
captivity. So by those words it prods him and seeks to arouse him and make him recognize from
undeniable experience how incapable he is of any of those things.
But let me address myself to Diatribe herself. If you really think, Madam Reason, that those
inferences hold good (“If thou wilt”: therefore thou canst act freely), why do you not imitate them
yourself? For according to that probable opinion of yours, you say that free choice cannot will anything
good. By what sort of inference can this be produced simultaneously out of that passage (“If thou wilt
keep”) from which you say it follows that man is able to will and not will freely? Can sweet and bitter
flow from the same fountain [James 3:11]? Are you not yourself mocking man even more here, when
you say that he can “keep” things which he can neither will nor wish? Therefore, even you do not
seriously think it a fair inference (“If thou wilt”: therefore thou canst act freely), though you contend for
it so strongly, or else you are not serious when you call that opinion probable which maintains that man
cannot will good. Reason is so captivated by her inferences and the words of her own wisdom that she
does not know what she is saying or what she is talking about, though it is most fitting that free choice
should be defended by such arguments as mutually devour and make an end of each other, just as the
Midianites destroyed themselves by mutual slaughter when they fought against Gideon and the People
of God [Judg. 7:22].
But let me remonstrate more fully with this wisdom of Diatribe’s. Ecclesiasticus does not say, “If
thou shalt have the desire or endeavor to keep, which is not to be ascribed to thine own powers,” as you
make out, but what it says is this: “If thou wilt keep the commandments, they shall preserve thee.” If we
now wish to draw conclusions in the manner of your wisdom, we shall infer: “Therefore man can keep
the commandments,” and by doing so we shall not leave only a tiny spark of desire or some little bit of
endeavor in man, but we shall credit him with the whole fullness and abundance of power to keep the
commandments. Otherwise, Ecclesiasticus would be mocking the misery of man by commanding him to
“keep” when he knew him unable to keep; and it would not be enough simply to grant him endeavor
and desire, since not even so would he avoid the suspicion of mockery, unless he indicated that there
was in him the power to keep.
But let us suppose this desire and endeavor of free choice to be something. What shall we say to
those—I mean the Pelagians—who on the basis of this passage used to deny grace altogether and
attribute everything to free choice? Clearly, the Pelagians will have won the day if Diatribe’s inference is
allowed to stand, for the words of Ecclesiasticus speak of keeping, not of endeavoring or desiring. But if
you refuse to grant the Pelagians the inference about keeping, they in turn will much more properly
refuse to grant you the inference about endeavoring; and if you take away the whole of free choice from
them, they also will take from you the little particle of it which you say remains, so that you cannot claim
for the particle what you have denied to the whole. Whatever, therefore, you say against the Pelagians
when they attribute a whole free choice to man on the basis of this passage, we shall say the same with
much more force against that little spark of desire which constitutes your free choice. And the Pelagians
will agree with us to this extent, that if their opinion cannot be proved from this passage, much less can
any other be proved from it; for if the case is to be argued by means of inferences, Ecclesiasticus is on
the side of the Pelagians most strongly of all, inasmuch as he speaks about total keeping: “If thou wilt
keep the commandments.” Indeed, he speaks about faith as well: “If thou wilt keep acceptable faith,” so
that by the same inference it ought to be in our power to keep faith also, although that is a rare and
peculiar gift of God, as Paul says [Eph. 2:8].
In short, when so many opinions are mustered in support of free choice, and none of them but
claims this passage of Ecclesiasticus in its own support, and yet they are divergent and contrary, this can

only mean that they hold Ecclesiasticus to be contradictory, as expressing opposite views in the selfsame
set of words. Consequently, they can prove nothing from him, though if that inference is admitted, he
makes for the Pelagians alone, against all the rest. Therefore, he makes also against Diatribe, who is
hoist with her own petard here.
We, however, hold as we said from the start that this passage of Ecclesiasticus favors absolutely
none of those who assert free choice, but is opposed to them all. For that inference, “If thou wilt:
therefore thou canst” is inadmissible, and instead it must be understood that by this and similar
expressions man is warned of his impotence, which in his ignorance and pride, without these divine
warnings, he would neither acknowledge nor be aware of.
Now, here we are speaking not only of the first man, but of any and every man, though it is of little
importance whether you understand it of the first man or of other men, for although the first man was
not impotent when he had the assistance of grace, yet by means of this precept God shows him plainly
enough how impotent he would be in the absence of grace. But if that man, even when the Spirit was
present, was not able with a new will to will a good newly proposed to him (that is, obedience), because
the Spirit did not add it to him, what should we be able to do without the Spirit in respect of a good that
we have lost? It is thus shown in that first man, as a frightening example and for the breaking down of
our pride, what our free choice can do when it is left to itself and not continually and increasingly
actuated and augmented by the Spirit of God. If that man could do nothing toward increasing his share
of the Spirit, whose first fruits he possessed, but fell away from the first fruits of the Spirit, how should
we in our fallen state be able to do anything toward recovering the first fruits of the Spirit that have
been taken away, especially when Satan now reigns in us in full force, who prostrated that man by
temptation alone, when he was not yet reigning in him?
No stronger argument could be brought against free choice than the discussion of this passage of
Ecclesiasticus in connection with the fall of Adam; but this is not the place for it, and perhaps the subject
will crop up elsewhere. Meanwhile, it is enough to have shown that Ecclesiasticus says precisely nothing
in support of free choice in this passage, although its advocates regard it as their principal text, and that
this and similar passages—“If thou wilt, if thou shalt hear, if thou shalt do”—show not what men can do
but what they ought to do.
[Other Old Testament Passages, and the Imperative and Indicative Moods]36
Another passage is quoted by our Diatribe, from Genesis 4[:7], where the Lord says to Cain: “The desire
of sin shall be under thee, and thou shalt have dominion over it.”37 It is shown here, says Diatribe, that
the motions of the mind toward evil can be overcome, and that they do not carry with them the
necessity of sinning. This statement, that the motions of the mind toward evil can be overcome, is
ambiguous; but the whole tenor of the sentence, the inference and the facts themselves, compel us to
take it as meaning that it is the business of free choice to overcome its own motions toward evil, and
that these motions do not carry with them the necessity of sinning. Once again, what is omitted here as
not attributed to free choice? What need is there of the Spirit or of Christ or of God if free choice can
overcome the motions of the mind toward evil? Where, again, is the probable opinion which says that
free choice cannot even will good? Yet here the victory over evil is attributed to that which neither wills
nor wishes anything good! It is really too, too thoughtless of our Diatribe.
Here is the truth of the matter in a nutshell. As I have said, by such sayings man is shown what he
ought to do, not what he can do. Cain therefore is being told that he ought to master sin and keep its
appetite under his control; but this he neither did nor could do, as he was already held down under the
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alien yoke of Satan. For it is well known that the Hebrews frequently use the future indicative for the
imperative, as in Exodus 20*:3, 13 f.+: “Thou shalt have none other gods”; “Thou shalt not kill”; “Thou
shalt not commit adultery”; and countless similar instances. Otherwise, if they were taken indicatively
(as they are expressed), they would be promises of God, and since God cannot lie, the result would be
that no man would sin, and then there would be no need of them as precepts. Hence our translator
would have rendered this passage more correctly thus: “Let its appetite be subject to thee, and do thou
master it,” just as he should also have said regarding the woman: “Be thou subject to thy husband, and
let him have dominion over thee” *Gen. 3:16+. That it was not spoken indicatively to Cain is proved by
the fact that it would then have been a divine promise; but it was not a promise, because the very
reverse happened and was done by Cain.
The third passage is from Moses: “I have set before your face the way of life and of death. Choose
what is good,” etc. *Deut. 30:15, 19+. What, says Diatribe, could be put more plainly? God leaves man
freedom to choose. I reply: What is more plain than that you are blind here? How, pray, does he leave
freedom to choose? By saying, “Choose”? Do they then choose as soon as Moses says, “Choose”? Then
once more the Spirit is not necessary. And seeing you so often repeat and hammer away at the same
things, it will be permissible for me too to go over the same things again and again. If there is freedom
of choice, why has the “probable opinion” said that free choice cannot will good? Can it choose without
willing or against its will? But let us listen to your simile. It would be ridiculous, you say, to say to a man
standing at a crossroad, “You see these two roads; take which you like,” when only one was open to
him.
This is just what I said before about the arguments of human38 Reason, that she thinks man is
mocked by an impossible precept, whereas we say that he is warned and aroused by it to see his own
impotence. Truly, therefore, we are at a crossroad, but only one way is open; or rather, no way is open,
but by means of the law it is shown how impossible one of them is, namely, the way to the good, unless
God gives the Spirit, and how broad and easy the other is if God allows us to take it. It would not be
ridiculous, therefore, but a matter of due seriousness, to say to a man standing at a crossroad, “Take
which way you like,” if he was either inclined to imagine himself strong when he was weak, or was
contending that neither road was closed.
The words of the law are spoken, therefore, not to affirm the power of the will, but to enlighten
blind reason and make it see that its own light is no light and that the virtue of the will is no virtue.
“Through the law,” says Paul, “comes knowledge of sin” *Rom. 3:20+; he does not say the “abolition” or
“avoidance” of sin. The whole meaning and purpose of the law is simply to furnish knowledge, and that
of nothing but sin; it is not to reveal or confer any power. For this knowledge is not power, nor does it
confer power, but it instructs and shows that there is no power there, and how great a weakness there
is. For what else can the knowledge of sin be but the awareness of our own weakness and wickedness?
For he does not say, “Through the law comes knowledge of virtue or the good,” but all that the law
does, according to Paul, is to make sin known.
That is the passage from which I drew my reply that by the words of the law man is warned and
instructed as to what he ought to do, not what he is able to do; their purpose is that he may know his
sin, not that he may believe himself to have any power. Accordingly, my dear Erasmus, as often as you
quote the words of the law against me, I shall quote Paul’s statement against you, that through the law
comes knowledge of sin, not virtue in the will. Heap up, therefore, all the imperative verbs (from the
major concordances, if you like) into one chaotic mass, and provided they are not words of promise, but
of demand and the law, I shall say at once that what is signified by them is always what men ought to do
and not what they do or can do. This is something that even grammarians and street urchins know, that
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by verbs of the imperative mood nothing else is signified but what ought to be done. What is done, or
can be done, must be expressed by indicative verbs.
How is it, then, that you theologians drivel like people in their second childhood, so that as soon as
you get hold of an imperative verb you take it as implying the indicative, as if once a thing is
commanded it must forthwith necessarily be done or be possible to do? For how often there are slips
between the cup and the lip, so that what you have commanded, and what indeed was possible enough,
nevertheless does not happen; so far apart are imperative and indicative verbs, even in ordinary and
quite straightforward matters. Yet you, in dealing with things farther apart than heaven and earth, and
similarly unattainable, suddenly make indicatives for us out of imperatives, and will have it that things
are kept, done, chosen, and fulfilled, or are going to be so, by our own powers, as soon as ever you hear
the word of command, “Do, keep, choose!”
In the fourth place, you quote from Deuteronomy, chapters 3 and 30 [30:15 ff.], many similar verbs
of choosing, turning away, keeping, such as, “If thou shalt keep, if thou shalt be drawn away, if thou
shalt choose,” etc. It would, you say, be inappropriate to use these expressions if the will of man were
not free toward the good. I reply that it is also quite inappropriate when you, my dear Diatribe, infer
freedom of choice from those expressions, for you were going to prove only an endeavor and desire of
free choice, yet you cite no passage that proves such endeavor, but instead passages which, if your
inference were valid, would attribute everything to free choice.
Let us therefore distinguish here again between the words quoted from Scripture and the inference
tacked on to them by Diatribe. The words quoted are imperatives, and only say what ought to be done;
for Moses does not say, “Thou hast the strength or power to choose,” but, “Choose, keep, do!” He
issues commandments about doing, but does not describe man’s ability to do. The inference tacked on
by that dilettante Diatribe, however, concludes: Therefore man is able to do such things, otherwise they
would be commanded in vain. The answer to this is: Madam Diatribe, your reasoning is bad and you do
not prove your conclusion, but in your blindness and carelessness you only imagine that this follows and
is proved. The commandments are not, however, either inappropriate or purposeless, but are given in
order that blind, self-confident man may through them come to know his own diseased state of
impotence if he attempts to do what is commanded. So again your simile is worthless, when you say:
“Otherwise, it would be as if one were to say to a man so bound that he could only raise his hand to the
left, ‘See, you have the best wine at your right hand, you have poison on your left—choose which you
will.’ ”39
I have an idea that you are mightily pleased with those similes of yours, but you fail to see that if
they hold good, they prove a good deal more than you set out to prove; in fact, they prove what you
deny and want condemned, namely, that free choice can do everything. For throughout the discussion
you forget that you have said that free choice can do nothing without grace, and you prove instead that
free choice can do everything without grace. For the upshot of your inferences and similes is this, that
either free choice can do by itself the things which are said and commanded, or else those things are
commanded to no purpose, ridiculously and irrelevantly. But these are the old songs of the Pelagians,
which even the Sophists have exploded and you yourself have condemned. Meanwhile, however, you
show by this forgetfulness and bad memory of yours how completely you lack either understanding of
the subject or interest in it. For what could be more disgraceful in a rhetorician than to be perpetually
discussing and proving things irrelevant to the point at issue, or rather, to be continually declaiming
against both his own cause and himself?
I therefore say again, the words of Scripture quoted by you are imperative, and they neither prove
nor determine anything with regard to human ability, but prescribe things to be done and left undone;
while your inferences (or additions) and similes, if they prove anything, prove this—that free choice can
39
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do everything without grace. This proposition, however, is one that you have not undertaken to prove,
but have rather denied, so that proofs of this sort are nothing but the strongest disproofs. For if I
argue—to see if I can rouse Diatribe from her lethargy—that when Moses says, “Choose life and keep
the commandment,” then unless man were able to choose life and keep the commandment, it would be
ridiculous for Moses to tell him to do it, have I proved by this argument that free choice can do nothing
good or that it possesses an endeavor apart from its own powers? On the contrary, I have proved by a
pretty conclusive argument that either man can choose life and keep the commandment, as he is bidden
to do, or Moses is a ridiculous legislator. But who would dare to call Moses a ridiculous legislator? It
follows, then, that man can do what is commanded. This is the way Diatribe continually argues, contrary
to her own intention and her promise not to maintain any such position but to demonstrate a certain
conative power in free choice. Of this, however, she makes little mention in the whole series of her
arguments, and so far is she from proving it that she rather proves the opposite, so that it is rather she
herself who persistently speaks and argues absurdly.
Now as to its being absurd, on the lines of the simile you have introduced, that a man with his right
arm tied should be told to put out his hand on the right when he can do so only on the left; surely it is
not ridiculous even for a man with both arms tied, if he proudly maintains or ignorantly presumes that
he can do what he pleases on either side of him, to be told to put out a hand on both sides, not in order
to make fun of him in his captivity, but to show the falsity of his claim to possess freedom and power, or
to bring home to him his ignorance of his own captivity and misery. Diatribe persists in representing
man to us as one who can either do what is commanded or at least knows that he cannot. But such a
man no-where exists; and if there were such a man, then truly it would either be ridiculous to give him
impossible commandments, or the Spirit of Christ would be in vain.40
Scripture, however, represents man as one who is not only bound, wretched, captive, sick, and
dead, but in addition to his other miseries is afflicted, through the agency of Satan his prince, with this
misery of blindness, so that he believes himself to be free, happy, unfettered, able, well, and alive. For
Satan knows that if men were aware of their misery, he would not be able to retain a single one of them
in his kingdom, because God could not but at once pity and succour them in their acknowledged and
crying wretchedness, seeing he is so highly extolled throughout Scripture as being near to the contrite in
heart [Ps. 34:18], as Christ too declares himself according to Isaiah 61, to have been sent to preach the
gospel to the poor and to bind up the brokenhearted [Luke 4:18+. Accordingly, it is Satan’s work to
prevent men from recognizing their plight and to keep them presuming that they can do everything they
are told. But the work of Moses or a lawgiver is the opposite of this, namely, to make man’s plight plain
to him by means of the law and thus to break and confound him by self-knowledge, so as to prepare him
for grace and send him to Christ that he may be saved. They are therefore not absurd but emphatically
serious and necessary things that are done by the law.
Those who now understand these things have no difficulty in understanding at the same time that
Diatribe achieves absolutely nothing by her whole series of arguments, seeing she does nothing but
collect imperative verbs out of the Scriptures, without any understanding of what they mean or why
they are said. Then by adding her own inferences and human analogies41 she mixes such a potent brew42
that she asserts and proves more than she had intended, and actually argues against herself. There
should therefore be no need to run through the details any further, for they are all dealt with when one
is dealt with, since they all depend on the same argument. Nevertheless, in order that she may be
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overwhelmed with the profusion with which she wanted to overwhelm me, I will proceed to review a
few more.
Isaiah 1*:19f.+ reads: “If you are willing and obedient, you shall eat the good of the land,” where it
would have been more appropriate, in Diatribe’s judgment, to say, “If I am willing,” “if I refuse,” if there
is no freedom of will. The answer is sufficiently evident from what has been said above. Moreover, what
appropriateness would there be here in saying, “If I am willing, you shall eat the good of the land”? Does
Diatribe in her excessive wisdom think that the good of the land can be eaten if God is not willing, or
that it is an extraordinary and novel idea that we receive good things only if God is willing? Similarly,
there is Isaiah 21*:12+: “If you will inquire, inquire; turn and come.” What is the point, asks Diatribe, of
exhorting those who are in no way under their own control, as if one were to say to a person bound in
chains, “Bestir yourself there!”? I ask, on the other hand, what is the point of quoting texts that prove
nothing by themselves, and then adding an inference which is a distortion of their meaning and makes
them attribute everything to free choice, when all that should have been proved was some sort of
endeavor, and that not attributable to free choice?
The same may be said regarding Isaiah 45[:20, 22+: “Assemble yourselves and come.… Turn to me
and be saved,” and Isaiah 52*:1 ff.+: “Awake, awake, shake yourself from the dust; loose the bonds from
your neck.” Then there is Jeremiah 15*:19+: “If you return, I will restore you, and if you will separate
what is precious from what is worthless, you shall be as my mouth.” Still more clearly Zechariah shows
the endeavor of free choice and the grace that is ready to respond to the endeavor, when he says:
“Return to me, says the Lord of Hosts, and I will return to you, says the Lord.”43
[Erasmus’ Failure to Distinguish Between Law and Gospel]44
In these passages our Diatribe makes no distinction whatever between expressions of the law and of the
gospel; for she is so blind and ignorant that she does not know what law and gospel are. For out of the
whole of Isaiah, apart from that one verse, “If you are willing,” she quotes not a single word of the law,
all the rest being Gospel passages, in which the brokenhearted and afflicted are called to take comfort
from a word of proffered grace. But Diatribe turns them into words of law. Now, I ask you, what good
will anyone do in a matter of theology or Holy Writ,45 who has not yet got as far as knowing what the
law and what the gospel is, or if he knows, disdains to observe the distinction between them? Such a
person is bound to confound everything—heaven and hell, life and death—and he will take no pains to
know anything at all about Christ. On this subject I will admonish dear Diatribe more fully below.
Look at those words from Jeremiah and Zechariah: “If you return, I will restore you” and “Return to
me, and I will return to you.”46 Does it follow from “Return” that you are therefore able to return? Does
it follow from “Love the Lord your God with all your heart” that you will therefore be able to love him
with all your heart? What, then, do arguments of this kind prove, unless that free choice does not need
the grace of God but can do everything in its own strength? How much more correctly, therefore, are
the words taken as they stand? “If you shall return, I also will restore you,” that is, if you leave off
sinning, I also will leave off punishing you, and if after returning you live a good life, I also will do good to
you by turning away your captivity and all your ills. But it does not follow from this that man returns by
his own power, nor do the words themselves say so, but they say simply: “If you return,” by which man
is told what he ought to do; and once he knew this and saw that he could not do it, he would seek the
means to enable him to do it, if Diatribe’s leviathan (that is, her added comment and inference) did not
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intervene to say: “But it would be meaningless to say, ‘Return,’ if a man could not return by his own
power.” What sort of notion that is, and what it implies, has already been sufficiently stated.
Only a man in a stupor or a daze of some sort could suppose that the power of free choice is
established by words such as “Return” and “If you return” without noticing that on the same principle it
would also be established by the saying, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart,” since the
meaning of the one who commands and demands is the same in both cases. The love of God is certainly
no less required than our conversion and the keeping of all the commandments, since the love of God is
our true conversion. Yet no one tries to prove free choice from the commandment of love, though
everyone argues for it from sayings such as “If thou art willing”; “If thou wilt hear”; “Return!” If, then, it
does not follow from that saying (“Love the Lord thy God with all thy heart”) that free choice is anything
or can do anything, it certainly does not follow from sayings such as “If thou art willing”; “If thou art
obedient”; “Return!” which either demand less or demand it less imperiously than: “Love God!”; “Love
the Lord!”
Whatever, therefore, can be said against the use of the expression “Love God!” as an argument for
free choice, the same can be said against the use of all other verbs of command or demand as
arguments for free choice. And what can be said is that by the command to love we are shown the
essential meaning of the law and what we ought to do, but not the power of the will or what we are
able to do, but rather what we are not able to do; and the same is shown by all other expressions of
demand. For it is well known that even the Schoolmen, with the exception of the Scotists47 and the
Moderns,48 affirm that man cannot love God with all his heart; and in that case, neither can he fulfill any
of the other commandments, since all of them depend on this one, as Christ testifies [Matt. 22:40]. So
the fact remains, even on the testimony of the Scholastic doctors, that the words of the law are no
evidence for the power of free choice, but show what we ought to do and cannot do.
But our Diatribe, still more ineptly, not only infers the indicative from Zechariah’s imperative
“Return to me,” but even claims to prove the endeavor of free choice and a grace prepared to respond
to it. Here at long last she remembers her “endeavor,” and by a new kind of grammar “to return”
signifies the same for her as “to endeavor,” so that the meaning is “Return to me, i.e., endeavor to
return, and I will return to you, i.e., I will endeavor to return to you.” She thus ends by attributing
endeavor even to God—perhaps intending to prepare grace for him, too, as an endeavor. For if “to
return” signifies “to endeavor” in one place, why not in all? Again, she says, that Jeremiah 15*:19+: “If
you separate what is precious from what is worthless,” proves not simply endeavor but freedom to
choose, though she had previously taught us that this was lost and had turned into a necessity of serving
sin. You see, then, that Diatribe truly possesses a free choice in her handling of the Scriptures, so that
words of one and the same type are for her obliged to prove endeavor in one place and freedom in
another, exactly as she pleases.
But to put vanities aside, the word “return” has two uses in the Scriptures, one legal, the other
evangelical. In its legal use it is an expression of exacting and imperious command, which requires not
merely an endeavor but a change of the whole life. Jeremiah frequently makes this use of it, as when he
says: “Return every one of you from his evil way” *Jer. 18:11; 25:5; 35:15+ and “Return to the Lord” *Jer.
4:1]; for there it quite plainly involves obedience to the demands of all the precepts. In its evangelical
use it is an expression of divine comfort and promise, by which nothing is demanded from us, but the
grace of God is offered to us, as, for instance, in Psalm 15*14:7+: “When the Lord turns the captivity of
Zion,” and Psalm 22: “Return, O my soul, to your rest.”49 Zechariah, therefore, has given us the briefest
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possible epitome of both kinds of preaching, both of law and of grace; for it is nothing but law, law at its
peak, when he says, “Return to me,” and it is grace when he says, “I will return to you.” So to the extent
that free choice is proved by the expression “Love the Lord!” or by any other particular expression of the
law, to that extent it is proved by this summary expression of the law, “Return!” It is therefore the mark
of a discerning reader of Scripture to notice what are words of law and what of grace, so as not to have
them all jumbled up as the filthy Sophists and this yawning Diatribe do.
See now how the Diatribe treats that famous verse of Ezekiel 18: “As I live, says the Lord, I desire not
the death of a sinner, but rather that he should turn and live.”50 First, Diatribe says: “In every case the
words ‘turns away … has done … has performed …’ are repeated again and again, in the matter of doing
good or evil, and where axe those who deny that man can do anything?”51 Notice, please, the
remarkable consequence. She was going to prove endeavor and desire on the part of free choice, and
she proves a complete act, everything fully carried out by free choice. Where now, I ask you,52 are those
who insist on grace and the Holy Spirit? For this is the subtle kind of way she argues: “Ezekiel says, ‘If a
wicked man turns away from all his sins and does what is lawful and right, he shall live’ *Ezek. 18:21+;
therefore, the wicked man forthwith does so and is able to do so.” Ezekiel intimates what ought to be
done, and Diatribe takes it that this is being and has been done, again trying to teach us by a new sort of
grammar that to owe is the same as to have, to be required as to be provided, to demand as to pay.
Then she takes that word of sweetest gospel, “I desire not the death of a sinner,” etc., and gives this
twist to it: “Does the good Lord deplore the death of his people which he himself works in them? If he
does not will our death and if we nonetheless perish, it is to be imputed to our own will. But what can
you impute to a man who can do nothing either good or ill?” This is just the song Pelagius sang, when he
attributed not merely desire or endeavor, but the complete power of fulfilling and doing everything, to
free choice. For it is this power that these inferences prove if they prove anything, as we have said, so
that they conflict just as violently and even more so with Diatribe herself, who denies that free choice
has this power, and claims for it only an endeavor, as they conflict with us who deny free choice
altogether. But not to dwell on her ignorance; we will confine ourselves to the point at issue.
It is an evangelical word and the sweetest comfort in every way for miserable sinners, where Ezekiel
*Ezek. 18:23, 32+ says: “I desire not the death of a sinner, but rather that he may turn and live,” like
Psalm 28*30:5+: “For his anger is but for a moment, and his favor is for a lifetime.”53 Then there is Psalm
68*109:21+: “How sweet is thy mercy, O Lord”54 and “For I am merciful” *Jer. 3:12+, and also Christ’s
saying in Matthew 11*:28+: “Come unto me, all you who labor, and I will give you rest,” and that in
Exodus 20*:6+: “I show mercy to many thousands, to those who love me.” What, indeed, does almost
more than half of Holy Scripture contain but sheer promises of grace, in which mercy, life, peace, and
salvation are offered by God to men? And what else do words of promise have to say but this: “I desire
not the death of a sinner”? Is it not the same thing to say, “I am merciful,” as to say, “I am not angry, I
do not want to punish, I do not want you to die, I want to pardon, I want to spare”? And if these divine
promises were not there to raise up consciences afflicted with the sense of sin and terrified with the
fear of death and judgment, what place would there be for pardon or hope? What sinner would not
despair? But just as free choice is not proved by other words of mercy or promise or comfort, so neither
is it proved by this one: “I desire not the death of a sinner,” etc.
But our Diatribe, again making no distinction between words of law and of promise, takes this verse
of Ezekiel as an expression of the law, and expounds it thus: “I desire not the death of a sinner,” that is,
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“I do not want him to sin mortally or become a sinner liable to death, but rather that he may turn from
his sin, if he has committed any, and so may live.”55 For if she did not expound it so, it would not serve
her purpose at all. But this means completely throwing overboard the loveliest thing in Ezekiel, “I desire
not death.” If that is how in our blindness we wish to read and understand the Scriptures, what wonder
is it if they are obscure and ambiguous? For he does not say, “I desire not the sin of a man,” but, “I
desire not the death of a sinner,” plainly showing that he is speaking of the penalty of sin, which the
sinner experiences for his sin, namely, the fear of death. And he lifts up and comforts the sinner from his
affliction and despair, so as not to quench the smoking flax and break the bruised reed [Isa. 42:3], but to
give hope of pardon and salvation, so that he may rather be converted (by turning to salvation from the
penalty of death) and live, that is, be at peace and happy with an untroubled conscience.
For this also must be observed, that just as the voice of the law is not raised except over those who
do not feel or acknowledge their sin, as Paul says in Romans 3*:20+: “Through the law comes knowledge
of sin,” so the word of grace does not come except to those who feel their sin and are troubled and
tempted to despair. Thus in all expressions of the law you see that sin is revealed, inasmuch as we are
shown what we ought to do, just as you see in all the words of promise, on the other hand, that the evil
is indicated under which sinners, or those who are to be lifted up, are laboring. Here, for instance, “I
desire not the death of a sinner” explicitly names death and the sinner, that is, the evil that is felt as well
as the person who feels it. But in the words “Love God with all your heart,” we are shown the good we
ought to do, not the evil we feel, in order that we may recognize how unable we are to do that good.
Hence nothing could have been more inappropriately quoted in support of free choice than this
passage of Ezekiel, which actually stands in the strongest opposition to free choice. For here we are
shown what free choice is like, and what it can do about sin when sin is recognized, or about its own
conversion to God; that is to say, nothing but fall into a worse state and add despair and impenitence to
its sins, if God did not quickly come to its aid and call it back and raise it up by a word of promise. For
God’s solicitude in promising grace to recall and restore the sinner is a sufficiently strong and reliable
argument that free choice by itself cannot but go from bad to worse and (as Scripture says) fall down
into hell, unless you credit God with such levity as to pour out words of promise in profusion for the
mere pleasure of talking, and not because they are in any way necessary for our salvation. So you can
see that not only all the words of the law stand against free choice, but also all the words of promise
utterly refute it; which means that Scripture in its entirety stands opposed to it.
[God Preached, God Hidden; God’s Will Revealed, God’s Will Secret]56
This word, therefore, “I desire not the death of a sinner,” has as you see no other object than the
preaching and offering of divine mercy throughout the world, a mercy that only the afflicted and those
tormented by the fear of death receive with joy and gratitude, because in them the law has already
fulfilled its office and brought the knowledge of sin. Those, however, who have not yet experienced the
office of the law, and neither recognize sin nor feel death, have no use for the mercy promised by that
word. But why some are touched by the law and others are not, so that the former accept and the latter
despise the offered grace, is another question and one not dealt with by Ezekiel in this passage. For he is
here speaking of the preached and offered mercy of God, not of that hidden and awful will of God
whereby he ordains by his own counsel which and what sort of persons he wills to be recipients and
partakers of his preached and offered mercy. This will is not to be inquired into, but reverently adored,
as by far the most awe-inspiring secret of the Divine Majesty, reserved for himself alone and forbidden
to us much more religiously than any number of Corycian caverns.57
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When now Diatribe pertly asks,58 “Does the good Lord deplore the death of his people, which he
himself works in them?”—for this really does seem absurd—we reply, as we have already said, that we
have to argue in one way about God or the will of God as preached, revealed, offered, and worshiped,
and in another way about God as he is not preached, not revealed, not offered, not worshiped. To the
extent, therefore, that God hides himself and wills to be unknown to us, it is no business of ours. For
here the saying truly applies, “Things above us are no business of ours.” And lest anyone should think
this is a distinction of my own, I am following Paul, who writes to the Thessalonians concerning
Antichrist that he will exalt himself above every God that is preached and worshiped [II Thess. 2:4]. This
plainly shows that someone can be exalted above God as he is preached and worshiped, that is, above
the word and rite through which God is known to us and has dealings with us; but above God as he is
not worshiped and not preached, but as he is in his own nature and majesty, nothing can be exalted, but
all things are under his mighty hand.
God must therefore be left to himself in his own majesty, for in this regard we have nothing to do
with him, nor has he willed that we should have anything to do with him. But we have something to do
with him insofar as he is clothed and set forth in his Word, through which he offers himself to us and
which is the beauty and glory with which the psalmist celebrates him as being clothed.59 In this regard
we say, the good God does not deplore the death of his people which he works in them, but he deplores
the death which he finds in his people and desires to remove from them. For it is this that God as he is
preached is concerned with, namely, that sin and death should be taken away and we should be saved.
For “he sent his word and healed them” *Ps. 107:20+. But God hidden in his majesty neither deplores nor
takes away death, but works life, death, and all in all. For there he has not bound himself by his word,
but has kept himself free over all things.
Diatribe, however, deceives herself in her ignorance by not making any distinction between God
preached and God hidden, that is, between the Word of God and God himself. God does many things
that he does not disclose to us in his word; he also wills many things which he does not disclose himself
as willing in his word. Thus he does not will the death of a sinner, according to his word; but he wills it
according to that inscrutable will of his. It is our business, however, to pay attention to the word and
leave that inscrutable will alone, for we must be guided by the word and not by that inscrutable will.
After all, who can direct himself by a will completely inscrutable and unknowable? It is enough to know
simply that there is a certain inscrutable will in God, and as to what, why, and how far it wills, that is
something we have no right whatever to inquire into, hanker after, care about, or meddle with, but only
to fear and adore.
It is therefore right to say, “If God does not desire our death, the fact that we perish must be
imputed to our own will.” It is right, I mean, if you speak of God as preached; for he wills all men to be
saved [I Tim. 2:4], seeing he comes with the word of salvation to all, and the fault is in the will that does
not admit him, as he says in Matthew 23*:37+: “How often would I have gathered your children, and you
would not!” But why that majesty of his does not remove or change this defect of our will in all men,
since it is not in man’s power to do so, or why he imputes this defect to man, when man cannot help
having it, we have no right to inquire; and though you may do a lot of inquiring, you will never find out.
It is as Paul says in Romans 11*9:20+: “Who are you, to answer back to God?” Let these remarks suffice
for that passage of Ezekiel, and let us go on to the rest.
Diatribe next argues that all the exhortations in the Scriptures must be quite pointless, as must also
the promises, threats, expostulations, reproaches, entreaties, blessings and curses, and all the swarms
of precepts, if it is not in anyone’s power to keep what is commanded.60 Diatribe is always forgetting the
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question at issue and doing something other than she set out to do, not realizing how it all militates
more strongly against herself than against us. For on the basis of all these passages, by the force of the
inference that she suggests from the words quoted, she proves a freedom and ability to keep
everything, though what she wanted to prove was such a free choice as can will nothing good without
grace, and a certain endeavor not ascribable to its own powers. I do not find that such an endeavor is
proved by any of the passages quoted, but only that a demand is made regarding what ought to be
done. This had already been said too often, were not such repetition necessary because Diatribe so
often blunders on the same string,61 putting off her readers with a useless flow of words.
Almost the last passage she quotes from the Old Testament is that of Moses in Deuteronomy 30[:11
ff.+: “This commandment which I command you this day is not above you, neither is it far off. It is not in
heaven, that you should say, ‘Who can go up for us to heaven, and bring it to us, that we may hear it and
do it?’ … But the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it.”
Diatribe contends that by this passage it is declared not only that what is commanded is implanted in us,
but also that it is like going downhill, i.e., is easy or at least not difficult. We are grateful for such
erudition! If, then, Moses so distinctly announces that there is in us not only a faculty, but also a facility
for keeping all the commandments, why are we sweating so much? Why did we not promptly produce
this passage and assert free choice on a free field?62 What need is there now of Christ or of the Spirit?
We have found a passage that shuts everyone’s mouth, and not only distinctly asserts freedom of
choice, but also distinctly teaches that the keeping of the commandments is easy. How foolish it was of
Christ to purchase for us at the price of his shed blood the Spirit we did not need, in order that we might
be given a facility in keeping the commandments, when we already have one by nature!
Nay, even Diatribe herself must recant her own words, in which she said that free choice could do
nothing good without grace. Let her now say instead that free choice possesses such virtue that it not
only wills good, but also finds it an easy task to keep the greatest and indeed all the commandments.
Look, if you please, at what comes of having a mind out of sympathy with the subject, how it cannot
help betraying itself! Is there still any need to confute Diatribe? Who could confute her more thoroughly
than she confutes herself? She must be that beast they talk of which eats itself!63 How true it is that a
liar ought to have a good memory!64
We have spoken of this passage in our commentary on Deuteronomy,65 so here we shall be brief;
and we shall discuss it without reference to Paul, who has a powerful treatment of it in Romans 10[:6
ff.]. You can see that nothing whatever is stated or even suggested by any syllable here about the ease
or difficulty, power or impotence, of free choice or of man in the matter of keeping or not keeping the
commandments, except insofar as those who entangle the Scriptures in the net of their own inferences
and fancies make them obscure and ambiguous for themselves so as to be able to make of them what
they please. If you cannot use your eyes, at least use your ears or feel your way with your hands! Moses
says it is “not above you, neither is it far off. It is not in heaven … Neither is it beyond the sea.” What is
“above you”? What is “far off”? What is “in heaven”? What is “beyond the sea”? Will they make even
grammar and the commonest words obscure for us, till we are able to say nothing certain, just to gain
their point that the Scriptures are obscure?
According to my grammar, it is not the quality or quantity of human powers but the distance of
places that is signified by these terms. What is meant by “above you” is not a certain strength of will, but
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a place that is above us. Similarly, “far off,” “beyond the sea,” and “in heaven” say nothing about any
power in man, but denote a place at a distance from us, upward, on the right, on the left, backward, or
forward. I may be laughed at for making such an obvious point and treating such great men to an
elementary explanation, as if they were little boys learning their alphabet and I were teaching them to
put syllables together. But what am I to do when in so bright a light I see them looking for darkness and
earnestly wishing to be blind as they reckon up for us such a succession of centuries, so many geniuses,
so many saints, so many martyrs, so many doctors, and with such great authority produce and flaunt
this passage of Moses, without ever condescending to examine the syllables of which it consists or to
control their own flights of fancy so far as to give a moment’s consideration to the passage they are
shouting about? Let Diatribe now go on and tell us how it is possible for a single private individual to see
what so many public figures, the leading lights of so many centuries, have not seen! For certainly this
passage, as even a child could judge, proves them to have been not seldom blind.
What, then, does Moses mean by these very plain and open words, except that he himself has
fulfilled his office as a faithful lawgiver excellently? For he has removed every obstacle to their knowing
and keeping clearly before them all the commandments, and left them no room for the excuse that they
were unaware of or did not possess the commandments, or had to seek them from elsewhere. Hence if
they do not keep them, the fault will lie neither with the law nor with the lawgiver, but with themselves;
for since the law is there, and the lawgiver has taught it, there remains no excuse on the grounds of
ignorance, but only a charge of negligence and disobedience. It is not necessary, he says, to fetch laws
from heaven or from places overseas or a long way off, nor can you pretend that you have not heard of
them or do not possess them, for you have them close at hand. You have heard them by God’s
command through my lips,66 you have understood them in your heart and have received them as a
subject of constant reading and oral exposition by the Levites in your midst, as this very word and book
of mine bear witness. All that remains is for you to do them. I ask you, what is here attributed to free
choice, beyond the fact that it is required to observe the laws given to it, and that any excuse of
ignorance or absence of laws is taken away.
These are just about all the texts which Diatribe quotes from the Old Testament in support of free
choice, and when these are dismissed nothing remains that is not equally dismissed, whether she quotes
any more or intends to quote more. For she can quote nothing but imperative or subjunctive or optative
expressions, which signify, not what we do or can do (as we have so often told Diatribe in answer to her
repeated assertions), but what we ought to do and what is demanded of us, in order that we may be
made aware of our impotence and brought to the knowledge of sin. Otherwise, if by the addition of
inferences and similes invented by human reason these texts prove anything, they prove this, that free
choice consists not simply of some little bit of endeavor or desire, but of a full and free ability and power
to do everything without the grace of God, without the Holy Spirit. Hence nothing is farther from being
proved by all that long, repetitive, and emphatic disputation than what had to be proved, namely, that
“probable opinion” whereby free choice is defined as being so impotent that it can will nothing good
without grace, but is forced to serve sin, though it possesses an endeavor that must not be ascribed to
its own powers—a queer creature, indeed, that can do nothing by its own powers, yet has an endeavor
among its powers, and consists in a quite obvious contradiction.
[New Testament Passages: Matthew 23:37—Man Must Not Pry into the Secret Will of God]67
We come now to the New Testament, where again a host of imperative verbs is mustered in support of
that miserable bondage of free choice, and the aid of carnal Reason with her inferences and similes is
called in, just as in a picture or a dream you might see the king of the flies with his lances of straw and
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shields of hay arrayed against a real and regular army of seasoned human troops. That is how the
human dreams of Diatribe go to war with the battalions of divine words.
First, there steps forward as a sort of Achilles68 of the flies that saying from Matthew 23*:37+: “O
Jerusalem, Jerusalem, how often would I have gathered your children together, and you would not!” If
all is determined by necessity, she says, could not Jerusalem rightly reply to the Lord: “Why do you
torment yourself with vain tears? If you did not wish us to listen to the prophets, why did you send
them? Why impute to us what has been done by your will and our necessity?” That is what Diatribe
says. And here is our reply. Let us grant for the moment that this inference and proof of hers is right and
good; what in fact is proved by it? The probable opinion which says that free choice cannot will the
good? It instead proves that the will is free, sound, and capable of doing everything the prophets have
said. But that is not what Diatribe set out to prove.
Indeed, let Diatribe herself reply to the following questions. If free choice cannot will good, why is it
blamed for not having given heed to the prophets, to whom as teachers of good things it could not give
heed by its own powers? Why does Christ weep vain tears, as if they could have willed what he certainly
knows they cannot will? Let Diatribe, I say, acquit Christ of insanity in order to maintain that probable
opinion of hers, and our opinion will soon be quit of that Achilles of the flies. This passage from
Matthew, therefore, either proves total free choice or it militates just as strongly against Diatribe herself
and strikes her down with her own weapon.
We say, as we have said before, that the secret will of the Divine Majesty is not a matter for debate,
and the human temerity which with continual perversity is always neglecting necessary things in its
eagerness to probe this one, must be called off and restrained from busying itself with the investigation
of these secrets of God’s majesty, which it is impossible to penetrate because he dwells in light
inaccessible, as Paul testifies [I Tim. 6:16]. Let it occupy itself instead with God incarnate, or as Paul puts
it, with Jesus crucified, in whom are all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge, though in a hidden
manner [Col. 2:3]; for through him it is furnished abundantly with what it ought to know and ought not
to know. It is God incarnate, moreover, who is speaking here: “I would … you would not”—God
incarnate, I say, who has been sent into the world for the very purpose of willing, speaking, doing,
suffering, and offering to all men everything necessary for salvation. Yet he offends very many, who
being either abandoned or hardened by that secret will of the Divine Majesty do not receive him as he
wills, speaks, does, suffers, and offers, as John says: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness
does not comprehend it” *John 1:5+; and again: “He came to his own home, and his own people received
him not” *John 1:11+. It is likewise the part of this incarnate God to weep, wail, and groan over the
perdition of the ungodly, when the will of the Divine Majesty purposely abandons and reprobates some
to perish. And it is not for us to ask why he does so, but to stand in awe of God who both can do and
wills to do such things.
No one, I think, will wish to deny that this will concerning which it is said: “How often would I …”
was disclosed to the Jews before God became incarnate, inasmuch as they are accused of having killed
the prophets before Christ, and so of having resisted his will. For it is well known among Christians that
everything done by the prophets was done in the name of the Christ who was to come, concerning
whom it had been promised that he should be God incarnate. Hence whatever has been offered to men
from the beginning of the world through the ministers of the word is rightly called the will of Christ.
Here, however, Reason in her saucy, sarcastic way will say: This is a splendidly devised way out, if
every time we are hard pressed by the arguments, we have recourse to that awful will of the Divine
Majesty, and can reduce our opponent to silence whenever he becomes troublesome; it is just the same
as when the astrologers with their epicycles dodge all questions about the motion of the heavens as a
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whole.69 Our answer is that this is not our invention, but a principle firmly based on the Divine
Scriptures. Thus Paul says in Romans 11*9:19 ff.+: “Why, then, does God find fault? Who can resist his
will? O man, who are you to contend with God? Has the potter no right …?” and the rest; and before
him, Isaiah 58*:2+: “Yet they seek me daily, and desire to know my ways, as if they were a nation that did
righteousness …; they ask of me righteous judgments, they desire to draw near to God.” I think it is
sufficiently shown by these words that it is not permissible for men to pry into the will of the Divine
Majesty.
Our present subject, however, is of a kind which most of all tempts perverse human beings to pry
into that awful will, so that it is most of all in place here to exhort them to silence and reverence. In
other cases we do not do this, where matters are under discussion for which a reason can be given, and
for which we have been commanded to give a reason. But if anyone persists in investigating the reason
for that will, refusing to pay heed to our warning, we let him go on and fight with God like the Giants,70
while we wait to see what triumphs he will bring back, certain that he will do no harm to our cause and
no good to his own. For the fact will remain unchanged, that either he will prove free choice capable of
doing everything or the Scriptures he cites will militate against himself. In either case he lies prostrate
and vanquished while we stand up as victors.
[Precepts and Rewards in the New Testament: The Question of Merit]71
The second text is from Matthew 19*:17+: “If you would enter into life, keep the commandments.” With
what effrontery would it be said, “If you will …” to one whose will is not free? So asks Diatribe.72 To
which we reply: So the will is free, is it, according to this word of Christ? But you were wanting to prove
that free choice cannot will anything good, but necessarily serves sin, in the absence of grace. With what
face, then, do you now make it wholly free?
The same may be said with regard to the words: “If you would be perfect” *Matt. 19:21+; “If any man
would come after me”; “Whoever would save his life” *Luke 9:23 f.+; “If you love me”; “If you abide”
[John 14:15; 15:7]. In short, let all the conjunctive “ifs” and the imperative verbs be collected up, as I
have said, so that we may assist Diatribe at least by the quantity of words at her disposal. “All these
precepts,” she says, “are pointless if nothing is attributed to the human will … How inapposite the
conjunction ‘if’ when all was necessity!”
We reply: If they are pointless, that is your fault; you make them pointless, and indeed senseless, by
asserting on the one hand that nothing is to be attributed to the human will, since you make free choice
unable to will any good, and then on the other hand making it able to will all good—unless with you the
same words blow hot and cold at the same time, inasmuch as they assert and deny everything at once. I
am astonished that an author should have taken such pleasure in repeating the same things so often,
and continually forgetting his own stated purpose—unless perhaps having no real confidence in his case
he wanted to gain his point by the mere size of his book or to wear out his opponent with the toil and
tedium of reading it. By what sort of logic, I ask you, does it follow that the will and the ability must be
present as soon as it is said, “If you will, if any man will, if you are willing”? Do we not very often use
such expressions to signify instead impotence and impossibility? For instance: “If you wish to equal Virgil
in singing, my dear Maevius, you must sing other songs!”;73 “If you, Scotus,74 want to surpass Cicero, you
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will have to replace your sophistries with consummate eloquence”; “If you wish to be compared with
David, you must write psalms like his.” Here it is obvious that the things mentioned are impossible as far
as our own powers are concerned, though they could all be done by divine power. That is how it is in the
Scriptures too; there also expressions like these are used in order to show what can be done in us by the
power of God, and what we cannot do ourselves.
Of course, if such expressions,were used about things that were absolutely impossible, since not
even God would ever do them, then they would rightly be said to be either pointless or ridiculous, since
they would be used to no purpose. As it is, however, they are used not only in order to show the
impotence of free choice, by means of which none of them is done, but also to intimate that someday all
such things will be done, though by a power not our own but God’s—if we are to admit at all that such
expressions contain some indication of things possible and intended to be done. They might be
interpreted like this: “If someday you have the will to keep the commandments (which you will have,
however, not from yourself, but from God, who will give it to whom he will), then they will preserve
you.” Or to speak more frankly, these expressions, and particularly the subjunctive clauses, seem to be
put as they are because of our ignorance of the predestination of God, which they imply, as if what they
meant to say was this: “If you will; if you are willing,” that is, “If you are such in the sight of God that he
deigns to give you this will to keep the commandments, you will be saved.” By this turn of phrase we are
given to understand both things, namely, that we can do nothing of ourselves, and that whatever we do,
God works it in us.
That is what I should say to those who refused to be satisfied with the statement that only our
impotence is shown by those words, and sought to maintain that some kind of strength and ability to do
the things that are commanded is also proved. It would then be true, both that we can do nothing of the
things commanded, and that at the same time we can do them all; the former being attributable to our
own powers, the latter to the grace of God.
The third consideration that moves Diatribe is this: “Where there is such frequent mention of good
and bad works, where there is mention of reward,” she says, “I do not see how the text can be
interpreted of mere necessity. There is nothing meritorious about nature or necessity.” The only thing
clear to me is this: that whereas the “probable opinion” asserts mere necessity when it says that free
choice can will nothing good, yet here it attributes even merit to it. Free choice has made such progress
during the growth of Diatribe’s book and disputation, that now it not only possesses an endeavor and
desire of its own (though by powers not its own), nay rather, it not only wills and does good, but it even
merits eternal life, because Christ says in Matthew 5*:12+: “Rejoice and he glad, for your reward is great
in heaven.” “Your” means “free choice’s”—that is how Diatribe understands this text, so that Christ and
the Spirit count for nothing. For what need of them will there be if we possess good works and merits by
means of free choice?
I say these things to help us to see that it is not uncommon for men of outstanding intellect to be
habitually blind in a matter which is plain even to a dull and uninstructed mind, and to show how weak
an argument drawn from human authority is in divine affairs, where divine authority alone has weight.
There are two questions to be discussed here, the first regarding the precepts of the New
Testament, the second regarding merit. We will deal with each of them quite briefly, as we have spoken
of them more fully elsewhere.75 The New Testament properly consists of promises and exhortations, just
as the Old Testament properly consists of laws and threats. For in the New Testament the gospel is
preached, which is nothing else but a message in which the Spirit and grace are offered with a view to
the remission of sins, which has been obtained for us by Christ crucified; and all this freely, and by the
sole mercy of God the Father, whereby favor is shown to us, unworthy as we are and deserving of
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damnation rather than anything else. Then follow exhortations, in order to stir up those who are already
justified and have obtained mercy, so that they may be active in the fruits of the freely given
righteousness and of the Spirit, and may exercise love by good works and bravely bear the cross and all
other tribulations of the world. This is the sum of the whole New Testament.
How little Diatribe understands of this matter is very clearly shown by the fact that she has no idea
of making any distinction between the Old and the New Testament, for she sees almost nothing in either
except laws and precepts, by which men are to be trained in good manners. What the new birth is,
however, or renewal, regeneration, and the whole work of the Spirit, of this she sees nothing at all, and I
am amazed and astounded that a man can be so utterly ignorant of Holy Writ who has worked so long
and hard at it.
That saying, then, “Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven” *Matt. 5:12+ squares as
well with free choice as light agrees with darkness. For Christ is there exhorting, not free choice, but the
apostles, who were not only above free choice as being in a state of grace and righteous, but were also
appointed to the ministry of the word, which is the highest point of grace, so that they were bearing the
tribulations of the world. We, however, are discussing free choice precisely as it is without grace, and
arguing that by laws and threatenings, or the Old Testament, it is brought to knowledge of itself, so that
it may run to the promises set forth in the New Testament.
As to merit or the offer of a reward, what else is this but a kind of promise? But it does not prove
that we can do anything, since no more is expressed by it than that if anyone does this or that, he shall
have a reward. Our question, however, is not on what terms the reward is given, or what the reward is
to be, but whether we are able to do the kind of things for which a reward is given. For that was what
was to be proved. Is it not ridiculous to draw the conclusion that because the prize is exhibited to all on
the racecourse, therefore they can all run and obtain it [I Cor. 9:24]? If Caesar conquers the Turks, he
will be master of Syria; ergo Caesar can and does conquer the Turks. If free choice masters sin, it will be
holy to the Lord; ergo free choice is holy to the Lord. But let us have no more of such very crude and
obviously absurd notions—though it is very fitting that free choice should be proved by such delightful
arguments.
Instead, we will discuss the proposition that necessity has neither merit nor reward. This is true if we
are speaking of a necessity of compulsion,76 but if we are speaking of the necessity of immutability, it is
false. For who would give a reward or ascribe merit to an involuntary worker? But for those who
voluntarily do good or evil, even though they cannot alter their will by their own powers, reward or
punishment follows naturally and necessarily, as it is written: “Thou wilt render to every man according
to his works” *Rom. 2:6+. It follows naturally: If you are submerged in water, you will drown; if you swim
out, you will be saved.
To put it briefly, merit or reward is a matter either of worthiness or of consequence. If you consider
worthiness, there is no merit and no reward. For if free choice cannot will good when left to itself, but
wills good through grace alone (for we are discussing free choice apart from grace, and asking about the
power that is proper to each), who does not see that the good will, the merit, and the reward all come
from grace alone? And here again Diatribe disagrees with herself when she tries to base the freedom of
the will on the idea of merit, and she comes under the same condemnation as I whom she is attacking,
for she attacks herself just as much with her insistence on merit and reward and freedom, when she has
already asserted that free choice wills nothing good, and has undertaken to prove as much.
If you consider consequence, there is nothing either good or evil that does not have its reward. Error
arises from the fact that where merits and rewards are concerned, we engage in useless speculations
and questionings about worthiness, which does not exist, when we ought to be arguing about
consequence only. For hell and the judgment of God await the ungodly by a necessary consequence,
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even though they themselves neither desire nor think of such a reward for their sins, but rather detest it
exceedingly and, as Peter says, execrate it.77 Similarly, a kingdom awaits the godly, even though they
themselves neither seek it nor think of it, for it has been prepared for them by the Father, not only
before they themselves existed, but even before the foundation of the world [Matt. 25:34].
What is more, if they did good works for the sake of obtaining the Kingdom, they would never
obtain it, but would rather belong among the ungodly who with an evil and mercenary eye78 “seek their
own” even in God79. But the children of God do good with a will that is disinterested, not seeking any
reward, but only the glory and will of God, and being ready to do good even if—an impossible
supposition—there were neither a kingdom nor a hell. These things are, I think, sufficiently established
by that one saying of Christ’s which I have just quoted from Matthew 25*:34+: “Come, O blessed of my
Father, inherit the Kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.” How can they merit
that which is already theirs and is prepared for them before they are born? We could more truly say that
the Kingdom of God merits us as its possessors rather, and thus place merit where they place reward
and reward where they place merit. For the Kingdom is not being prepared, but has been prepared,
while the sons of the Kingdom are being prepared, not preparing the Kingdom; that is to say, the
Kingdom merits the sons, not the sons the Kingdom. So also hell merits and prepares its children rather
than they it, for Christ says: “Depart, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his
angels” *Matt. 25:41+.
What, then, is the point of the texts that promise the Kingdom and threaten hell? What is the
meaning of the word “reward” which occurs so frequently in the Scriptures? “Your work,” it says, “shall
be rewarded” *II Chron. 15:7+; “I am your exceeding great reward” *Gen. 15:1+; also, “Who renders to
every man according to his works” *Rom. 2:6 f.+; and Paul in Romans 2*:7+ says: “To those who seek it by
patience in good works, *he will give+ eternal life”; and there are many similar passages. The answer is
that by all these passages nothing is proved but a consequence of reward, and by no means a
worthiness of merit. For it is clear that those who do good things do them in no servile and mercenary
spirit for the sake of gaining eternal life, yet they are seeking eternal life in the sense that they are on
the road by which they will arrive at and find eternal life. Hence “to seek” means to strive earnestly and
endeavor with prompt diligence toward that which is the regular result of a good life.
Now, the fact that these things will come about, and will follow on a good or bad life, is declared in
the Scriptures in order that men may be instructed, moved, awakened, terrified. For as “through the law
comes knowledge of sin” *Rom. 3:20+ and a warning of our impotence, and yet from this it cannot be
inferred that we are able of ourselves to do anything, so by means of these promises and threats we are
warned and taught the consequences of sin and our own impotence which the law has revealed, and yet
nothing of worthiness is thereby attributed to our merit. Accordingly, just as the words of the law are for
the purpose of instruction and illumination, to teach us what we ought to do and show us that we
cannot do it, so the words about reward, signifying what is to be, are for the purpose of exhortation and
commination, whereby the godly are awakened, comforted, and raised up to go forward, persevere, and
conquer in doing good and enduring evil, lest they should grow weary or lose heart. It is like Paul
exhorting his Corinthians and saying: “Be courageous, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain
[I Cor. 15:58; 16:13+; and similarly, God upholds Abraham by saying: “I am your exceeding great reward”
[Gen. 15:1]. It is just the same as when you try to cheer someone up by telling him that his works are
undoubtedly pleasing to God, which is a kind of consolation that Scripture quite frequently uses. And it
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is no small comfort to know that one is pleasing to God, even if there were nothing else to follow from
it, though that is impossible.
Everything that is said about hope and expectation has to do with this fact, that the things which we
hope for will certainly take place, although the godly do not hope merely because of these things, or
seek them for their own sake. Similarly, by words of commination and future judgment the ungodly are
terrified and cast down, so that they may cease and abstain from evil and not be puffed up, or grow
complacent and insolent in their sins.
But here Reason may turn up her nose and say: “Why should God will these things to be done by
means of words, when nothing is accomplished by such words, and the will is unable to turn itself in
either direction? Why does he not do what he does without speaking a word, seeing he is able to do
everything without a word, and the will of itself neither gains in strength nor effectiveness from hearing
the word, if the inward movement of the Spirit is lacking, nor would it lose any strength or effectiveness
through not hearing the word if the Spirit were present, since everything depends on the power and
operation of the Holy Spirit?” We shall reply: It has thus pleased God to impart the Spirit, not without
the Word, but through the Word, so as to have us as cooperators with him [I Cor. 3:9] when we sound
forth outwardly what he himself alone breathes inwardly wherever he wills,80 thus doing things that he
could of course do without the Word, though he does not will so to do. And who are we that we should
inquire into the cause of the divine will [cf. Rom. 9:20]? It is enough to know that God so wills, and it is
becoming for us to reverence, love, and adore his will, putting a restraint on the rashness of Reason.
Similarly, he could nourish us without bread, and in fact has provided a means of nourishing us without
bread, as Matthew 4[:4] says: Man is not nourished by bread alone, but by the Word of God, though it
has pleased God by means of bread and together with bread brought to us from without, to nourish us
with the Word inwardly.
It is settled, then, that merit is not proved from reward, at any rate in the Scriptures; and also that
free choice is not proved from merit, particularly the kind of free choice that Diatribe undertook to
prove, which cannot of itself will anything good. For even if you allow that there is such a thing as merit,
and bring in also the wellworn analogies and inferences of Reason, to the effect that the commandment
is given in vain, the reward is promised in vain, the threats are held out in vain, unless the choice is free,
I maintain that if anything is proved by these arguments, it is that free choice can do everything by itself
alone. For if it cannot do everything by itself, then Reason’s inference still holds good, that the
commandment is given in vain, the promise made in vain, the threat held out in vain. In this way
Diatribe keeps on arguing against herself all the time she is arguing against us. In fact it is God alone who
by his Spirit works in us both merit and reward, though he discloses and proclaims them both to the
whole world by his external Word, in order that his power and glory and our impotence and ignominy
may be proclaimed even among the ungodly and unbelieving and ignorant, although only the godly
perceive this in their heart and hold on to it in faith, while the rest despise it.
[Erasmus’ Arguments Undermine His Own Case]81
Now, it would be much too tiresome to repeat every single imperative verb that Diatribe enumerates
from the New Testament, always tacking on her own inferences and speciously arguing that the things
said are ineffectual, pointless, ridiculous, empty nothings if the will is not free. For we have long since
pointed out with quite nauseating frequency how nothing is achieved by such statements, and that if
anything is proved, complete freedom of choice is proved with it; which is a complete subversion of
Diatribe, since she undertook to prove such a free choice as can do nothing good and is in bondage to
sin, yet she in fact proves one that can do everything, constantly ignoring and forgetting herself. It is
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mere caviling, therefore, when she says, for instance: “‘You will know them by their fruits,’ says the Lord
[Matt. 7:16]. What he means by fruits are works, and he calls them ours. But they are not ours if they all
happen by necessity.”82 I ask you, cannot things rightly be said to be ours which we have admittedly not
made ourselves but have received from others? Why, then, should not the works be called ours that
God has given us through the Spirit? Are we not to call Christ ours because we have not made him but
only received him? Again, if we are the makers of things that are called ours, then we must ourselves
have made our eyes, we must have made our hands, we must have made our feet, unless eyes, hands,
and feet are not to be called ours! But what have we that we have not received, as Paul says [I Cor. 4:7]?
Are we to say, therefore, that those things are either not ours or they have been made by us ourselves?
Suppose, then, that they are called our fruits because we have produced them: what place is there for
grace and the Spirit? For he does not say: “By their fruits, which in some small degree are their own, you
shall know them.” On the contrary, all this is ridiculous, superfluous, ineffectual, pointless, indeed stupid
and odious caviling, by which the sacred words of God are polluted and profaned.
So, too, that saying of Christ on the cross is trifled with: “Father, forgive them; for they know not
what they do” *Luke 23:24+. Here, where one might have expected a statement establishing free choice,
she again has recourse to inferences. “How much more justly,” she says, “should he have excused them,
since their will was not free, nor could they do otherwise” even if they wanted to! Yet not even by this
inference is that sort of free choice proved that can will nothing good, which is what we are concerned
with, but the sort that can do everything, which nobody is arguing about and everyone denies except
the Pelagians.
Now, when Christ expressly says that they know not what they do, is he not at the same time
testifying that they cannot will good? For how can you will what you do not know? If you’re not wise to
it, you can’t rise to it,83 surely. What could tell more heavily against free choice than that it is so utterly
worthless that it not only fails to will good, but it is not even aware how much evil it does and what good
is? Is there any obscurity in a single word here: “They know not what they do”? What is there left in the
Scriptures that may not, according to Diatribe, affirm free choice, when for her this entirely clear and
entirely contrary saying of Christ affirms it? Someone may just as easily say that free choice is affirmed
also by the words: “The earth was without form and void” *Gen. 1:2+, or: “God rested on the seventh
day” *Gen. 2:2+, and the like. But to dare to handle the divine words in this way argues a mind signally
contemptuous of both God and man, and deserving of no consideration whatever.
Then there is John 1*:12+: “He gave them power to become children of God,” which she takes like
this: “How can power to become children of God be given if there is no freedom in our will?” This
passage, too, is a cudgel for free choice, as almost the whole of John’s Gospel is, yet it is cited in support
of it. Let us please look at it! John is not speaking of any work of man, either great or small, but of the
very renewal and transformation of the old man, who is a child of the devil, into the new man who is a
child of God. This man is simply passive (as they say) and does nothing, but becomes something, without
qualification. It is “becoming” that John is speaking of: “To become children of God,” he says, by a power
divinely bestowed on us, not by a power of free choice inherent in us. Yet our Diatribe deduces from this
that free choice has such power that it makes us children of God; otherwise she is prepared to aver that
John’s statement is ridiculous and meaningless. But who has ever so far exalted free choice as to
attribute to it the power to make children of God, especially such a free choice as cannot will good,
which is the sort that Diatribe postulated? However, let this pass, together with the rest of the
inferences so frequently repeated, by which, if anything at all is proved, it is just what Diatribe denies,
namely, that free choice can do everything.
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What John means is this. By the coming of Christ into the world through the gospel, whereby grace
is offered and not work demanded, the opportunity is provided for all men, truly a glorious opportunity,
of becoming children of God if they are willing to believe. But this willing, this believing in his name, is
not only something that free choice never knew or thought of before, but still less something it can do
by its own strength. For how could Reason imagine faith in Jesus the Son of God and of Man to be
necessary, when even today she neither comprehends nor is able to believe, even if the whole creation
cried it aloud, that any person exists who is at once God and Man; for she is instead offended by such
talk, as Paul says in I Corinthians 1[:23], so far is she from being either willing or able to believe it.
John, therefore, is preaching the riches of the Kingdom of God which are offered to the world
through the gospel, and not the virtues of free choice; and at the same time he indicates how few there
are who accept them. This is due, of course, to the antipathy of free choice, which has no power while
Satan rules over it but to spurn grace and the Spirit that fulfills the law, so splendidly effective are its
endeavor and desire as regards the fulfilling of the law. We will, however, explain more fully later84 what
a thunderbolt this passage of John is against free choice. Yet I am not a little disturbed that passages so
plainly and strongly opposed to free choice should be cited in support of it by Diatribe, who is so obtuse
that she sees no difference at all between words of promise and words of law. For after basing free
choice most inappropriately on words of law, she proceeds most absurdly of all to buttress it with words
of promise. But this absurdity is easily explained if we consider what an unsympathetic and
contemptuous mind Diatribe brings to the discussion. It does not matter to her whether grace stands or
falls, whether free choice is laid low or enthroned, so long as she with her empty words renders service
to tyrants by bringing our cause into disrepute.
After this we come to Paul, the most stubborn foe of free choice, and even he is made to establish
free choice by what he says in Romans 2*:4+: “Or do you despise the riches of his kindness and
forbearance and patience? Do you not know that his kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?”
“How,” says Diatribe, “can contempt of the commandment be brought against anyone when the will is
not free? Or how does God invite to penitence if he is the author of impenitence? Or how is
condemnation just, when the judge himself enforces wrongdoing?”85 I reply: Let Diatribe attend to these
questions; what have they to do with us? For she herself has given it as her probable opinion that free
choice cannot will good, and that it is necessarily and perforce in bondage to sin. How, then, can
contempt of the commandment be imputed to it if it cannot will good and there is in it no freedom, but
a necessary bondage to sin? How can God invite to repentance when he himself makes repentance
impossible inasmuch as he deserts or does not confer grace upon man, who left to himself cannot will
good? How can the condemnation be just when the Judge by withdrawing his aid compels the ungodly
to remain in evildoing, since by his own power the ungodly can do nothing else? All these questions
recoil on the head of Diatribe, or else, as I have said, if they prove anything they prove that free choice
can do everything, although this is denied by Diatribe herself and by everybody else.
These inferences of reason worry Diatribe all through her quotations of Scripture, because it does
seem ridiculous and pointless to inveigh and demand in such vehement terms when there is no one who
can perform. But the apostle’s aim, of course, is to lead the ungodly and the proud by means of those
threatenings to knowledge of themselves and their own impotence, so as to humble them by the
knowledge of sin and thus prepare them for grace.
But what need is there to recount one by one all the texts that are quoted from Paul, when she does
nothing but collect imperative or subjunctive verbs, or the kind of expressions with which Paul exhorts
Christians to produce the fruits of faith? Diatribe, however, with her appended inferences, conceives the
power of free choice to be of such a quality and quantity that it is able without grace to do all that Paul
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in his exhortations prescribes. Christians, however, are not led by free choice but by the Spirit of God,
according to Romans 8[:14]; and to be led is not to lead, but to be carried along, as a saw or an ax is
wielded by a carpenter. And here, lest anyone should doubt whether Luther ever said anything so
absurd, Diatribe quotes my own words,86 which I frankly acknowledge. For I take the view that Wycliffe’s
article (that “all things happen by necessity”) was wrongly condemned by the Council, or rather the
conspiracy and sedition, of Constance. What is more, Diatribe herself defends the same position along
with me when she asserts that free choice by its own powers can will nothing good but is necessarily in
bondage to sin, although in the process of proving this she establishes the direct opposite.
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[PART IV. DEFENSE OF ARGUMENTS AGAINST FREE CHOICE]
Let the above suffice in answer to the first part of Diatribe, in which she has endeavored to establish
free choice. Let us now look at the later part,1 in which our arguments—i.e., those whereby free choice
is abolished—are confuted. Here you will see what man-made smoke can do against the thunder and
lightnings of God!
First, after having marshaled innumerable passages of Scripture like a very formidable army in
support of free choice (in order to inspire courage in the confessors and martyrs and all the saints of
both sexes on the side of free choice, and fear and trembling in all those who deny and sin against free
choice), she pretends there is only a contemptible little rabble against free choice, and actually allows
only two passages, which are more conspicuous than the rest, to stand on this side, she being intent, of
course, only on slaughtering them, and that without much trouble. One of these is Exodus 9*:12+: “The
Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh,” and the other, Malachi 1*:2f.+: “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”
Paul explains both of them at some length in the epistle to the Romans [9:11–21+, but in Diatribe’s
judgment it is surprising that he should have engaged in such a distasteful and unprofitable discussion.
Indeed, if the Holy Spirit did not know a little about rhetoric, there was a risk of his being shattered by
such an artfully managed show of contempt, so that despairing altogether of the cause he would yield
the palm to free choice before the bugle blew.2 But later on I as a mere reservist3 will with those two
passages let our forces also be seen, although where the fortune of battle is such that one can put ten
thousand to flight there is no need of any forces. For if any one text defeats free choice, its numberless
forces will profit it nothing.
[Erasmus’ Use of Tropes in Interpreting Scripture]4
Here, then, Diatribe has discovered a new method of eluding the plainest texts by choosing to find a
trope5 in the simplest and clearest words. For just as previously, when she was pleading for free choice,
she eluded all the imperative and subjunctive expressions of the law by tacking on inferences and
similes, so now, when she is going to plead against us, she twists all the words of divine promise and
affirmation in any way she pleases, by discovering a trope in them, so that on both hands she may be an
uncatchable Proteus! Indeed, she demands in a very haughty way that this should be allowed her by us,
since we ourselves when we are hard pressed are in the habit of escaping by discovering tropes. For
instance, with regard to the text: “Stretch out your hand to whatever you will” *Ecclus. 15:16+, we say
this means “Grace will stretch out your hand to what it wills”; and with regard to: “Get yourselves a new
heart” *Ezek. 18:31+, we say, “That is, grace will make you a new heart”; and so forth. It seems most
unfair, therefore, if it is permissible for Luther to impose such a forced and twisted interpretation that it
should not be even more permissible to follow the interpretations of the most highly approved doctors.6
You see, therefore, that the controversy here is not about the text itself, nor is it any longer about
inferences and similes, but about tropes and interpretations. When, then, are we ever going to have a
text pure and simple, without tropes and inferences, for free choice and against free choice? Has
Scripture nowhere any such texts? And is the issue of free choice to be forever in doubt, because it is
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not settled by any certain text, but is argued back and forth with inferences and tropes put forward by
men at cross purposes with one another, like a reed shaken by the wind?
Let us rather take the view that neither an inference nor a trope is admissible in any passage of
Scripture, unless it is forced on us by the evident nature of the context and the absurdity of the literal
sense as conflicting with one or another of the articles of faith. Instead, we must everywhere stick to the
simple, pure, and natural sense of the words that accords with the rules of grammar and the normal use
of language as God has created it in man. For if everybody is allowed to discover inferences and tropes
in the Scriptures just as he pleases, what will Scripture as a whole be but a reed shaken by the wind or a
sort of Vertumnus?7 Then indeed there will be nothing certain either asserted or proved in connection
with any article of faith which you will not be able to quibble away with some trope or other. We ought
rather to shun as the deadliest poison every trope that Scripture itself does not force upon us.
Look what happened to that master of tropes, Origen,8 in his exposition of the Scriptures! What
fitting objects of attack he provides for the calumnies of Porphyry,9 so that even Jerome10 thinks that the
defenders of Origen have an impossible task. What happened to the Arians11 in that trope by which they
made Christ into a merely nominal God? What has happened in our own time to these new prophets
regarding the words of Christ, “This is my body,” where one finds a trope in the pronoun “this,” another
in the verb “is,” another in the noun “body”?
What I have observed is this, that all heresies and errors in Connection with the Scriptures have
arisen, not from the simplicity of the words, as is almost universally stated, but from neglect of the
simplicity of the words, and from tropes or inferences hatched out of men’s own heads. For example, I
have never, so far as I recall, put such a forced interpretation on the words “Stretch out your hand to
whatever you will” *Ecclus. 15:16+ as to say, “Grace will stretch out your hand to what it wills”; nor have
I said that “Get yourselves a new heart” *Ezek. 18:31+ means “Grace will make you a new heart,” and so
forth, although Diatribe misrepresents me in this way in a published work, no doubt because she is so
stuffed and fuddled with tropes and inferences that she does not realize what she is saying about
anyone or anything. What I have said is this, that by the words “Stretch out your hand,” etc., when they
are taken simply as they stand, without any tropes and inferences, all that is signified is that a stretching
out of the hand is required of us, and this indicates what we ought to do, in accordance with the nature
of the imperative verb as the grammarians and ordinary speech employ it. But Diatribe, neglecting this
simple use of the verb, and dragging in tropes and inferences, interprets as follows: “Stretch out your
hand,” that is to say, “You can by your own power stretch out your hand”; “Get yourselves a new heart,”
that is, “You can make a new heart”; “Believe in Christ,” that is, “You can believe.” So that for her it is all
the same whether a thing is said imperatively or indicatively; otherwise she is prepared to regard
Scripture as ridiculous and meaningless. And these interpretations, intolerable as they are to any
grammarian, must not be called forced and farfetched when used by theologians, but they are the work
of the most highly approved doctors who have been received for so many centuries!
But it is easy for Diatribe to admit and follow tropes in this passage, since it does not matter to her
whether what is said is certain or uncertain. Indeed, she aims at making everything uncertain, for her
advice is that dogmas concerning free choice should be left alone rather than investigated. It was
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therefore enough for her to get rid in any way she could of sayings by which she feels herself hard
pressed. We, however, for whom a serious issue is at stake, and who are in search of the most certain
truth for the establishing of consciences, must act very differently. For us, I say, it is not enough to say
that there may be a trope here, but the question is whether there ought to be and must be a trope here.
For if you do not show that a trope is of necessity involved, you have accomplished precisely nothing.
[Exodus 4:21—The Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart]12
Here stands the Word of God: “I will harden Pharaoh’s heart” *Exod. 4:21+. If you say this should or can
be taken to mean, “I will permit it to be hardened,” I agree that it can be so taken, and that this trope is
widely used in popular speech, as for instance: “I spoiled you, because I did not immediately correct you
when you did wrong.”13 But this is not the place for that kind of proof. The question is not whether that
trope is in use, nor yet whether it is possible for anyone to make use of it in this passage of Paul,14 but
the question is whether it is safe to use it and certain that it is rightly used in this passage, and whether
Paul intended it to be so used. What is in question is not the use another person, the reader, may make
of it, but the use the writer, Paul himself, makes of it.
What would you do with a conscience that questioned you like this: “Look, the Divine Author says, ‘I
will harden Pharaoh’s heart,’ and the meaning of the verb ‘to harden’ is plain and well known; but a
human reader tells me that ‘to harden’ in this passage means ‘to give an occasion of hardening,’
inasmuch as the sinner is not immediately corrected. By what authority, for what reason, with what
necessity is the natural meaning of the word thus twisted for me? What if the reader and interpreter
should be wrong? What proof is there that this twisting of the word ought to take place in this passage?
It is dangerous, and indeed impious, to twist the word of God without necessity and without authority.”
Will you proceed to help this troubled little soul by saying: “Origen thought so” or “Give up prying into
such things, because they are curious and superfluous”? She will reply: “This warning ought to have
been given to Moses and Paul before they wrote, and for that matter to God himself. What is the point
of their worrying us with curious and superfluous sayings?”
This miserable refuge of tropes is thus of no help to Diatribe. Our Proteus15 must be held fast here
until she makes us quite certain that there is a trope in this passage, either by the clearest Scripture
proofs or by unmistakable miracles. To the fact that she thinks so, even though it is backed by the
toilsome researches of all the centuries, we attach no importance whatever, but continue to insist that
there can be no trope here, and that what God says must be taken quite simply at its face value. For it is
not for us to decide to make and remake the words of God just as we please; otherwise, what remains in
the entire Scripture that would not fit in with Anaxagoras’ philosophy,16 so that anything might be made
of anything? I might say, for instance, “God created heaven and earth, i.e., he set them in order, but did
not make them out of nothing” or “He created heaven and earth, i.e., angels and demons, or the
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righteous and the ungodly.” Who, I ask you, will not in that case become a theologian the moment the
book is opened?
Let it be fixed and settled, then, that since Diatribe cannot prove that there is a trope inherent in
these texts of ours, which she is trying to water down, she is bound to concede to us that the words
must be taken as they stand, even though she might prove that the same trope is extremely common
elsewhere, both in all parts of Scripture and in everyone’s ordinary speech. On this principle, all the
arguments of ours which Diatribe has sought to confute are defended at once, and her confutation is
discovered to have absolutely no effect, no power, no reality.
When, therefore, she interprets that saying of Moses, “I will harden Pharaoh’s heart,” as meaning,
“My forbearance in tolerating a sinner brings some, it is true, to repentance,17 but it will make Pharaoh
more obstinate in wrongdoing,” this is prettily said, but there is no proof that it ought to be said; and we
are not content with mere statement, but want proof. Similarly, Paul’s saying, “He has mercy on whom
he wills, and he hardens whom he wills,” *Rom. 9:18+, she plausibly interprets as “God hardens when he
does not at once punish the sinner, and has mercy as soon as he invites repentance by means of
afflictions.” But what proof is there of this interpretation? Then there is Isaiah’s saying: “Thou hast made
us err from thy ways, thou hast hardened our heart, so that we fear thee not” *Isa. 63:17+. Granted that
Jerome, following Origen, interprets it thus: “He is said to lead astray when he does not at once recall
from error,”18 but who can assure us that Jerome and Origen interpret it correctly? In any case, we have
an agreement that we are willing to fight each other, not by appealing to the authority of any doctor,
but by that of Scripture alone.
Who are these Origens and Jeromes, then, that Diatribe, forgetting our compact, throws at us? For
hardly any of the ecclesiastic writers have handled the Divine Scriptures more ineptly and absurdly than
Origen and Jerome. To put it in a word, this license of interpretation comes to this, that by a new and
unprecedented use of grammar everything is jumbled up, so that when God says “I will harden
Pharaoh’s heart,” you change the person and take it to mean “Pharaoh hardens himself through my
forbearance.” “God hardens our hearts” means that we harden ourselves when God delays our
punishment. “Thou, Lord, hast made us err” means “We have made ourselves err because thou hast not
punished us.” So God’s being merciful no longer means that he gives grace or shows compassion, remits
sin, justifies, or delivers from evil, but on the contrary, it means that he inflicts evil and punishes!
With these tropes you will end up by saying that God had mercy on the children of Israel when he
deported them to Assyria and Babylon, for there he punished sinners, there he invited repentance
through afflictions. On the other hand, when he brought them back and liberated them, he did not have
mercy on them but hardened them; that is, by his forbearance and compassion he gave occasion for
them to be hardened. In this way, his sending of Christ as Savior into the world will not be said to be an
act of mercy on God’s part, but an act of hardening, because by this mercy he has given men occasion to
harden themselves. On the other hand, by destroying Jerusalem and dispersing the Jews even down to
the present day, he is having mercy on them, because he is punishing them for their sins and inviting
them to repent. When he takes the saints up to heaven on the Day of Judgment, this will not be an act
of mercy, but of hardening, inasmuch as it will provide an opportunity for them to abuse his goodness.
But when he thrusts the ungodly down into hell, he will be having mercy on them, because he is
punishing sinners. I ask you, who ever heard of such acts of divine mercy and wrath as these?
It is, of course, true that good men are made better both by the forbearance and the severity of
God; yet when we speak of good and bad men together, these tropes will turn the mercy of God into
wrath and his wrath into mercy by a thoroughly perverse use of language, calling it wrath when God
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confers benefits, and mercy when he imposes afflictions. But if God is to be said to harden when he
confers benefits and exercises tolerance, and to have mercy when he afflicts and punishes, how can he
be said to have hardened Pharaoh any more than the Children of Israel or even the whole world? Does
he not tolerate the wicked? Does he not send rain on the good and the evil [Matt. 5:45]? Why is he said
to have had mercy on the Children of Israel rather than on Pharaoh? Did he not afflict the Children of
Israel in Egypt and the wilderness? Granted that some abuse while others rightly use the goodness and
the wrath of God; your definition nevertheless equates hardening with showing indulgence to the
wicked through forbearance and kindness, whereas showing mercy is the same as not indulging but
visiting and punishing. As far as God is concerned, therefore, he does nothing but harden by continual
goodness and nothing but show mercy by continual punishment.
Truly this is by far your best effort: God is said to harden when he indulges sinners with his
forbearance, but to have mercy when he visits and afflicts them, inviting them to repentance by
severity. What, I ask you, did God leave undone in the way of afflicting and punishing Pharaoh and
calling him to repentance? Are there not ten plagues recorded? If your definition holds good, that
having mercy means punishing and calling the sinner without delay, God certainly had mercy on
Pharaoh. Why, then, does God not say, “I will have mercy on Pharaoh” instead of “I will harden
Pharaoh’s heart”? For in the very act of showing mercy to him, which as you put it means afflicting and
punishing him, he says, “I will harden him,” which as you put it means, “I will do good to him and bear
with him.” What more monstrous could be heard? What has now become of your tropes, your Origen,
your Jerome? What of your most highly approved doctors whom a solitary individual like Luther is rash
enough to contradict? But it is the foolishness of the flesh that compels you to speak like this, for it
treats the words of God as a game, not believing them to be meant seriously.
The actual text of Moses, therefore, proves unquestionably that those tropes are worthless fictions
in this passage, and that something far other and greater, above and beyond beneficence or affliction
and punishment, is signified by the words “I will harden Pharaoh’s heart,” for we cannot deny that both
of those methods were tried in Pharaoh’s case with the utmost care and concern. For what wrath and
chastisement could have been more prompt than when he was smitten with so many signs and plagues
that even Moses himself testifies that there never were any to equal them?19 Why, Pharaoh himself is
moved by them more than once, and seems to be coming to his senses, though he is not moved deeply
or with abiding results. What forebearance and beneficence, furthermore, could be more generous than
when God so readily takes away the plagues and so often remits his sin, so often restores blessings and
so often removes calamities? Yet neither is of any avail, and he still says, “I will harden Pharaoh’s heart.”
You see, therefore, even if your ideas of hardening and mercy (that is, your glosses and tropes) are
admitted to the fullest extent, as supported by custom and precedent, and such as one can see in the
case of Pharaoh, there is still a hardening, and the hardening of which Moses speaks must be of a
different sort from that of which you dream.
But since we are fighting with storytellers and bogeymen, let us raise a bogey ourselves and imagine
(what is quite impossible) that the trope of which Diatribe dreams is really valid in this place, so that we
may see how she avoids being compelled to affirm that everything happens by the will of God alone and
as far as we are concerned by necessity, and how she acquits God of being himself the author and
culpable cause of our hardening. If it is true that God can be said to harden us when he bears with us in
his long-suffering instead of at once punishing us, then both the following points still hold good. First,
man is nonetheless necessarily in bondage to sin; because once it is granted that free choice cannot will
anything good (as Diatribe has assumed), it is in no way made better by the forbearance of a longsuffering God, but necessarily worse, unless by the mercy of God the Spirit is added to it; so that
everything still happens by necessity as far as we are concerned. Secondly, God appears to be just as
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cruel in bearing with us through his long-suffering as he is supposed to be when we preach that he
hardens men through the action of that inscrutable will of his. For since he sees that free choice cannot
will good, and that it is made worse by the forbearance of one who is long-suffering, this very lenience
makes him seem extremely cruel, and as if he enjoyed our evil plight; for he could remedy it if he would,
and need not tolerate it unless he so willed; indeed, unless he so willed he could not tolerate it. Who is
there to compel him if he is unwilling?
So long, then, as that will remains without which nothing happens, and it is granted that free choice
can will nothing good, all that is said to excuse God and accuse free choice is said to no purpose. For free
choice keeps on saying: “I cannot, and God will not, so what am I to do? Suppose he does show mercy
by afflicting me; I gain nothing by that, but must necessarily become worse, unless he gives the Spirit.
But this he does not give, though he could if he would; therefore it is certain that he wills not to give.”
Nor are the similes that are adduced at all relevant, where it is said: “Just as by the action of the
same sun, mud hardens and wax melts, and by the action of the same rain cultivated land brings forth
fruit and uncultivated land thorns, so by the same forbearance of God some are made more obstinate
while others are converted.”20 For we do not divide free choice into two different types, one of them
like mud, the other like wax, or one like cultivated, the other like uncultivated, land; but we speak of the
one type that is equally impotent in all men and is nothing but mud, nothing but uncultivated land,
seeing that it cannot will good. Therefore, just as the mud always gets harder and the uncultivated land
thornier, so free choice always gets worse both under the hardening forbearance of the sun and the
softening downpour of rain.
If, then, free choice can be defined in only one way and is marked by the same impotence in all men,
no reason can be given why it attains to grace in one instance and not in another if nothing else is
preached but the forbearance of a long-suffering God and the chastisement of a merciful God. For it has
been settled that free choice in all men alike has the same limitations: it can will nothing good. In that
case God will elect no one, nor is there any room left for election, but only the freedom of choice that
accepts or rejects forbearance and wrath. But if God is robbed of the power and wisdom to elect, what
will he be but the false idol, chance, at whose nod everything happens at random? And in the end it will
come to this, that men are saved and damned without God’s knowledge, since he has not determined
by his certain election who are to be saved and who damned, but after offering to all men generally the
forbearance that tolerates and hardens, then the mercy that corrects and punishes, he has left it to
them to decide whether they want to be saved or damned; and in the meantime he has himself,
perhaps, gone off to the banquet of the Ethiopians, as Homer says.21
It is just such a God that Aristotle, too, depicts for us, that is to say, one who drowses and lets all and
sundry use and abuse his kindness and severity.22 Nor can Reason judge otherwise of God than Diatribe
does here. For just as she herself snores away and despises divine realities, so she judges also about
God, as if he snored away and exercised no wisdom, will, or present power in electing, discerning, and
inspiring, but had handed over to men the busy and burdensome task of accepting or rejecting his
forbearance and wrath. That is what we come to when we seek to measure God by human reason and
make excuses for him, not reverencing the secrets of his majesty but insisting on prying into them. The
result is that we are overwhelmed with his glory, and instead of a single excuse for him, we pour out a
thousand blasphemies, quite forgetting ourselves for the time and gibbering like lunatics against both
God and ourselves in the same breath, though we aspire to speak with great wisdom on behalf of both
God and ourselves.
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Here you see what Diatribe’s trope and gloss make of God, and also how consistent she is with
herself when, after first making free choice by a single definition equal and alike in all men, she now in
the course of the discussion forgets her own definition and makes one sort cultivated and another
uncultivated. She has different sorts of free choices corresponding to the diversity of works and
manners and men, one sort that does good and one that does not; and all this by its own powers before
grace, though she had previously stated in her definition that by these powers free choice could will
nothing good. Thus it comes about that when we do not let God’s will alone have the will and power to
harden and to show mercy and to do everything, we attribute to free choice itself the ability to do
everything without grace, despite our having denied that it can do anything good without grace. The
simile of the sun and the rain is therefore quite beside the point here, and it would be more correctly
used by a Christian if he let the sun and rain represent the gospel (as in Psalm 18[19:4] and the epistle to
the Hebrews 10[6:7]), and the cultivated land the elect, the uncultivated the reprobate; for the former
are edified and made better by the Word, while the latter are offended and made worse. Otherwise,
free choice by itself is in all men the kingdom of Satan.
Now let us look also at the reasons for the inventing of this trope in this passage. “It seems absurd,”
Diatribe says, “that God, who is not only just but good also, should be said to have hardened a man’s
heart, so that by means of the man’s misdeeds He might display his own power.” Hence she has
recourse to Origen, who admits “that an occasion of hardening was given by God, but he would throw
back the blame on Pharaoh.” Origen has noted, moreover, that the Lord said, “For this purpose have I
raised you up”; he does not say, “For this I made you.” “Otherwise, Pharaoh would not have been
wicked if God had made him like that: ‘Who saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very
good’ *Gen. 1:31+.” That is what Diatribe says.
Absurdity, then, is one of the principal reasons for not taking the words of Moses and Paul literally.
But what article of faith does this absurdity sin against? Or who is offended by it? Human Reason is
offended, who although she is blind, deaf, stupid, impious, and sacrilegious with regard to all the words
and works of God, is brought in at this point as a judge of the words and works of God. On the same line
of argument, you will deny all the articles of faith because it is quite the most absurd thing of all, and as
Paul says, foolishness to Gentiles and a stumbling block to Jews [I Cor. 1:23], that God should be a man,
the son of a virgin, crucified, and seated at the right hand of the Father. It is absurd, I say, to believe
such things. Let us therefore invent some tropes with the Arians to prevent Christ from being literally
God. Let us invent tropes with the Manichees23 to prevent his being truly man, and make him a phantom
that slipped down through the virgin like a ray of light through a piece of glass, and was crucified. That
will be a fine way for us to handle the Scriptures!
But tropes are no use, and there is no avoiding the absurdity. For it remains absurd (as Reason
judges) that a God who is just and good should demand of free choice impossible things; that although
free choice cannot will good but is in bondage to sin, he should hold this against it; and that when he
does not impart the Spirit, he acts no more mildly or mercifully than if he hardened or permitted to be
hardened. These things, Reason will repeat, are not the marks of a good and merciful God. They are too
far beyond her comprehension, and she cannot bring herself to believe that God is good if he acts in this
way, but setting aside faith, she wishes to feel and see and understand how he is good and not cruel.
She would, of course, understand if it were said of God that he hardens no one, damns no one, but has
mercy on all, saves all, so that with hell abolished and the fear of death removed, there would be no
future punishment to be dreaded. That is why she blusters and argues so in the attempt to exonerate
God and defend his justice and goodness.
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But faith and the Spirit judge differently, for they believe that God is good even if he should send all
men to perdition. And what is gained by wearing ourselves out with those reasonings in order to throw
the blame for hardening on free choice? Let all the free choice in the world do all it can with all its might,
yet it will never produce any evidence of its ability either to avoid hardening if God does not give the
Spirit, or to merit mercy if it is left to its own devices. For what difference does it make whether it is
hardened or deserves to be hardened, when hardening is necessarily there so long as that impotence is
there by which, on Diatribe’s own testimony, it cannot will good? Since, therefore, the absurdity is not
removed by these tropes, or if it is removed, greater absurdities are introduced and everything is
attributed to free choice, let us have done with the useless and misleading tropes and stick to the pure
and simple word of God.
The second reason is that the things which God has made are “very good,” and that God did not say,
“I made you for this purpose,” but, “I have raised you up for this purpose.” First, we point out that the
former was said before the fall of man, when the things that God had made were “very good.” But it
soon follows, in the third chapter [Gen. 3], how man became evil when he was deserted by God and left
to himself. From this man, thus corrupted, all are born ungodly, including Pharaoh, as Paul says: “We
were by nature children of wrath like the rest” *Eph. 2:3+. God therefore did create Pharaoh ungodly,
that is, out of an ungodly and corrupt seed, as it says in The Proverbs of Solomon: “The Lord has made
everything for its purpose, even the ungodly for the day of trouble” *Prov. 16:4+. Hence it does not
follow that because God has created the ungodly man, therefore the latter is not ungodly. How can he
help being ungodly when he comes from an ungodly seed? As Psalm 50*51:5+ says: “I was conceived in
sin,” and Job: “Who can bring a clean thing out of an unclean?” *Job 14:4+. For although God does not
make sin, yet he does not cease to fashion and multiply the nature that has been vitiated by sin through
the withdrawal of the Spirit, as a wood-carver might make statues out of rotten wood. Thus as is human
nature, so are men made, God creating and fashioning them out of such a nature.
The second thing to be said is that if you wish the words “they were very good” to be understood of
the works of God after the Fall, you will observe that they are spoken, not of us, but of God. For it does
not say, “Man saw the things which God had made, and they were very good.” Many things as seen by
God are very good, which as seen by us are very bad. Thus afflictions, calamities, errors, hell, and indeed
all the best works of God are in the world’s eyes very bad and damnable. What is better than Christ and
the gospel? Yet what is more execrated by the world? Consequently, how things can be good in God’s
sight which are evil to us only God knows, and those who see with God’s eyes, that is, who have the
Spirit. But there is no need to argue such a subtle point as that just yet. The preceding answer is enough
for the present.
[How God’s Omnipotence Can Be Said to Work Evil]24
It may perhaps be asked how God can be said to work evils in us, such as hardening, giving men up to
their lusts [Rom. 1:24], leading them astray, and so forth. We ought, of course, to be content with the
words of God, and believe quite simply what they say, since the works of God are entirely beyond
description. Yet in order to humor Reason, which is to say human stupidity, I am willing to be a silly
stupid and see whether with a bit of babbling we can in any way move her.
To begin with, even Reason and Diatribe admit that God works all in all [I Cor. 12:6] and that without
him nothing is effected or effective; for he is omnipotent, and this belongs to his omnipotence, as Paul
says to the Ephesians.25 Now, Satan and man, having fallen from God and been deserted by God, cannot
will good, that is, things which please God or which God wills; but instead they are continually turned in
the direction of their own desires, so that they are unable not to seek the things of self. This will and
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nature of theirs, therefore, which is thus averse from God, is not something nonexistent. For Satan and
ungodly man are not nonexistent or possessed of no nature or will, although their nature is corrupt and
averse from God. That remnant of nature, therefore, as we call it, in the ungodly man and Satan, as
being the creature and work of God, is no less subject to divine omnipotence and activity than all other
creatures and works of God.
Since, then, God moves and actuates all in all, he necessarily moves and acts also in Satan and
ungodly man. But he acts in them as they are and as he finds them; that is to say, since they are averse
and evil, and caught up in the movement of this divine omnipotence, they do nothing but averse and
evil things. It is like a horseman riding a horse that is lame in one or two of its feet; his riding
corresponds to the condition of the horse, that is to say, the horse goes badly. But what is the horseman
to do? If he rides such a horse alongside horses that are not lame, this will go badly while they go well,
and it cannot be otherwise unless the horse is cured. Here you see that when God works in and through
evil men, evil things are done, and yet God cannot act evilly although he does evil through evil men,
because one who is himself good cannot act evilly; yet he uses evil instruments that cannot escape the
sway and motion of his omnipotence.
It is the fault, therefore, of the instruments, which God does not allow to be idle, that evil things are
done, with God himself setting them in motion. It is just as if a carpenter were cutting badly with a
chipped and jagged ax. Hence it comes about that the ungodly man cannot but continually err and sin,
because he is caught up in the movement of divine power and not allowed to be idle, but wills, desires,
and acts according to the kind of person he himself is.
All this is settled and certain if we believe that God is omnipotent and also that the ungodly is a
creature of God, although as one averse from God and left to himself without the Spirit of God, he
cannot will or do good. The omnipotence of God makes it impossible for the ungodly to evade the
motion and action of God, for he is necessarily subject to it and obeys it. But his corruption or aversion
from God makes it impossible for him to be moved and carried along with good effect. God cannot lay
aside his omnipotence on account of man’s aversion, and ungodly man cannot alter his aversion. It thus
comes about that man perpetually and necessarily sins and errs until he is put right by the Spirit of God.
Now in all this, Satan still reigns in peace; under this movement of divine omnipotence he keeps his
court undisturbed [Luke 11:21]. Next, however, follows the business of hardening, which can be
illustrated thus: The ungodly, as we have said, is like Satan his prince in being wholly intent on himself
and his own affairs; he does not seek after God or care about the things that are God’s, but he seeks his
own wealth, his own glories, works, wisdom, power, and in short his own kingdom, and these he wishes
to enjoy in peace. But if anyone resists him or attempts to encroach upon any of these things, then by
the same aversion from God that leads him to seek them, he is moved to indignation and rage against
his adversary, and is as incapable of not being angry as of not desiring and seeking; and he is as
incapable of not desiring as of not existing, for he is a creature of God, though a vitiated one.
This is the well-known fury26 of the world against the gospel of God. For by means of the gospel that
Stronger One comes who is to overcome the peaceful keeper of the court, and he condemns those
desires for glory, wealth, wisdom, and righteousness of one’s own, and everything in which he trusts.
This provocation of the ungodly, when God says or does to them the opposite of what they wish, is itself
their hardening or worsening. For not only are they in themselves averse through the very corruption of
their nature, but they become all the more averse and are made much worse when their aversion is
resisted or thwarted. So it was when God proposed to wrest ungodly Pharaoh’s tyranny from him; He
provoked him and increased the hardness and stubbornness of his heart by thrusting at him through the
word of Moses, who threatened to take away his kingdom and withdraw the people from his tyranny,
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without giving him the Spirit inwardly but permitting his ungodly corrupt nature under the rule of Satan
to catch fire, flare up, rage, and run riot with a kind of contemptuous self confidence.
Let no one suppose, therefore, when God is said to harden or to work evil in us (for to harden is to
make evil), that he does so by creating evil in us from scratch. You must not imagine him like an evilminded innkeeper, full of wickedness himself, who pours or blends poison into an innocent vessel,
which itself does nothing but receive or suffer the malignity of the blender. That is the way people seem
to imagine that man in himself is good, or at least not evil, and that he suffers an evil work at God’s
hands, when they hear it said by us that God works in us good things and bad, and that we are subject
by sheer passive necessity to God’s working; for they do not sufficiently consider how unrestingly active
God is in all his creatures, allowing none of them to take a holiday. But anyone who wishes to have any
understanding of such matters should think as follows. God works evil in us, i.e., by means of us, not
through any fault of his, but owing to our faultiness, since we are by nature evil and he is good; but as he
carries us along by his own activity in accordance with the nature of his omnipotence, good as he is
himself he cannot help but do evil with an evil instrument, though he makes good use of this evil in
accordance with his wisdom for his own glory and our salvation.
In this way he finds the will of Satan evil, not because he creates it so, but because it has become
evil through God’s deserting it and Satan’s sinning; and taking hold of it in the course of his working he
moves it in whatever direction he pleases. Yet that will does not cease to be evil even under this
movement of God. It was thus that David said of Shimei in II Samuel *16:11+: “Let him alone, and let him
curse; for the Lord has bidden him to curse David.” How could God command him to curse, which is such
a harmful and evil thing to do? There was nowhere any outward precept to that effect. David therefore
has in mind the fact that Almighty God had only to speak and it was done [Ps. 33:9]; that is to say, God
does everything by his eternal word. Hence the divine action and omnipotence impels the will of Shimei,
which like all his members is already evil and has already been inflamed against David, and when David
opportunely appears on the scene as deserving of such a cursing, the good God himself gives
commandment for it through his evil and blasphemous instrument; that is, he speaks the word and gets
this cursing done by the impulsion, as we must understand, of his own action.
It is thus that he hardens Pharaoh, when he presents to his ungodly and evil will a word and work
which that will hates—owing of course to its inborn defect and natural corruption. And since God does
not change it inwardly by his Spirit, but keeps on presenting and obtruding his words and works from
without, while Pharaoh keeps his eye on his own strength, wealth, and power, in which by the same
natural defect he puts his trust, the result is that Pharaoh is puffed up and exalted by his own imagined
greatness on the one hand, and moved to proud contempt on the other by the lowliness of Moses and
the abject form in which the word of God comes, and is thus hardened and then more and more
provoked and exasperated the more Moses presses and threatens him. Now, this evil will of his would
not be set in motion or hardened if left to itself, but when the omnipotent Mover drives it along with
inevitable motion like the rest of the creatures, it must of necessity will something. Then, as soon as he
presents to it from without something that naturally provokes and offends it, it becomes as impossible
for Pharaoh to avoid being hardened as it is for him to avoid either the action of divine omnipotence or
the aversion or badness of his own will. The hardening of Pharaoh by God, therefore, takes place as
follows: God confronts his badness outwardly with an object that he naturally hates, without ceasing
inwardly to move by omnipotent motion the evil will which he finds there; and Pharaoh in accordance
with the badness of his will cannot help hating what is opposed to him and trusting in his own strength,
until he becomes so obstinate that he neither hears nor understands, but is possessed by Satan and
carried away like a raving madman.
If we have carried conviction on this point, we have won our case, and having exploded the tropes
and glosses of men, we can take the words of God literally, with no necessity to make excuses for God or
to accuse him of injustice. For when he says, “I will harden Pharaoh’s heart,” he is speaking literally, as if

he said, “I will act so that Pharaoh’s heart may be hardened” or “so that through my working and doing
it may be hardened.” How this is brought about we have heard, to this effect: “Inwardly, I will move his
evil will by my general motion so that he may proceed according to his own bent and in his own course
of willing, nor will I cease to move it, nor can I do otherwise than move it; but outwardly I will confront
him with a word and work with which that evil bent of his will clash, since he cannot do other than will
evilly when I move him, evil as he is, by virtue of my omnipotence.” Thus God was quite certain, and
announced with the utmost certainty, that Pharaoh was to be hardened, because he was quite certain
that Pharaoh’s will could neither resist the motion of his omnipotence nor lay aside its own badness nor
welcome the introduction of its adversary, Moses, and instead, with his will remaining evil, Pharaoh
must necessarily become worse, harder and prouder so long as in pursuing his own course and following
his own bent he encountered anything that he did not like, and that he despised through confidence in
his own power. Here, then, you see it confirmed even by this very text, that free choice can do nothing
but evil, when God, who is not misled by ignorance and does not lie through wickedness, so confidently
promises the hardening of Pharaoh, obviously because he is certain that an evil will can only will evil,
and when confronted with a good that is contrary to it, can only become worse.
It therefore remains for someone to ask why God does not cease from the very motion of
omnipotence by which the will of the ungodly is moved to go on being evil and becoming worse. The
answer is that this is wanting God to cease to be God on account of the ungodly if you want his power
and activity to cease, which implies that he should cease to be good lest they become worse. But why
does he not at the same time change the evil wills that he moves? This belongs to the secrets of his
majesty, where his judgments are incomprehensible [Rom. 11:33]. It is not our business to ask this
question, but to adore these mysteries. And if flesh and blood is offended here and murmurs [cf. John
6:61], by all means let it murmur; but it will achieve nothing; God will not change on that account. And if
the ungodly are scandalized and depart in great numbers [John 6:66 f.], yet the elect will remain. The
same must be said to those who ask why he permitted Adam to fall, and why he creates us all infected
with the same sin, when he could either have preserved him or created us from another stock or from a
seed which he had first purged. He is God, and for his will there is no cause or reason that can be laid
down as a rule or measure for it, since there is nothing equal or superior to it, but it is itself the rule of
all things. For if there were any rule or standard for it, either as cause or reason, it could no longer be
the will of God. For it is not because he is or was obliged so to will that what he wills is right, but on the
contrary, because he himself so wills, therefore what happens must be right. Cause and reason can be
assigned for a creature’s will, but not for the will of the Creator, unless you set up over him another
creator.
By now I think that Diatribe the trope maker is sufficiently confuted with her trope; yet let us come
to the text itself to see how it agrees with her and her trope. It is the habit of all those who elude
arguments by means of tropes to show a brave contempt for the text itself and devote all their energy
to picking out some particular word and torturing it by means of tropes, crucifying it on the cross of their
own opinion without any regard either for the wider context, or the words that follow and precede, or
the intention or motive of the author. So in this passage Diatribe takes no notice at all of what Moses is
after or the point of what he is saying, but snatches out of the text that little phrase “I will harden”
(which she finds offensive) and makes of it just what she pleases, with never a thought of how it is going
to be put back again and fitted in to square with the body of the text. And that is the reason why
Scripture, in the opinion of the most highly approved and most learned men of so many centuries, is not
entirely clear; and no wonder, for the sun itself could not shine if it had such tricks played on it.
I have shown above that Pharaoh cannot rightly be said to have been hardened through being
tolerated by the forbearance of God and not at once punished, since he was visited by so many plagues.
But leaving that aside, what need was there for God to promise so often, just when the signs were
taking place, that he would harden Pharaoh’s heart, when already before the signs and before this

hardening, Pharaoh was the sort of man who (while he was tolerated by divine forbearance and not at
once punished) had brought so many evils on the children of Israel, puffed up as he was by success and
wealth, if to harden means to be tolerated by divine forbearance and not at once punished? You see,
then, that this trope of yours is completely wide of the mark in this passage, since it applies generally to
all men who sin when they are tolerated by the forbearance of God. For at that rate we should be saying
that all men are hardened, since there is no one who does not sin, and yet no man could sin unless he
were tolerated by divine forbearance. This hardening of Pharaoh, therefore, is something other and
more than that general tolerance of divine forbearance.
What Moses is doing, however, is not so much to proclaim the wickedness of Pharaoh as the truth
and mercy of God, his aim being that the children of Israel should not distrust the promises of God when
he promised that he would set them free. This being a very big undertaking, he forewarns them of its
difficulty so that they may not waver in faith, since they know that all these things have been foretold
and must be thus carried out under the direction of the Giver of the promises himself. It is as if he said,
“I really am liberating you, though you will have difficulty in believing it because of the way Pharaoh will
resist and delay the matter; but have faith nonetheless, for all this delaying of his will be brought about
through my working, so that I may perform all the more and greater miracles in order to confirm you in
faith and demonstrate my power, so that thereafter you may have the greater confidence in me as
regards everything else.” This is what Christ also does when he promises the Kingdom to his disciples at
the Last Supper [Matt. 26:29 ff.; Luke 22:29 ff.]; he foretells a great many difficulties, his own death and
their tribulations, in order that when it had all happened they might thenceforward have much more
faith?27
Nor does Moses set forth this meaning obscurely to us when he says: “But Pharaoh will not let you
go, so that many signs may be done in Egypt” *Exod. 3:19 ff.+, and again: “For this very purpose have I
raised you up, that I may show my power in you and that my power may be declared throughout all the
earth” *Exod. 9:16+. You see here that Pharaoh is hardened precisely in order that he may resist God and
delay the redemption, so that occasion may be given for many signs and for a declaration of the power
of God, so that he may be proclaimed and believed throughout all the earth. What else does this mean
but that all these things are done for the confirmation of faith and the consolation of the weak, so that
they may thereafter willingly believe in God as true, faithful, mighty, and merciful? It is as if he were
talking most soothingly to little children: “Don’t be frightened at Pharaoh’s hardness, for even that itself
is my work and I have it in hand, I who am setting you free; I shall only use it to do many signs and
declare my majesty to help your faith.”
Hence comes that saying which Moses repeats after nearly every plague: “And the heart of Pharaoh
was hardened, so that he did not let the people go, as the Lord had spoken” *Exod. 9:35+. What is the
point of “as the Lord had spoken” except that the Lord might be seen to be truthful who had foretold
that Pharaoh was to be hardened? If there had been any flexibility or freedom of choice in Pharaoh,
which could have turned either way, God would not have been able so certainly to predict his
hardening. Since, however, the Giver of the promise is one who can neither be mistaken nor tell a lie, it
was necessarily and most certainly bound to come about that Pharaoh should be hardened; which
would not be the case unless the hardening were entirely beyond the capacity of man and within the
power of God alone. It is just as we said above, namely, that God was certain that he was not going to
suspend the general operation of his omnipotence in Pharaoh’s case or on Pharaoh’s account, since he
cannot indeed suspend it. Moreover he was equally certain that the will of Pharaoh, being naturally evil
and averse from God, could not consent to a word and work of God that was contrary to it.
Consequently, as the impulse to will was preserved inwardly in Pharaoh by means of the omnipotence
of God, and its encounter with a contrary word and work was effected from without, nothing else could
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be the result but umbrage and hardening of heart in Pharaoh. For if God had suspended the action of his
omnipotence in Pharaoh at the moment when he confronted him with Moses’ contrary word, and if
Pharaoh’s will could be imagined to have acted alone and by its own power, then there would perhaps
have been room for discussion as to which way it could have turned. As things are, however, because he
is driven and carried along in his willing, though without any violence being done to his will, since it is
not unwillingly compelled but is carried along by the natural operation of God to will naturally, in
accordance with its character (which, however, is evil)—therefore it cannot help but fall foul of the word
and be hardened. So we see that this passage is strongly opposed to free choice, for the reason that
God, who gives the promise, cannot lie, and if he does not lie, Pharaoh cannot help but be hardened.
[How God’s Foreknowledge Imposes Necessity]28
But let us look also at Paul, who takes up this passage from Moses in Romans 9[:15–18]. How miserably
Diatribe is tormented here; to avoid losing free choice she twists herself into all sorts of shapes. At one
moment she says that there is a necessity of consequence but not of the consequent;29 at another that
there is an ordained will, or will signified, which can be resisted, and a will purposed, which cannot be
resisted.30 At another the passages quoted from Paul are not opposed to free choice, for they are not
speaking of man’s salvation. At another the foreknowledge of God presupposes necessity, while at yet
another it does not. At another grace preveniently moves the will to will, accompanies it on its way, and
gives it a happy issue. At another the First Cause does everything, and at yet another it acts through
secondary causes while remaining itself at rest. In these and similar bits of juggling with words, her only
aim is to gain time by distracting our attention for a while from the main issue to something else. She
credits us with being as stupid and senseless or as little concerned about the subject as she is herself. Or
else, just as little children in fear or at play will put their hands over their eyes and then imagine that
nobody sees them because they see nobody, so in all sorts of ways Diatribe, who cannot bear the rays,
or rather lightning flashes, of the clearest possible words, pretends that she does not see the real truth
of the matter, hoping to persuade us also to cover our eyes so that even we ourselves may not see.
But these are all signs of a mind under conviction and rashly struggling against invincible truth. That
figment about the necessity of consequence and of the consequent has been refuted above.31 Diatribe
may pretend and pretend again, quibble and quibble again, as much as she likes, but if God foreknew
that Judas would be a traitor, Judas necessarily became a traitor, and it was not in the power of Judas or
any creature to do differently or to change his will, though he did what he did willingly and not under
compulsion, but that act of will was a work of God, which he set in motion by his omnipotence, like
everything else. For it is an irrefutable and self-evident proposition that God does not lie and is not
deceived. There are no obscure or ambiguous words here, even if all the most learned men of all the
centuries are so blind as to think and speak otherwise. And however much you boggle at it, your own
and everyone else’s conscience is convinced and compelled to say that if God is not deceived in what he
foreknows, then the thing foreknown must of necessity take place; otherwise, who could believe his
28
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promises, who would fear his threats, if what he promises or threatens does not follow necessarily? Or
how can he promise or threaten if his foreknowledge is fallible or can be hindered by our mutability?
Clearly this very great light of certain truth stops everyone’s mouth, puts an end to all questions,
ensures the victory over all evasive subtleties.
We know, of course, that the foreknowledge of men is fallible. We know that an eclipse does not
occur because it is foreknown, but is foreknown because it is going to occur. But what concern have we
with that sort of knowledge? We are arguing about the foreknowledge of God; and unless you allow this
to carry with it the necessary occurrence of the thing foreknown, you take away faith and the fear of
God, make havoc of all the divine promises and threatenings, and thus deny his very divinity. But even
Diatribe herself, after a long struggle in which she has tried every possible way out, is at length
compelled by the force of truth to admit our view when she says: “The question of the will and the
determination of God is more difficult. For God to will and foreknow are the same thing. And this is what
Paul means by ‘Who can resist his will if he has mercy on whom he wills and hardens whom he wills?’
Truly if there were a king who carried into effect whatever he willed, and nobody could resist him, he
could be said to do whatever he willed. Thus the will of God, since it is the principal cause of all things
that take place, seems to impose necessity on our will.”32 So says she; and we can at last thank God for
some sound sense in Diatribe.
What, then, has now become of free choice? But again this eel wriggles suddenly away by saying:
“Paul, however, does not solve this question, but rebukes the questioner, ‘O man, who are you to
answer back to God?’ ” *Rom. 9:20+. What a beautiful evasion! Is this the way to treat Holy Writ,
pontificating like this on one’s own authority, out of one’s own head, with no Scripture proofs and no
miracles, and in fact corrupting the very clearest words of God? Does not Paul solve this question? What
then does he do? “He rebukes the questioner,” she says. Is not that rebuke the most unqualified
explanation? For what was the point of that question about the will of God? Was it not whether it
imposes a necessity on our will? But Paul replies that that is precisely the case: “He has mercy,” he says,
“upon whom he wills, and whom he wills he hardens. It depends not upon man’s willing or running, but
upon God’s mercy” *Rom. 9:16+. And not content with this explanation, he proceeds to introduce people
who bring objections against it in favor of free choice (prating that there are then no merits and we are
damned through no fault of our own, and so forth), in order to put a stop to the murmurings and
indignation by saying: “You will say to me then, ‘Why does he still find fault? Who can resist his will?’ ”
Do you see the character he puts on?33 When they hear that the will of God implies necessity for us,
they murmur blasphemously and say: “Why does he still find fault?” That is to say, why does God insist,
urge, demand, complain, as he does? Why does he accuse, why does he blame, as if we men could do
what he demands if we would? He has no just cause for this faultfinding; let him rather accuse his own
will, let him find the fault there, let him put the pressure on there. For who can resist his will? Who can
obtain mercy when he does not will it? Who can melt if he wills to harden? It is not in our power to
change, much less to resist, his will, which wants us hardened and by which we are forced to be
hardened, whether we like it or not.
If Paul had not explained this question, or had not definitely laid it down that a necessity is imposed
on us by the divine foreknowledge, what need was there for him to introduce those who murmur and
plead that God’s will cannot be resisted? For who would murmur or be indignant if he was not aware
that this necessity was being asserted? The words are not obscure in which he speaks of resistance to
the will of God. Is the meaning of “resist” ambiguous, or the meaning of “will,” or what he means when
he speaks of the will of God? Let countless thousands of the most reputable doctors be as blind here as
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they may, let them pretend that the Scriptures are not transparently clear, and let them panic at a
difficult question. We for our part have the clearest possible words, which run as follows: “He has mercy
upon whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills,” and: “You will say to me then, ‘Why does
he find fault? Who can resist his will?’ ” And it is not a difficult question; indeed, nothing is easier even
for common sense to grasp than that this conclusion is certain, solid and true: “If God foreknows
anything, it necessarily occurs,” once it is presupposed on the basis of the Scriptures that God neither
errs nor is deceived.
I admit that the question is difficult, and indeed impossible, if you wish to maintain at the same time
both God’s foreknowledge and man’s freedom. For what could be more difficult, nay more impossible,
than to insist that contradictories or contraries are not opposed, or to find a number that was at the
same time both ten and nine? The difficulty is not inherent in our question, but is sought out and
imported, precisely as the ambiguity and obscurity of the Scriptures is sought for and forcibly imported
into them. Paul is thus putting a check on the ungodly, who are offended by this very plain speaking
when they gather from it that the divine will is fulfilled by necessity on our part, and that very definitely
nothing of freedom or free choice remains for them, but everything depends on the will of God alone.
The way he checks them, however, is by bidding them be silent and revere the majesty of the divine
power and will, in relation to which we have no rights, but which in relation to us has full right to do
whatever it pleases. Not that any injustice is done to us, since God owes us nothing, has received
nothing from us, and has promised us nothing but what suits his will and pleasure.
This, then, is the place and the time for us to adore, not those Corycian caverns of yours,34 but the
true Majesty in his awful wonders and incomprehensible judgments, and to say: “Thy will be done, on
earth as it is in heaven.” Yet we are nowhere more irreverent and rash than in probing into and arguing
about these very mysteries and unsearchable judgments, though all the while we put on an air of
incredible reverence as regards searching the Holy Scriptures, which God has commanded us to search
[John 5:39]. Here we do not search, but there, where he has forbidden us to search, we do nothing but
search, with never-ending temerity, not to say blasphemy. Or is there no temerity in the searching that
tries to make the entirely free foreknowledge of God harmonize with our freedom, so that we are
prepared to detract from the foreknowledge of God unless it allows freedom to us, or else, if it imposes
necessity on us, to say with the murmurers and blasphemers: “Why does He still find fault? Who can
resist his will? Where is the God who is by nature most merciful? Where is he who desires not the death
of a sinner? Or has he created us in order that he may enjoy the torments of men?” and such like
complaints, which will be howled out by the damned in hell forever. Yet natural reason itself is forced to
admit that the living and true God must be one who by his freedom imposes necessity on us, since
obviously he would be a ridiculous God, or idol rather, if he foresaw the future uncertainly, or could be
proved mistaken by events, when even the heathen have given their gods an “ineluctable fate.”35 He
would be equally ridiculous if he could not and did not do everything, or if anything took place without
him.
But granted foreknowledge and omnipotence, it follows naturally by an irrefutable logic that we
have not been made by ourselves, nor do we live or perform any action by ourselves, but by his
omnipotence. And seeing he knew in advance that we should be the sort of people we are, and now
makes, moves, and governs us as such, what imaginable thing is there, I ask you, in us which is free to
become in any way different from what he has foreknown or is now bringing about? Thus God’s
foreknowledge and omnipotence are diametrically opposed to our free choice, for either God can be
mistaken in foreknowing and also err in action (which is impossible) or we must act and be acted upon
in accordance with his foreknowledge and activity. By the omnipotence of God, however, I do not mean
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the potentiality by which he could do many things which he does not, but the active power by which he
potently works all in all [cf. I Cor. 12:6], which is the sense in which Scripture calls him omnipotent. This
omnipotence and the foreknowledge of God, I say, completely abolish the dogma of free choice. Nor can
the obscurity of Scripture or the difficulty of the subject be made a pretext here; the words are quite
clear and known even to schoolboys, and what they say is plain and easy and commends itself even to
the natural judgment of common sense, so that it makes no difference ence how great a tally you have
of centuries, times, and persons who write and teach differently.
Admittedly, it gives the greatest possible offense to common sense or natural reason that God by his
own sheer will should abandon, harden, and damn men as if he enjoyed the sins and the vast, eternal
torments of his wretched creatures, when he is preached as a God of such great mercy and goodness,
etc. It has been regarded as unjust, as cruel, as intolerable, to entertain such an idea about God, and this
is what has offended so many great men during so many centuries. And who would not be offended? I
myself was offended more than once, and brought to the very depth and abyss of despair, so that I
wished I had never been created a man, before I realized how salutary that despair was, and how near
to grace. That is why there has been such sweating and toiling to excuse the goodness of God and
accuse the will of man; and it is here the distinctions have been invented between the ordained and the
absolute will of God,36 and between the necessity of consequence and consequent, and so forth, though
nothing has been achieved by them except that the ignorant have been imposed upon by empty talk
and “contradictions of what is falsely called knowledge” *I Tim. 6:20+. Nevertheless, there has always
remained deeply implanted in the hearts of ignorant and learned alike, whenever they have taken things
seriously, the painful awareness that we are under necessity if the foreknowledge and omnipotence of
God are accepted. Even natural Reason herself, who is offended by this necessity and makes such efforts
to get rid of it, is compelled to admit it by the force of her own judgment, even if there were no
Scripture at all.
For all men find these sentiments written on their hearts and acknowledge and approve them
(though unwillingly) when they hear them discussed: first, that God is omnipotent, not only in power,
but also in action (as I have said), otherwise he would be a ridiculous God; and secondly, that he knows
and foreknows all things, and can neither err nor be deceived. These two points being granted by the
hearts and minds of all, they are quickly compelled by inescapable logic to admit that just as we do not
come into being by our own will, but by necessity, so we do not do anything by right of free choice, but
as God has foreknown and as he leads us to act by his infallible and immutable counsel and power. Thus
we find it written in the hearts of all alike, that there is no such thing as free choice, though this fact is
obscured by the many arguments to the contrary and the great authority of all the men who for so many
centuries have taught differently. It is the same as with every other law which (according to Paul) is
written on our hearts [Rom. 2:15]: it is recognized when it is rightly expounded, but obscured when
mishandled by ungodly teachers and displaced by other opinions.
But to return to Paul. If in Romans 9 he is not explaining the question and definitely affirming our
necessity on the basis of the foreknowledge and will of God, what need was there for him to introduce
the simile of the potter, who out of one and the same lump of clay makes “one vessel for honor and
another for dishonor? Yet what is molded does not say to its molder ‘Why are you making me so?’ ” For
he is speaking about men, and comparing them to the clay and God to the potter; which is surely a poor
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sort of comparison, or rather a quite inappropriate and irrelevant one, if he does not think that freedom
for us simply does not exist. Why, in that case Paul’s whole argument in defense of grace is meaningless.
For the whole purpose of his epistle is to show that we can do nothing, even when we seem to be doing
well, just as he says in the same chapter that Israel in pursuing righteousness did not attain to
righteousness, while the Gentiles attained to it without pursuing it [Rom. 9:30 f.]. With this I will deal at
greater length when I bring up my own troops.37
But Diatribe refuses to face the Pauline argument as a whole, so as to see what Paul is really driving
at, and contents herself meanwhile with detached and distorted phrases. And it is no help to Diatribe
that Paul later, in Romans 11, turns to exhortation again, and says: “You stand fast through faith; see
that you do not become proud” and: “Even the others, if they believed, would be grafted in,” etc. *Rom.
11:20, 23]. For he says nothing there about the powers of men, but he uses imperative and subiunctive
verbs, the import of which has been sufficiently stated above. Paul himself, moreover, in the same
passage forestalls the supporters of free choice, for he does not say that the others are able to believe,
but that God is able to graft them in again. In short, Diatribe proceeds with such trepidation and
hesitancy in handling these passages of Paul that it looks as if in conscience she disagrees with what she
herself says. For just when she ought above all to have gone on and produced proof, she almost always
breaks off her discourse with “But that is enough of that,” or “I will not now go into that,” or “It is no
part of our present purpose,” or “The others would speak thus,” or something of that kind, leaving the
subject in midair, so that you do not know whether she wants it to appear that she is speaking in favor
of free choice or merely parrying Paul with empty words. It is all typical of her attitude as one to whom
there is nothing serious at stake in this dispute. We, however, ought not to be so uncommitted, so afraid
of making a false move, so easily swayed, but should assert confidently, constantly, and fervently, and
then demonstrate solidly, skillfully, and abundantly, what we teach.
[Two Kinds of Necessity: The Case of Judas]38
But now how beautifully she preserves freedom together with necessity when she says: “Not all
necessity excludes free will, since God the Father necessarily begets the Son, and yet begets him freely
and willingly, for he is not forced to do so.”39 I ask you, are we now disputing about coercion and force?
Have we not plainly stated in so many of our books that we are speaking of the necessity of
mutability?40 We know that the Father begets willingly, and that Judas betrayed Christ by an act of will;
but we say this willing was certainly and infallibly going to occur in Judas himself if God foreknew it. Or if
what I am saying is still not understood, let us have two sorts of necessity, one of force with reference to
the work, the other of infallibility with reference to the time; and let anyone who listens to us
understand that we are speaking of the latter, not of the former; that is to say, we are not discussing
whether Judas became a traitor involuntarily or voluntarily, but whether at a time preordained by God it
was bound infallibly to happen that Judas by an act of his will should betray Christ.
But see what Diatribe says here: “If you look at the infallible foreknowledge of God, and his
immutable will, Judas was necessarily going to turn traitor, and yet Judas could change his mind.”41 Do
you really understand what you are saying, my dear Diatribe? Leaving aside the fact that the will can
only will evil, as was proved above, how could Judas change his mind41 so long as the infallible
foreknowledge of God remained? Could he change God’s foreknowledge and make it fallible? Here
Diatribe gives up; she deserts the standard, throws away her arms, and quits the field, making out that
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the discussion has to do with Scholastic subtleties about the necessity of consequence and consequent,
and she has no desire to pursue such quibbles.
It is certainly prudent of you, just when you have brought the case into a crowded court and there is
now above all need of an advocate, to turn your back and leave to others the business of replying and
defining. You should have taken this line from the start, and refrained from writing altogether, according
to the saying: “Let him who has not learned to play,/From Marsfield contests keep away.”42 For it was
not expected of Erasmus that he should solve the problem of how God can foreknow with certainty and
yet things can happen contingently as far as we are concerned. This difficulty was in the world long
before Diatribe. It was expected, however, that he should make some reply and give some definition.
But instead, by availing himself of a rhetorical transition, he drags us who know nothing of rhetoric away
with him, as if the matter at issue here were of no moment, but simply a lot of quibbling, and dashes
bravely out of the crowded court, crowned with ivy and laurel.43
But not so, brother! No rhetoric has force enough to deceive an honest conscience; the sting of
conscience is stronger than all the powers and resources of eloquence. We shall not allow a rhetorician
to change the subject and confuse the issue here; this is not the place for that sort of trick. The turning
point of the whole discussion, and the very heart of the matter, is in question here. And here either free
choice is extinguished or it will triumph all along the line. Yet you, when you perceive the danger, or
rather the certainty, of a victory over free choice, pretend that you perceive nothing but quibbles. Is this
the way to play the part of a conscientious theologian? Can you have a serious interest in the case, when
you thus leave the audience in suspense and the argument in chaos and confusion, and yet wish to be
regarded as having given honest satisfaction and carried off the palm? Such cunning and craftiness
might be tolerable in secular affairs, but in theology, where the simple and undisguised truth is sought
for the salvation of souls, it is utterly hateful and intolerable.
The Sophists too felt the invincible and irresistible force of this argument, and that is why they
invented the necessity of consequence and consequent. But how completely useless this invention is,
we have shown above. For they too fail to observe what they are saying and how much they admit
against themselves. For if you grant the necessity of consequence, free choice is vanquished and laid
low, and there is no help for it in either the necessity or the contingency of the consequent. What does
it matter to me if free choice is not compelled, but does what it does willingly? It is enough for me that
you grant that it must necessarily do what it does willingly, and that it cannot do anything else, if God
has foreknown it. If God foreknows that Judas will turn traitor, or that he will change his will to betray,
whichever God has foreknown will necessarily come about, or else God will be mistaken in his
foreknowing and predicting, which is impossible.
For this is the result of the necessity of consequence, i.e., if God foreknows a thing, that thing
necessarily happens. That is to say, there is no such thing as free choice. This necessity of consequence
is not obscure or ambiguous, and even if the doctors of all the centuries were blind, they would be
forced to admit it, since it is so manifest and certain as to be palpable. But the necessity of the
consequent, with which they console themselves, is a mere phantom and diametrically opposed to the
necessity of consequence. For example, there is a necessity of consequence if I say: God foreknows that
Judas will be a traitor, therefore it will certainly and infallibly come about that Judas will be a traitor. In
face of this necessity and consequence, this is how you console yourself: But because Judas can change
his will to betray, there is therefore no necessity of the consequent. How, I ask you, do these two
statements harmonize: “Judas can will not to betray” and “It is necessary that Judas should will to
betray”? Do they not directly contradict and oppose one another? He will not, you say, be compelled to
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betray against his will. What has that to do with it? You have been speaking about the necessity of the
consequent, and saying that it is not implied by the necessity of consequence, but you have said nothing
about the compulsion of the consequent. The question you were supposed to answer was about the
necessity of the consequent, and you give an example about the compulsion of the consequent; I ask for
one thing, you give me another. This comes of your being only half awake and not noticing how
completely useless that device of the necessity of the consequent is.
[Jacob and Esau]44
So much for the first passage, which has been about the hardening of Pharaoh, but which has in fact
involved all the passages and engaged a large part of our resources, invincible as they are. Now let us
look at the second, about Jacob and Esau,45 of whom it was said before they were born: “The elder shall
serve the younger” *Gen. 25:23+. Diatribe gets round this passage by saying that it “does not properly
apply to the salvation of man. For God can will that a man, willy-nilly, be a slave or a pauper, and yet not
so as to be excluded from eternal salvation.” I beg you to notice how many sidetracks and bolt-holes a
slippery mind will seek out when it runs away from the truth; yet it does not succeed in escaping.
Suppose this passage does not apply to the salvation of man (though more of this below), does this
mean that Paul achieves nothing by quoting it [Rom. 9:12]? Are we to make out that Paul is ridiculous or
inept in so serious a discussion? That is the sort of thing that Jerome does, who with a very superior air,
but with sacrilege on his lips, dares in more than one place to say that things have a polemic force in
Paul which in their proper contexts they do not have.46 This is as good as saying that when Paul is laying
the foundations of Christian dogma, he does nothing but corrupt the Divine Scriptures and deceive the
souls of the faithful with a notion hatched out of his own head and violently thrust upon the Scriptures.
That is the way to honor the Spirit in Paul, that saint and elect instrument of God! And where Jerome
ought to be read with discrimination, and this statement of his classed with a good many other impious
things which (owing to his halfhearted and dull-witted way of understanding the Scriptures) that
gentleman writes, Diatribe drags him in quite uncritically, and without deigning to make things easier by
at least an explanatory comment, treats him as an infallible oracle by which she both judges and
modifies the Divine Scriptures. So it is that we take the impious utterances of men as rules and norms in
interpreting Divine Scripture. And we are still surprised that Scripture should be obscure and ambiguous,
and that so many Fathers should be blind with regard to it, when it is treated in this ungodly and
sacrilegious manner!
Let him therefore be anathema who says that things have a polemic force in Paul which in their
proper contexts are not in opposition. For this is only said, not proved, and it is said by those who
understand neither Paul nor the passages cited by him, but are misled by taking the words in a sense of
their own, that is, in an ungodly sense. For however truly this passage in Genesis 25[:21–23] might be
understood of temporal bondage only (which is not the case), yet it is rightly and effectively quoted by
Paul to prove that it was not through the merits of Jacob or Esau, but through him who calls that Sarah47
was told: “The elder will serve the younger” *Rom. 9:11 f.+. Paul is discussing whether it was by the
virtue or merits of free choice that these two attained to what is said of them, and he proves that it was
not, but it was solely by the grace of “him who calls” that Jacob attained to what Esau did not. He proves
this, however, by invincible words of Scripture, to the effect that they were not yet born, and had done
nothing either good or bad [Rom. 9:11]. And the whole weight of the matter lies in this proof; this is
what our dispute is all about.
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But Diatribe with her egregious rhetoric glosses over all that, and never discusses merits, although
she undertook to do so and Paul’s argument requires it; but she quibbles about temporal bondage, as if
this had anything to do with the case, simply in order not to appear to be vanquished by the very potent
words of Paul. For what could she have to yelp back at Paul in support of free choice? What help was
free choice to Jacob, and what hindrance was it to Esau, when before either of them was born or had
done anything it had already been settled by the foreknowledge and determination of God what should
be the lot of each, namely, that the one should serve and the other rule? The rewards are decreed
before the workmen are born and begin working. This is the point that Diatribe should have answered; it
is this that Paul insists on, that they have so far done nothing either good or bad, and yet by divine
decree one is ordained to be the master and the other the servant. The question is not whether that
servitude has anything to do with salvation, but by what merit it is imposed on a man who had not
merited anything. But it is very distasteful to have to contend with these low-down efforts to distort and
evade Scripture.
Furthermore, that Moses is not concerned with their bondage only, and that Paul is quite right in
Understanding it as referring also to eternal salvation (which is not so important for our present
purpose, but I will not allow Paul to be besmirched by the calumnies of sacrilegious persons), is clearly
demonstrable from the text itself. The oracle in Moses runs thus: “Two peoples, born of you, shall be
divided; the one shall be stronger than the other, the elder shall serve the younger” *Gen. 25:23+. Here it
is plain that two peoples are distinguished. One of them is received into the grace of God although he is
the younger, so that he overcomes the elder, not indeed by his own strength, but by the favor of God.
How else could the younger overcome the elder if God were not with him? Since, therefore, the younger
is the future People of God, it is not only external dominion or servitude that is implied here, but
everything that belongs to the People of God, i.e., the blessing, the Word, the Spirit, the promise of
Christ, and the eternal Kingdom; a fact that Scripture even more fully confirms later when it describes
how Jacob is blessed and receives the promises and the Kingdom [Gen. 27:27 ff.]. All this Paul indicates
in brief when he says that the elder will serve the younger, and thus sends us back to Moses who deals
with the subject more fully. Hence, in answer to the sacrilegious opinion of Jerome and Diatribe, you can
say that all the texts Paul quotes are more strongly polemical in their proper contexts than they are in
Paul; and this is true not only of Paul but of all the apostles, who quote the Scriptures as witnessing to
and asserting what they themselves are saying. But it would be ridiculous to cite as evidence something
that has no evidence to give and has nothing to do with the case. For if among the philosophers those
who try to prove the unknown by the still less known, or by something quite irrelevant, are regarded as
ridiculous, how can we have the face to attribute this kind of thing to the chief champions and authors
of Christian doctrine, on which the salvation of souls depends, especially when they are
teaching.fundamental articles of the faith? But such things are fitting for those who have no serious
interest in the Divine Scriptures.
Now, with regard to the saying of Malachi that Paul adds on: “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated” *Mal.
1:2 f.; Rom. 9:13+, this she distorts with a threefold piece of ingenuity. The first is: “If you press it
literally, God does not love just as we love, nor does he hate anybody, since he is not subject to
affections of this kind.” What am I hearing? Is the question now how God loves and hates rather than
why he loves and hates? By what merit of ours he loves and hates, that is the question. We know quite
well that God does not love or hate as we do, since we are mutable in both our loving and hating,
whereas he loves and hates in accord with his eternal and immutable nature, so that passing moods and
feelings do not arise in him. And it is this fact that makes complete nonsense of free choice, because
God’s love toward men is eternal and immutable, and his hatred is eternal, being prior to the creation of
the world, and not only to the merit and work of free choice; and everything takes place by necessity in
us, according as he either loves or does not love us from all eternity, so that not only God’s love but also
the manner of his loving imposes necessity on us. Hence you see what an advantage Diatribe’s

subterfuges are to her, and how at every turn she finds herself more up against it the more she strives
to escape, so little successful is she in resisting the truth.
But suppose your trope is valid, so that God’s love is the effect of love and God’s hatred the effect of
hatred; are these effects produced apart from and independent of the will of God? Or will you say here
also that God does not will as we do, and that no impulse to willing arises in him? If, then, these effects
occur, they occur only insofar as God wills. Now, what God wills he either loves or hates. Tell me,
therefore, for what merit is Jacob loved and Esau hated before they are born and perform any act? Paul
is therefore in an excellent position when he introduces Malachi in support of Moses’ view, to the effect
that God called Jacob before he was born because he loved him, not because he was first loved by Jacob
or moved by any merit of his, in order to demonstrate in the case of Jacob and Esau what our free
choice is capable of.
The second bit of ingenuity is that Malachi “does not seem to be speaking of the hate whereby we
are damned eternally, but of temporal misfortune,” for “those are reprimanded who thought to
reestablish Idumaea.”48 This again is said to the disparagement of Paul, as if he had done violence to the
Scriptures. So completely are we lacking in reverence for the majesty of the Holy Spirit when we are
intent on maintaining our own opinions. But let us for the moment put up with this disparagement, and
see what the effect of it is. Malachi is speaking of temporal misfortune. What if he is? What has this to
do with the present issue? Paul is proving from Malachi that this misfortune was brought upon Esau
without any merit and solely by the hatred of God, so as to draw the conclusion that there is no such
thing as free choice. It is here that you are pressed, here that an answer should have been given.
We are disputing about merit, but you talk about reward, and talk in such a way that you cannot,
after all, avoid what you wanted to avoid; for in fact when you talk of reward you admit merit. Yet you
pretend you do not see this. Tell me, then, what cause had God for loving Jacob and hating Esau before
either of them existed?
It is, however, false to say that Malachi is speaking only of temporal misfortune, nor has he any
concern with the destruction of Edom, and you pervert the whole meaning of the prophet by this bit of
ingenuity. The prophet shows in the plainest terms quite well what he means; that is to say, he
reproaches the Israelites with ingratitude because, although God has loved them, they neither love him
in return as their Father nor fear him as their Lord [Mal. 1:6]. That God has loved them, he proves both
by Scripture and by his acts, pointing out that although Jacob and Esau were brothers, as Moses writes
in Genesis 25[:24], yet he loved Jacob and chose him before he was born (as has been said a little
earlier), but so hated Esau that he reduced his land to a wilderness. Moreover, he keeps on hating, with
such pertinacity that when he has brought Jacob back from captivity and restored him, he still does not
allow the Idumaeans to be restored, but even if they so much as express a wish to build, he threatens
them with destruction. If these things are not contained in the plain text of the prophet itself, let the
whole world accuse me of lying. It is therefore not the temerity of the Idumaeans that is reprimanded
here, but (as I have said) the ingratitude of the sons of Jacob, who fail to see what he is conferring on
them and taking away from their brothers the Idumaeans for no reason but because he hates in the one
case and loves in the other.
How can it now be held that the prophet is speaking of temporal misfortune when in unmistakable
terms he declares that he is speaking of two peoples, descendants of the two patriarchs, one of which
was accepted as a people and preserved, whereas the other was abandoned and at length destroyed?
To accept as a people and not to accept as a people is something that affects not temporal good or evil
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only, but everything. For our God is not the God of temporal things only, but of all things. Nor will he
consent to be your God, or to be worshiped by you with half a shoulder or a limping foot, but with all
your strength and all your heart, so that he may be God for you both here and hereafter, in all
circumstances, cases, times, and works.
The third bit of ingenuity is the idea that according to the tropological sense he neither loves all
Gentiles nor hates all Jews, but only some of each. By the use of this trope it is brought about that “this
testimony,” as she says, “does not champion the cause of necessity, but is to repress the arrogance of
the Jews.” Then, having opened this way of escape, Diatribe reaches the point of saying that God “hates
the unborn because he surely knows that they will commit deeds worthy of hatred”; and thus God’s
“hatred and love are in no way opposed to free choice.”49 In the end she draws the conclusion that the
Jews were plucked from the olive tree for the merit of unbelief, whereas the Gentiles were grafted in for
the merit of faith—and this on the authority of Paul!—which gives to those plucked off a hope of being
grafted in again, and to those grafted in the fear of being cut off.50
May I perish if Diatribe herself knows what she is talking about. But perhaps here too there is a
rhetorical device that teaches you to obscure the sense whenever there is any danger of your being
caught by a word. We for our part see in this passage none of those tropological meanings which
Diatribe dreams about but never proves. So it is not surprising if Malachi’s testimony in its tropological
sense is not opposed to her, when it has no such sense. Furthermore, we are not arguing about the
cutting off and grafting in of which Paul speaks in his exhortation. We know that men are grafted in by
faith and cut off by unbelief, and that they must be exhorted to believe lest they be cut off. But from this
it does not follow and is not proved that they are able to believe or disbelieve by the power of free
choice, which is the point at issue for us. We are not disputing about who are believers and who are not,
who are Jews and who are Gentiles, and what the consequences of believing and disbelieving are; that is
the business of an exhorter. What we are disputing about is this: By what merit or what work they attain
to the faith by which they are grafted in or to the unbelief by which they are cut off; that is the business
of a learned doctor. Describe this merit to us! Paul teaches that it comes about by no work of ours, but
solely by the love and hate of God; though when it has come about, he exhorts them to persevere lest
they be cut off. But an exhortation does not prove what we can do, but what we ought to do.
I am compelled to use almost more words in holding my opponent and preventing him from
wandering off and abandoning the issue than in dealing with the issue itself; although to have kept him
to the point is to have vanquished him, so clear and invincible are the words, and that is why he does
almost nothing but refuse to face them, hurrying to get out of sight and busying himself with something
other than he set out to do.
[The Potter and the Clay]51
The third passage she takes up is from Isaiah 45*:9+: “Does the clay say to him who fashions it, ‘What are
you making?’ ” and also Jeremiah 18*:6+: “Like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand.”
Again she says that these passages have more polemic force in Paul [Rom. 9:20 ff.] than with the
prophets from whom they are taken,52 since in the prophets they refer to temporal affliction, whereas
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Paul applies them to eternal salvation and reprobation; so that again she insinuates temerity or
ignorance in Paul. But before we consider how she proves that neither of these texts excludes free
choice, let me first say this, that Paul does not appear to have taken this passage out of the prophets,
nor does Diatribe prove that he has. For Paul usually mentions the name of the writer or explicitly states
that he is taking something from the Scriptures, and he does neither of these things here. So it is truer to
say that Paul is taking this common simile, which others take for other purposes, and using it himself in
his own spirit for a purpose of his own, just as he does with the saying, “A little leaven leavens the whole
lump,” which in I Corinthians 5*:6+ he applies to corrupt morals and elsewhere uses against those who
corrupt the Word of God [Gal. 5:9], in the same way as Christ refers to the leaven of Herod and of the
Pharisees [Mark 8:15].
No matter, then, how much the prophets may be speaking of temporal affliction (and I refrain from
discussing that now, so as to avoid being so often taken up and sidetracked by irrelevant questions),
Paul nevertheless uses it in his own spirit against free choice. But as for the idea that freedom of choice
is not lost if we are as clay in God’s hands when he afflicts us, I do not see the point of it or why Diatribe
contends for it, since there is no doubt that afflictions come upon us from God against our will, and put
us under the necessity of bearing them willy-nilly, nor is it in our power to avert them, although we are
exhorted to bear them willingly.
But it is worthwhile to listen to Diatribe prattling, by this simile, about how Paul’s argument does
not exclude free choice. For she puts forward two absurd ideas, one of which she gathers from the
Scriptures, the other from reason. This is what she gets from the Scriptures: When Paul in II Timothy
2[:20 f.] has said that in a great house there are vessels of gold, silver, wood, earthenware, and some for
noble use, some for ignoble, he at once adds: “If anyone purifies himself from these, then he will be a
vessel for noble use,” etc. Then Diatribe argues thus: “What could be more stupid than to address a
Samian chamberpot,53 ‘If you make yourself clean, you will be an honorable vessel’? Yet this could well
be said to a vessel endowed with reason which, when admonished, can conform to the Lord’s will.” By
this she means to say that the simile is not completely applicable, and is so far invalidated as to be
ineffective.
Without caviling at this, I reply that Paul does not say, “If anyone purifies himself from his own filth,”
but “from these,” that is, from vessels for ignoble use, so that the meaning is: If anyone remains
separate and does not mix with the ungodly teachers, he will be a vessel for noble use, etc. Let us also
grant that this passage of Paul’s does precisely what Diatribe wants, i.e., that the simile is not applicable.
But how will she prove that Paul’s intention is the same here as in Romans 9, which is the passage in
dispute? Is it enough to quote another passage, without any concern as to whether it is making the
same point or a different one? There is no easier or commoner mistake with regard to the Scriptures, as
I have often shown, than that of bringing together different passages from the Scriptures as if they were
alike, with the result that the similarity of the passages—a point on which Diatribe prides herself—is
more ineffective than our simile which she confutes. But not to be contentious, let us grant that in both
passages Paul means the same thing, and—as is unquestionably true—that a simile does not always and
in all respects apply, otherwise it would not be a simile or a metaphor but the thing itself. As the proverb
says, a simile limps and does not always run on four feet.
Diatribe, however, errs and sins in this, that she neglects the reason for the simile, which ought to
be particularly noticed, and captiously contends about words. For the meaning must be sought in the
reasons for speaking, as Hilary says,54 and does not lie in the words alone. Thus the effectiveness of a
simile depends on the reason for the simile. Why, then, does Diatribe disregard the thing for the sake of
which Paul uses this simile, and seize on something he says that is unconnected with the reason for the
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simile? My point is that it is a matter of exhortation when he says, “If anyone purifies himself,” and of
doctrine when he says, “In a great house there are vessels,” etc., so that from the whole context of the
words and the thought of Paul you can see that he is making a statement about the diversity and use of
vessels. Hence the meaning is that since so many fall away from faith, there is no comfort for us but in
being certain that “God’s firm foundation stands, bearing this seal: ‘The Lord knows those who are his,’
and, ‘Let everyone who names the name of the Lord depart from iniquity’ ” *II Tim. 2:19+. Thus far we
have the reason and the effectiveness of the simile, namely, that “the Lord knows those who are his.”
Then the simile follows, pointing out that there are different vessels, some for noble use, some for
ignoble. With this the doctrine is proved, that the vessels do not prepare themselves, but the master
prepares them. This is the meaning also in Romans 9, where the potter has power over the clay, etc.
Thus Paul’s simile stands unshaken as a most effective demonstration that freedom of choice is as
nothing in the sight of God.
After this follows the exhortation, “If anyone purifies himself from these,” etc., and its significance is
plain enough from what has already been said. For it does not follow that anyone is therefore able to
purify himself; though indeed, if anything is proved, it is proved that free choice can purify itself apart
from grace, since he does not say, “If grace purifies anyone,” but, “If anyone purifies himself.” Now,
concerning imperative and subjunctive verbs, quite enough has been said; but the simile is not
expressed by subjunctive verbs, but indicative, thus: as there are elect and reprobate, so there are
vessels for noble and ignoble use. In a word, if this way out is valid, the whole argument of Paul is
worthless, for it would be pointless to introduce those who murmur against God the potter if the fault
were seen to lie with the vessel and not with the potter. For who will complain if he hears that one
deserving of damnation is being damned?
Her second absurdity Diatribe culls from Madam Reason, commonly called “human” reason, to the
effect that the fault must be attributed not to the vessel, but to the potter, especially if He is such a
potter as actually creates the clay as well as molds it. “Here a vessel is thrown into eternal fire,” she
says, “which has been guilty of nothing but not being its own master.”55 Nowhere does Diatribe more
obviously give herself away than in this passage. For what you hear said here—in other words, of course,
but with the same meaning—is what Paul makes the ungodly say: “Why does he find fault? Who can
resist his will?” This is what Reason can neither grasp nor endure, and what has offended all those men
of outstanding talent who have been received for so many centuries. Here they demand that God
should act according to human justice, and do what seems right to them, or else cease to be God. The
secrets of his majesty are no recommendation; let him give a reason why he is God, or why he wills or
does what has no semblance of justice—much as you might summon a cobbler or girdle maker to
appear in court.
[Erasmus’ Way of Reasoning Does Not Let God be God]56
Human nature does not think fit to give God such glory as to believe him just and good when he speaks
and acts above and beyond what the Code of Justinian has laid down, or the fifth book of Aristotle’s
Ethics. The Majesty that is the creator of all things must bow to one of the dregs of his creation, and the
famed Corycian cavern57 must reverse its role and stand in awe of the spectators! Therefore, it is absurd
that he should damn one who cannot help deserving damnation; and because of this absurdity, it must
be fake that God has mercy on whomever he wills and hardens whomever he wills. He must be brought
to order, and laws must be prescribed for him, so that he may damn none but those who in our
judgment have deserved it. In this way Paul and his simile are satisfactorily dealt with: he must revoke it
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and allow it to be worthless, though he may modify it so that the Potter (according to Diatribe’s
interpretation) makes the vessel for ignoble use on the ground of prior descryings, just as He rejected
some of the Jews on account of their unbelief and accepted the Gentiles on account of their faith.
But if God works in such a way that he takes account of merits, why do they murmur and protest?
Why do they say: “Why does he find fault? Who can resist his will?” Why is there need for Paul to
silence them? For who is surprised, let alone indignant or moved to protest, when anyone who has
deserved it is damned? Moreover, what becomes of the potter’s power to make what he likes, if he is
subjected to merits and laws and not allowed to make what he likes, but required to make what he
ought? For the consideration of merits conflicts with the power and freedom to do what he pleases, as
is proved by the householder in the parable who, when the workmen were murmuring and demanding
their rights, opposed them with his freedom of will in respect of his own goods [Matt. 20:11–15]. These
are the arguments that invalidate Diatribe’s gloss.
But let us imagine, if you will, that God ought to be of such a character as to take account of merits
in those who are to be damned. Must we not equally maintain and allow that he should take account of
merits also in those who are to be saved? If we wish to follow reason, it is just as unfair that the
undeserving should be rewarded as that the undeserving should be punished. Let us then conclude that
God must justify men on the basis of preceding merits, or else we shall declare him unjust, since he
takes pleasure in evil and ungodly men, and encourages and crowns their ungodliness with rewards. But
alas then for us wretched mortals in the hands of that God! For who will be saved? Observe, therefore,
the wickedness of the human heart! When God saves the unworthy without merits, or rather justifies
the ungodly with their many demerits, it does not accuse him of injustice; it does not demand to know
why he wills this, which in its judgment is most unjust, but because it is advantageous and pleasing to
itself it deems it just and good. But when he damns those without merit, then since this is
disadvantageous to itself, it is unjust, it is intolerable, and here there is protesting, murmuring, and
blaspheming.
You see, then, that Diatribe and her friends in this case do not judge according to equity, but
according as their own interest is affected. For if she had regard to equity, she would expostulate with
God just as much when he crowns the unworthy as when he damns the undeserving. She would also
praise and extol God just as much when he damns the undeserving as when he saves the unworthy; for
there is equal unfairness in either case, judged by our standards. Or would it not be just as iniquitous to
commend Cain for his murder and make him a king as to throw innocent Abel into prison or put him to
death? When therefore Reason praises God for saving the unworthy, but finds fault with him for
damning the undeserving, she stands convicted of not praising God as God, but as serving her own
interests. That is to say, what she seeks and praises in God is herself and the things of self, not God or
the things of God. But if God pleases you when he crowns the unworthy, he ought not to displease you
when he damns the undeserving. If he is just in the former case, why not in the latter? In the former
case he pours out grace and mercy on the unworthy, in the latter he pours out wrath and severity on the
undeserving, and in both cases he is unprincipled and unjust by human standards, but just and true by
his own. For how it is just that he crowns the unworthy is incomprehensible now, but we shall see it
when we arrive there where it will no longer be a matter of believing but of seeing with unveiled face.58
Similarly, how it is just that he damns the undeserving is incomprehensible now, except only to faith,
until the Son of Man shall be revealed.
Diatribe, however, who intensely dislikes that simile of the potter and the clay, and is not a little
annoyed at being so hard pressed by it, is at length reduced to producing different passages of Scripture,
some of which seem to attribute everything to man, others everything to grace, and she pettishly insists
that each case must be understood according to a “sound interpretation” and not taken literally.
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Otherwise, if we press this simile, she is prepared in return to press against us those imperative and
subjunctive passages, especially that of Paul, “If anyone purifies himself from these.” Here she makes
out that Paul contradicts himself and attributes everything to man, unless a sound interpretation comes
to the rescue. If, therefore, an interpretation is admitted here in order to leave room for grace, why
should not the simile of the potter also admit of an interpretation in order to make room for free
choice? My answer is that it does not matter to me whether you take it in a simple sense, a double
sense, or a hundred senses. What I say is that by this “sound interpretation” nothing is gained, and what
is wanted is not proved. For what ought to be proved is that free choice can will nothing good; but by
that passage, “If anyone purifies himself from these,” since it is a conditional statement, neither
anything nor nothing is proved. Paul is merely exhorting. Or if you add Diatribe’s inference, and say he is
exhorting in vain if a man cannot purify himself, then it is proved that free choice can do everything
without grace. And thus Diatribe disproves herself.
We are therefore still waiting for some passage of Scripture which teaches this interpretation; we
put no faith in those who make it up out of their own heads. For we deny that there is any passage to be
found which would attribute everything to man. We also deny that Paul contradicts himself where he
says “If anyone purifies himself from these,” and we affirm that the contradiction in Paul is as much a
fiction as the interpretation which it extorts is an invention, and neither of them is proved. We do of
course admit that if it is right to augment the Scriptures with Diatribe’s inferences and appendages, as
when she says that precepts are in vain if we are not able to fulfill them, then it is true that Paul
contradicts himself; and so does the entire Scripture, for then Scripture is other than it was, and it even
proves that free choice can do everything. And is it surprising if in that case it also contradicts what it
says elsewhere, that God alone does everything? But a Scripture thus augmented is opposed not only to
us but to Diatribe herself, who has laid it down that free choice can will nothing good. Let her therefore
first clear herself and say how these two statements of hers agree with Paul: “Free choice can will
nothing good” and “The words ‘If anyone purifies himself’ imply that he can purify himself or else there
is no point in them.”
You see therefore that Diatribe is baffled and beaten by that simile of the potter, and all she does is
to try to get away from it, with never a thought of the harm her interpretation does to the cause she has
undertaken, and of how she is refuting and making a fool of herself.
We, however, as we have said, have never aspired to an interpretation, nor have we said things like:
“Stretch out your hand,” i.e., “Grace will stretch it out”59 All these things Diatribe invents about us for
the benefit of her own cause. What we have said is that there is no inconsistency in the statements of
Scripture, and no need of an interpretation to remove the difficulty; but the supporters of free choice
look for difficulties where there are none60 and produce inconsistencies out of their own dreams. For
example, there is no inconsistency between “If anyone purifies himself” and “God works all in all” *I Cor.
12:6]; nor is it necessary, in order to remove the difficulty, to say there is something God does and
something man does. For the former passage is a conditional statement, which neither affirms nor
denies any work or virtue in man, but prescribes what work or virtue there ought to be in man. There is
nothing figurative here, nothing needing interpretation; the words are simple and the sense is simple, so
long as you do not add inferences and corrupting comments, as Diatribe does; for then the sense would
become unsound, though not by its own fault but its corrupter’s. The later passage, however, “God
works all in all,” is an indicative statement, affirming that all works and all virtue are in God. How, then,
can the two passages conflict, when one of them says nothing about the virtue of man, and the other
attributes everything to God? Do they not instead agree very well with one another?
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But Diatribe is so overwhelmed, drowned, and corrupted by the thought of this ungodly61 idea that
it is pointless to command impossibilities, that whenever she hears an imperative or subjunctive verb
she cannot help appending her own indicative inferences, to the effect that if something is commanded,
then we can do it, and we do it, otherwise the command is stupid. Then she bursts out and boasts on
every hand of her victories, as if she could take it for granted that she has only to think of these
inferences for them to be invested with something like divine authority. Hence she confidently lays it
down that in some passages of Scripture everything is attributed to man, and that there is an
inconsistency here which calls for an interpretation. She does not realize that this is all invented out of
her own head, without an iota of Scripture anywhere to confirm it. What is more, she fails to see that it
is the kind of thing which, if it were admitted, would confute no one more strongly than herself, since
what she proves by it—if she proves anything—is that free choice can do everything, which is the
opposite of what she set out to prove.
It is the same when she so often repeats that “if man does nothing, there is no room for merits;
where there is no room for merits, there will be no room for either punishments or rewards.”62 Again
she fails to see how much more strongly she confutes herself by these ungodly63 arguments than she
confutes us. For what do these inferences of hers prove but that all merit rests with free choice? And in
that case, what room will there be for grace? Furthermore, if free choice merits only a little, and grace
does the rest, why does free choice receive the whole reward? Or are we to suppose it receives only a
little reward? If there is room for merits so that there may be room for rewards, then the merit ought to
be as great as the reward. But why am I wasting time and words on such rubbish? Even supposing that
everything Diatribe wants were granted, and that our meriting was partly man’s work and partly God’s,
they are still unable to define this work itself and show its content, its nature, and its extent; so that it is
a dispute about something and nothing.64
The fact is, that since she proves none of the things she says, and can neither establish any
inconsistency nor her own interpretation, nor produce any passage that attributes everything to man,
but all these are figments of her own imagination, Paul’s simile of the potter and the clay stands intact
and invincible, showing that the sort of vessels into which we are shaped does not depend on our
choice. And as for Paul’s exhortations, such as “If anyone purifies himself,” they are patterns to which
we ought to be shaped, but not evidences of our work or endeavor. Let this be enough said about the
hardening of Pharaoh and about Esau and about the potter.
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*PART V. REBUTTAL OF ERASMUS’ CRITIQUE OF THE ASSERTIO+
[Genesis 6:3 and the Biblical Meaning of “Flesh”]1
At length Diatribe comes to the passages cited by Luther against free choice, with the intention of
confuting them too.2 The first of them is Genesis 6*:3+: “My spirit shall not abide in man forever, for he is
flesh.” First, she argues that “flesh” here does not mean wicked desire, but weakness. Then she expands
Moses’ text, to the effect that “this saying does not apply to the whole human race, but only to the men
of that day,” and so it means “in these men.” Moreover, it does not apply to all the men even of that
age, since Noah is excepted. Finally, on the authority of Jerome,3 she says that in Hebrew this saying
gives a different impression, namely, of the clemency and not the severity of God4—hoping perhaps to
persuade us that since this saying does not apply to Noah but to the wicked, it is not the clemency but
the severity of God that applies to Noah, while clemency and not severity applies to the wicked.
But let us leave these frivolities of Diatribe’s, who never fails to make it clear that she regards the
Scriptures as fables. With Jerome’s trifling here we have no concern; it is certain he proves nothing, and
we are not discussing Jerome’s views but the meaning of Scripture. Let the perverter of Scripture
pretend that the Spirit of God signifies indignation. We say he doubly lacks proof. First, he cannot
produce a single passage of Scripture in which the Spirit of God stands for indignation, since on the
contrary, kindness and sweetness are everywhere attributed to the Spirit. Secondly, if he did chance to
prove that the Spirit stands for indignation in some place, he still could not prove it to be a necessary
consequence that Spirit should be so understood in this passage also. Similarly, he may pretend that
flesh stands for weakness, yet he proves just as little. For when Paul calls the Corinthians carnal [I Cor.
3:3], this certainly does not signify a weakness, but a fault, for he accuses them of forming sects and
parties, which is not a matter of weakness or lack of capacity for more solid doctrine, but malice and the
old leaven [I Cor. 5:7 f.], which he bids them cleanse out. Let us look at the Hebrew.
“My spirit shall not judge in man forever, for he is flesh”—that is what Moses literally says. And if we
would only get rid of our own dreams, the words as they stand are, I think, adequately plain and clear.
That they are, moreover, spoken by God in wrath, is sufficiently shown by what precedes and follows,
together with the resultant Flood. The reason for his speaking them was that the sons of men were
marrying wives from the mere lust of the flesh, and then so filling the earth with violence that they
compelled God in his wrath to hasten the Flood, and only delay for a hundred and twenty years [Gen.
6:3] what he would otherwise never have brought about at all. Read Moses attentively, and you will see
plainly that this is what he means. But is there any wonder that the Scriptures are obscure, or that with
them you can establish not only a free but even a divine choice, when you are allowed to play about
with them as if you wanted to make a Virgilian patchwork5 out of them? That is what you call solving
problems, and removing difficulties by means of an “explanation.” But it was Jerome and his master
Origen who filled the world with such trifles, and set this pestilent example of not paying attention to
the simplicity of the Scriptures.
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For me it was enough to find proof in that passage that God himself6 called men flesh, and so far
flesh that the Spirit of God could not abide among them but at an appointed time was to be withdrawn
from them. For what God means by saying that his Spirit will not judge among men forever, he goes on
to explain when he sets a limit of a hundred and twenty years during which he will continue to judge. He
contrasts “spirit” with “flesh,” however, because men as being flesh give no admittance to the Spirit,
while he himself as being Spirit cannot approve of the flesh, and that is why the Spirit is to be withdrawn
after a hundred and twenty years. So you may take Moses’ text to mean: “My Spirit, which is in Noah
and other holy men, accuses the ungodly by means of the preached word and the life of the godly—for
to judge among men is to be active among them in the ministry of the word, convincing, rebuking, and
exhorting, in season and out of season [II Tim. 4:2]—but all in vain, because they are blinded and
hardened by the flesh, and get worse the more they are judged, just as it always happens when the
Word of God comes into the world, that men grow worse the more they are instructed. And this has the
effect of hastening the wrath, just as the Flood was hastened then, for it not only means that sin is
committed but also that grace is despised, and as Christ says: ‘When the light comes, men hate the light
*John 3:19+.’ ”
Since, therefore, on the testimony of God himself, men are flesh and have a taste for nothing but
the flesh, it follows that free choice avails for nothing but sinning. If, even when they have the Spirit of
God among them to call and teach them, they go from bad to worse, what would they do if left to
themselves without the Spirit of God? And it makes no difference when you say that Moses is speaking
only about the men of that age, for the same applies to all men, since they all are flesh, as Christ says in
John 3*:6+: “That which is born of the flesh is flesh.” And how serious a defect this is, he himself shows in
the same chapter, where he says that no one can enter the Kingdom of God unless he has been born
again [John 3:5]. So a Christian should know that Origen and Jerome and all their tribe are perniciously
wrong when they deny that flesh stands for ungodly desire in such passages. In I Corinthians 3[:3], for
example, “You are still of the flesh” refers to ungodliness. For Paul means that there are still some
ungodly ones among them, and that even the godly, insofar as they have a taste for things carnal, are of
the flesh, although they are justified through the Spirit.
In short, what you will find in the Scriptures is this: Wherever flesh is treated as in opposition to
spirit, you can generally take flesh to mean everything that is contrary to the Spirit, as [in John 6:63]:
“The flesh is of no avail.” But where flesh is treated on its own, you may take it that it signifies the bodily
constitution and nature, as for example: “They shall be two in one flesh” *Matt. 19:5+; “My flesh is food
indeed” *John 6:55+; or “The Word became flesh” *John 1:14+. In these passages you can drop the
Hebraism and say “body” instead of “flesh,” for the Hebrew language has only the one word “flesh” for
what we express by the two words “flesh” and “body,” and I wish this distinction of terms had been
observed in translation throughout the whole canon of Scripture. My passage from Genesis 6, will thus, I
think, still stand firmly against free choice, when free choice is proved to be flesh, which Paul in Romans
8[:7] says cannot submit to God (as we shall see in that passage), and which Diatribe herself says can will
nothing good.
[Other Old Testament Passages—the Universal Sinfulness and Impotence of Man Under the Law]7
The second passage is Genesis 8*:21+: “The thought and imagination of man’s heart are prone to evil
from his youth,” and also Genesis 6*:5+: “Every imagination of man’s heart is intent on evil continually.”
She gets around this as follows: “The proneness to evil which is in most men does not take away free
choice altogether.”8 But I ask you, is God speaking of “most men” and not rather of all, when after the
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Flood he repents, as it were, and promises the survivors and their posterity that he will never again
bring about a flood because of man, adding as the reason for this, that man is prone to evil—as if to say:
“Should the wickedness of men be taken into account, there would never be any ending of the Flood;
but from now on I will take no account of what they deserve,” etc.? So you see that both before and
after the Flood, God declares that men are evil, so that Diatribe’s remark about “most men” is
meaningless. Next, a proneness or proclivity to evil seems to Diatribe a matter of small moment, as if it
were quite within our power to counteract or check it, whereas Scripture intends this proneness to
signify the persistent attraction and drive of the will toward evil. Or why has she not consulted the
Hebrew here too, where—to give you no cause to cavil—Moses says nothing about proneness? For this
is what Genesis 6[:5] says: Chol Ietzer Mahescheboth libbo rak ra chol haiom, that is, “Every imagination
of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.” It does not say “intent on” or “prone to” evil, but
“altogether evil,” and that nothing but evil is thought and imagined by man all his life. The nature of his
wickedness is represented as such that it neither does nor can do otherwise, because it is evil; for an evil
tree cannot bear other than evil fruit, as Christ testifies *Matt. 7:17+. And as to Diatribe’s pert question,
“Why is room given for repentance if no part of repentance depends on *our+ choice but everything is
done by necessity?” I reply: You can say the same with regard to all the commandments of God, and ask
why he gives commandments if everything is done by necessity. He gives commandments in order to
instruct and admonish men as to what they ought to do, so that they may be humbled by the knowledge
of their wickedness and attain to grace, as has been abundantly said. This passage too, therefore, still
stands invincible against freedom of choice.
The third passage is Isaiah 40*:2+: “She has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.”
Jerome (she says) interprets this in terms of the divine vengeance, not of grace given in return for evil
deeds. I see! Jerome says so, therefore it is true! I am discussing Isaiah, who speaks in the very plainest
terms, and Jerome is thrown at me, who (to say no worse of him) is a man quite without either
judgment or application. Where is that promise by which we bound ourselves to conduct our debate on
the basis of the Scriptures themselves, not of men’s commentaries? The whole chapter of Isaiah speaks
of the forgiveness of sins proclaimed by the gospel, as the Evangelists show where they say “the voice of
one crying” refers to John the Baptist. Can we let it pass, then, when Jerome in his usual way puts
forward Jewish blindnesses as the historical sense and his own ineptitudes as the allegorical? Are we to
let grammar be turned upside down, and to take a passage that speaks of forgiveness as speaking of
vengeance? I ask you, what sort of vengeance is fulfilled through the preaching of Christ? But let us look
at the words themselves in the Hebrew. “Comfort ye” (it says), “comfort ye, my people” or “Comfort ye
my people,9 says your God.” Now, he who orders “comfort” is not, I think, exacting vengeance! Then
follows: “Speak to the heart of Jerusalem and preach to her.” To “speak to the heart” is a Hebrew
expression, and it means to speak good, sweet, and tender things, as in Genesis 34[:3] Shechem speaks
“to the heart” of Dinah whom he has corrupted; that is, he spoke tenderly to the unhappy girl, as our
version puts it.
Now, the nature of the good and sweet things that are commanded to be preached for their
comfort he explains by saying “that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned, that she has
received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.” The “warfare” (militia), for which our manuscripts
wrongly read “wickedness” (malitia),10 is taken by the bold Jewish grammarians as meaning “an
appointed time,” for that is how they understand Job 7*:1+: “The life of man is a warfare upon earth,”
that is, there is a set time for it. I prefer to take it simply, in the ordinary grammatical sense of “warfare,”
so that Isaiah is understood to be speaking of the toilsome course of the people under the law, as if they
were engaged in military service. For Paul similarly loves to compare both preachers and hearers of the
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Word to soldiers, as for example when he bids Timothy be a good soldier [II Tim. 2:3] and fight the good
fight [I Tim. 6:12]. And he makes the Corinthians run in a race *I Cor. 9:24+. He also says: “No one is
crowned unless he competes according to the rules” *II Tim. 2:5+. He equips the Ephesians and
Thessalonians with arms [Eph. 6:13–17; I Thess. 5:8], and glories that he himself has fought the good
fight [II Tim. 4:7]; and there are similar instances elsewhere. So also in I Samuel 2[:22] it is written in the
Hebrew that the sons of Eli slept with the women who did military duty in the army11 at the entrance to
the Tent of Meeting, of whose service12 Moses makes mention in Exodus [38:8]. Hence the God of that
people is called the Lord of Hosts, that is, the Lord of warfare or of armies.
Isaiah, therefore, is announcing that the service of the people of the law is to be brought to an end
because under the law they have been oppressed by a burden too heavy to bear (as Peter says in Acts
15[:10]), and when they have been freed from the law they are to be transferred to a new service of the
Spirit. Furthermore, this ending of their very hard service, and the exchanging of it for a new and most
free service, will not be granted them on account of their merit, for they have not been able to sustain
it; it will rather be on account of their demerit, since the way their service is brought to an end is by their
iniquity being freely forgiven them. There are no obscure or ambiguous words here. He says the warfare
is to be ended because the iniquity is pardoned, plainly indicating that as soldiers under the law they
had not fulfilled the law, and could not fulfill it, but had been engaged in the service of sin and were
sinful soldiers. It is as if God said: “I am obliged to forgive them their sins if I want the law fulfilled by
them; indeed, I must also put away the law, for I see that they are unable not to sin, especially when
they are fighting, that is, when they are laboring to fulfill the law in their own strength.” For the Hebrew
expression “iniquity is pardoned” implies gratuitous goodwill; and it is by this that the iniquity is
pardoned, without any merit and indeed with demerit. And this is the point of what follows: For “she
has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.” This includes, as I have said, not only the
forgiveness of sins, but also the end of the warfare; and that means nothing else but that with the
removing of the law, which was the power of sin [I Cor. 15:56], and the pardoning of sin, which was the
sting of death [ibid.], they reign in freedom from both through the victory of Jesus Christ. This is what
Isaiah means by “from the Lord’s hand,” for they have not obtained these things by their own powers or
merits, but have received them from Christ the conqueror and the giver.
The Hebrew says “in all sins,” which means the same as “for or on account of sins” in Latin; just as in
Hosea 12*:12+, “Jacob did service in a wife” means “for a wife,” and in Psalm 16*17:9+, “They have
surrounded me in my life” means “for my life.” Isaiah is thus showing what our merits are by which we
obtain the twofold freedom that comes from the ending of our service of the law and the pardoning of
our sin: they are all sins and nothing but sins. Ought we then to have let it pass when this splendid and
invincible passage against free choice was so besmirched with the Jewish filth produced by Jerome and
Diatribe? Impossible! However, my Isaiah still stands victorious over free choice, and makes it plain that
grace is given, not to merits or the endeavors of free choice, but to sins and demerits, and that free
choice with all its powers can do nothing but engage in the service of sin, so that even the law, which is
supposed to be given as a help, becomes intolerable to a man and makes him a greater sinner while he
serves under it.
Now, let us look at Diatribe’s argument13 that, although sin abounds through the law, and where sin
has abounded grace also abounds *Rom. 5:20+, “it does not necessarily follow that before that ‘grace
which makes acceptable’14 a man may not, with the help of God, prepare himself by morally good works
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for the divine favor.” It would surprise me if that is Diatribe’s own idea, and not rather one she has lifted
out of some paper by somebody or other and put into her book. For she neither sees nor hears what
these words mean. If through the law sin abounds, how is it possible that a man should be able to
prepare himself by moral works for the divine favor? How can works help when the law does not help?
What else does it mean that sin abounds through the law, but that works done according to the law are
sins?—But of this anon.
Then what does it mean that a man with the help of God can prepare himself by moral works? Are
we arguing about divine assistance, or about free choice? For what might not be possible with divine
assistance? The fact is, as I have said, that Diatribe has no respect for the cause she is pleading; that is
why she snores and yawns through her speech like this. However, she cites Cornelius the centurion as an
example of one whose prayers and alms pleased God [Acts 10:4], though he was not yet baptized and
had not yet been inspired by the Holy Spirit. I, too, have read Luke on the Acts, but I have never found a
single syllable to suggest that Cornelius’ works were morally good without the Holy Spirit, as Diatribe
dreams. On the contrary, I find that he was “an upright and God-fearing man”—for that is what Luke
calls him *Acts 10:22+. But to call a man without the Holy Spirit “upright and God-fearing” is the same as
calling Belial “Christ.”
Moreover, the whole argument there turns on the fact that Cornelius was clean in God’s sight, as is
shown also by the vision sent from heaven with its rebuke to Peter; and it is obvious from the
importance of what is said and done that Luke is making a special point of the uprightness and faith of
Cornelius. Nevertheless, Diatribe and her Sophists are blind to all this, and though their eyes are open
and the words could not be clearer nor the facts more evident, they see just the opposite; so careless
are they in their reading and marking of Holy Writ, which they then have to brand as obscure and
ambiguous. Granted he was not yet baptized and had not yet heard the word concerning the risen
Christ, does it follow from this that he was without the Holy Spirit? In that case, you will have to say also
that John the Baptist and his parents, and even Christ’s mother and Simeon, were without the Holy
Spirit. But let us take our leave of such deep gloom.
The fourth passage comes from the same chapter of Isaiah: “All flesh is grass, and all its glory is like
the flower of the grass. The grass withers and the flower fades, because the Spirit of the Lord blows
upon it,” etc. *Isa. 40:6 f.+. Dear Diatribe thinks it very forced to apply this to grace and free choice. I
wonder why? Because (she says) “Jerome takes ‘spirit’ to mean indignation and ‘flesh’ to mean the
natural weakness of mankind which avails nought against God.” Once more I am presented with
Jerome’s trifling instead of Isaiah, and I have to put more effort into fighting against the weariness with
which all this carelessness of Diatribe’s is wearing me down than against Diatribe herself. But we have
already expressed our opinion of Jerome’s view,15 so let us compare Diatribe with herself. “Flesh,” she
says, is the weak nature of man, and “spirit” is divine indignation. Has divine indignation nothing else to
wither, then, but this poor weak nature of man, which it ought rather to raise up? But here is something
still better: the flower of the grass is “the glory which is born of the happiness of corporeal things. The
Jews gloried in the Temple, in circumcision, in sacrificial victims; the Greeks gloried in their wisdom.”
Therefore, the flower of the grass and the glory of the flesh is the righteousness of works and the
wisdom of the world! How comes it, then, that righteousness and wisdom are called “corporeal things”
in Diatribe? What, moreover, has this to do with Isaiah, who explains himself in his own words when he
says: “Surely the people is grass”? He does not say: “Surely the weak nature of man is grass,” but: “The
people is grass,” and he asserts this with an oath. Now what is “the people”? Is it only the weak nature
of man? Whether Jerome understands by “the weak nature of man” simply man’s creatureliness or the
wretchedness of his present lot, I do not know. But whichever it is, the divine indignation certainly gains
high distinction and ample spoils from withering the poor creature or unhappy humanity, instead of
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scattering the proud and putting down the mighty from their seats and sending the rich empty away, as
Mary sings [Luke 1:51–53]. But let us banish these specters and follow Isaiah. “The people,” he says, “is
grass”; but “the people” is not merely the flesh or the weakness of man’s nature, but it covers
everything there is in “the people,” including the rich, the wise, the righteous, the holy—unless the
Jewish people does not include the Pharisees, elders, princes, nobles, the rich, etc. The “flower of the
grass” is rightly called their glory, for they certainly gloried in their kingdom and government, and above
all in their law, their God, their righteousness and wisdom, as Paul shows in Romans.16
When, therefore, Isaiah says “all flesh,” what else does he mean but “all the grass” or “all the
people”? (For he does not say simply “flesh,” but “all flesh.”) To a “people,” however, belong soul, body,
mind, reason, judgment, and whatever else can be named or found that is most excellent in man. For
when he says, “All flesh is grass,” he excepts none but the Spirit that withers it; and when he says, “The
people is grass,” he omits nothing. Take free choice, then, or take whatever may be regarded as the
highest or the lowest in a people: Isaiah calls it all “flesh” and “grass.” For these three terms, “flesh,”
“grass,” and “people,” as explained by the author of the book himself, all have the same meaning in this
passage. Moreover, you yourself affirm that the wisdom of the Greeks and the righteousness of the
Jews, which have been withered by the gospel, are grass or the flower of the grass. Do you perhaps
think that their wisdom was not the most excellent thing the Greeks possessed, and that their
righteousness was not the most excellent thing of which the Jews were capable? Then show us
something more excellent!
[The Whole Man—Body, Soul, and “Spirit”—Is “Flesh”]17
Where is now the confidence with which you jeered (at Philip,18 I believe), when you said: “If anybody
should wish to argue that the most excellent part of human nature is none other than flesh, that is to
say, it is wicked, I would readily yield—if he proves his assertion by the testimony of Holy Scripture”?
You have here Isaiah, who cries aloud that the people devoid of the Spirit of the Lord is flesh, though
even so you do not hear. You have your own confession, when (perhaps incautiously) you call the
wisdom of the Greeks “grass or the glory of the grass,” which is the same as saying “flesh”—unless you
would argue that the wisdom of the Greeks does not pertain to reason, or the hēgemonikon, as you call
it, which is the governing part of man.19 Though you pay no regard to us, do at least listen to yourself
when you are overpowered by the force of truth and say things that are right. You have John: “That
which is born of the flesh is flesh; that which is born of the Spirit is spirit” *John 3:6+. This passage, which
plainly shows that what is not born of the Spirit is flesh—otherwise the distinction made by Christ, who
divides all men into the two classes of flesh and spirit, would not hold good—this passage, I say, you
firmly put aside, as if it did not give you what you want, and you go off at a tangent in your usual way,
after remarking that John says believers are born of God and become sons of God, yes, even gods and a
new creature.20 You give no heed to what the distinction implies, but waste words in telling us who are
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in the second half of the distinction, relying on your rhetoric to prevent anyone from noticing such an
artful transition and dissimulation as this.
It is difficult to believe that you are not being sly and deceitful in this passage. For anyone who
treats the Scriptures with such artfulness and hypocrisy as you do may well have the face to profess
himself as yet unlearned in the Scriptures, but desirous of being taught, although he desires nothing
less, and only talks like this in order to discredit the plainest meaning of the Scriptures and to present his
own pertinacity in a plausible guise. That is just how the Jews, down to the present day, say that the
things taught by Christ, the apostles, and the whole Church; are not proved by the Scriptures. Heretics
can be taught nothing by the Scriptures. The papists have not so far learned much from the Scriptures,
though even the stones are crying out the truth [Luke 19:40].
Perhaps you are waiting for a passage to be produced from the Scriptures, consisting of these letters
and syllables: “The governing part in man is flesh” or “That which is most excellent in man is flesh,” in
default of which you will be invincibly victorious—just as if the Jews should demand that a statement be
produced from the Prophets, consisting of these letters: “Jesus, the carpenter’s son, born of the Virgin
Mary in Bethlehem, is the Messiah and the Son of God.” Here, where you are hard pressed by the plain
sense, you challenge us to produce the exact words; elsewhere, when you are vanquished by both
words and sense, you have a supply of tropes, knotty problems, and “sound interpretations.” Nowhere
do you fail to find some means of contradicting the Divine Scriptures. And no wonder, when you do
nothing else but look for something to contradict! Now you have recourse to the interpretations of the
ancients, now to the absurdities of reason, and when neither of these helps, you discourse at a tangent
on irrelevant matters, all in order to avoid being caught by the passage of Scripture in question. What
can I say? Proteus is no Proteus21 compared with you; yet even so you cannot escape. What victories the
Arians boasted because the syllables and letters of homoousios22 were not contained in the Scriptures,
quite heedless of the fact that the same thing was most effectively proved by other words. But whether
this is the mark of a good, not to say godly, mind and one desirous of being instructed, let impiety and
iniquity itself be judge.
Hold on to your victory, then; we as the vanquished confess that these characters and syllables—
“The most excellent thing in man is nothing but flesh”—are not to be found in the Sacred Scriptures. But
see what your victory looks like when we show the wealth of evidence there is in the Scriptures, that not
just one portion, or the most excellent thing, or the governing part of man is flesh, but that the whole
man is flesh; and not only that, but the whole people is flesh, and as if that were not enough, the whole
human race is flesh. For Christ says: “That which is born of the flesh is flesh” *John 3:6+. Now untie your
knots, invent your tropes, and look up the interpretation of the ancients—or else turn to another
subject and fill in the time with a dissertation on the Trojan War so as to avoid seeing or hearing the
present passage. We do not simply believe, but we see and experience, that the whole human race is
born of the flesh. We are therefore obliged to believe what we do not see, namely, that the whole
human race is flesh, as Christ teaches. Whether now the governing part of man is included in the whole
man, the whole people, or the whole race of men, we give the Sophists leave to doubt and debate; as
for ourselves, we know that in the whole human race are included body and soul with all their powers
and works, all virtues and vices, all wisdom and folly, all righteousness and unrighteousness. They are all
flesh, because they all savor of the flesh, that is, of the things that are their own, and they are devoid of
the glory of God and the Spirit of God, as Paul says in Romans 3[:23].
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Therefore, as to your saying: “Yet not all human desire is flesh, but there is that in man which is
called soul, and there is that which is called spirit, with which we strive after virtue”; as the philosophers
strove, who “taught that we should sooner die a thousand deaths than commit a shameful act, even if
we knew that men would never know of it and God would overlook it”—I reply that for one who
believes nothing certainly, it is easy to believe and say anything. Your friend Lucian, not I, should ask you
whether you can find one example in the entire human race (even though it were Socrates himself twice
or seven times over) who has actually done what you speak of here, and what you say they taught. Why,
then, do you tell such empty tales? Could men strive after virtue who did not even know that virtue
was? Perhaps if I ask for a very outstanding example, you will say it was virtuous when they died for
their country, their wives and children, their parents, or when they endured exquisite tortures rather
than give way to lying or treachery—men like Q. Scaevola,23 M. Regulus,24 and others. Yet in all these
instances, what can you show but the outward splendor of the works? Have you looked into their
hearts?
Even so, their work made it at once apparent on the face of it that they did all these things for their
own glory; so much so that they were not ashamed even to confess and boast that they were seeking
their own glory. For it was with a consuming desire for glory that the Romans, on their own testimony,
did whatever they did of virtue or valor, and so did the Greeks, so also the Jews, and so does the whole
race of men. But although this may be honorable in the eyes of men, in the sight of God nothing is more
immoral, indeed it is most impious and the height of sacrilege; and it is so because they did not act for
the glory of God, nor did they glorify him as God, but by an act of most impious robbery they robbed
God of his glory and attributed it to themselves, so that they were never more dishonorable and base
than when they were resplendent in their most exalted virtues. Yet how could they act for the glory of
God when they were ignorant of God and his glory—not because it was not apparent, but because the
flesh did not allow them to see the glory of God, owing to their mad passion for their own glory.
There, then, you have that governing spirit, the principal part of man, which aspires to virtue: in
other words, a usurper of divine glory and a pretender to divine majesty, above all when men are most
honorable and most highly famed for their most exalted virtues. Now deny that these men are flesh and
consigned to perdition by ungodly desire!
Now, I do not believe that what so much offends Diatribe is the idiom by which man is said to be
flesh or spirit, where a Latin would say: “Man is carnal or spiritual.” For this, like many other things,
must be granted to the Hebrew language, that when it says man is flesh or spirit, it means the same as
we mean when we say man is carnal or spiritual. It is just as when the Latins say: “A sad thing is the wolf
in the fold, a sweet thing moisture to the standing corn,”25 or when they say: “The man yonder is a
crime, and wickedness itself.” So also Holy Scripture, stretching the point, calls man flesh, as if he were
carnality itself, because he savors too much of the things of the flesh and indeed of nothing but these;
and it calls him spirit because he savors of, seeks, does, and endures nothing but the things of the spirit.
But Diatribe may perhaps still have this question to ask: Even if the whole man, and the most excellent
thing in man, is said to be flesh, does it necessarily follow that whatever is flesh must also be called
ungodly?
We call ungodly anyone who is without the Spirit of God, for Scripture says it is to justify the ungodly
that the Spirit is given. But when Christ distinguishes the Spirit from the flesh by saying: “That which is
born of the flesh is flesh,” and adds that what is born of the flesh cannot see the Kingdom of God *John
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3:6, 3], it plainly follows that whatever is flesh is ungodly and under the wrath of God and a stranger to
the Kingdom of God. And if it is a stranger to the Kingdom and Spirit of God, it necessarily follows that it
is under the kingdom and spirit of Satan, since there is no middle kingdom between the Kingdom of God
and the kingdom of Satan, which are mutually and perpetually in conflict with each other. These are the
facts which prove that the loftiest virtues of the heathen, the best things in the philosophers, the most
excellent things in men, which in the eyes of the world certainly appear to be, as they are said to be,
honorable and good, are nonetheless in the sight of God truly flesh and subservient to the kingdom of
Satan; that is to say, they are impious and sacrilegious and on all counts bad.
But let us suppose that Diatribe’s view is right, and that not every desire is flesh, i.e., ungodly, but
that which is called spirit is good and sound. Notice what absurdity follows from this, though not of
course as far as human reason is concerned, but with respect to the whole Christian religion and the
supreme articles of faith. For if what is most excellent in man is not ungodly and lost or damned, but
only the flesh, or the lower and grosser desires, what sort of redeemer do you think we shall make
Christ out to be? Are we to rate the price of his blood so low as to say that it has redeemed only what is
lowest in man, and that what is most excellent in man can take care of itself and has no need of Christ?
Then in the future we must preach Christ as the redeemer, not of the whole man, but of his lowest part,
namely the flesh, and man himself as his own redeemer in respect of his higher part. Choose which you
please: if the higher part of man is sound, it does not need Christ as its redeemer, and if it does not need
Christ, it triumphs with a glory above that of Christ, since in taking care of itself it takes care of the
higher part, whereas Christ only takes care of the lower. Then the kingdom of Satan, too, will be as
nothing, since it will rule only over the lower part of man, and in respect of the higher part will rather be
ruled over by man.
So by means of this doctrine concerning the governing part of man, man will come to be exalted
above Christ and the devil, or in other words, he will become Lord of lords and God of gods. What has
now happened to that “probable opinion” which said that free choice could will nothing good? Yet here
she contends that it is the principal part, and a sound and virtuous part, which does not even need
Christ, but can do more than God himself and the devil can. I say this to let you see again how very
perilous it is to venture into divine and sacred subjects without the Spirit of God and in the temerity of
human reason. If Christ is the Lamb of God that taketh away the sin of the world [John 1:29], then it
follows that the whole world is subject to sin, damnation, and the devil, and the distinction between
principal and nonprincipal parts is of no use at all. For “world” means men, who savor of worldly things
in all their parts.
“If the whole man,” she says “even when reborn through faith, is nothing else but flesh, where is the
spirit which is born of the Spirit? Where is the son of God? Where is the new creature? I wish to be
instructed on these points.” Thus Diatribe. But why? Why, my dearest Diatribe? What are you dreaming
of? You ask to be informed how the spirit born of the Spirit is flesh. Oh, how gaily sure of victory must
you be to crow over us here as vanquished foes, as if it were impossible for us to stand our ground.
“Meanwhile” you seek to “make full use of26 the authority of the Fathers who say that there are certain
seeds of virtue implanted in the minds of men.” First, if that is what you want, as far as we are
concerned you may use or abuse27 the authority of the Fathers; but you should take note of what you
believe when you believe men who are expressing their own ideas without the word of God. But
perhaps you are not so concerned for religion as to be much worried about what anyone believes,
seeing you are so ready to believe men, regardless of whether what they say is certain or uncertain in
God’s sight. And we should like to be instructed on this point: When have we ever taught this thing you
so freely and publicly impute to us? Who would be so crazy as to say that one born of the Spirit was
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nothing but flesh? We make a clear distinction between flesh and spirit as opposite realities, and we say
with the oracles of God that a man who has not been born anew through faith is flesh. We then say that
one who has been born anew is no longer flesh except as regards the remnants of the flesh that war
against the first fruits of the Spirit he has received [Rom. 8:23; Gal. 5:17]. Yet I do not believe you have
deliberately invented this in order to spite us; for if you had, what more scoundrelly trick could you have
played on us?
But you either have no understanding of what we are about, or you show yourself unequal to the
magnitude of the task, by which you are so overwhelmed and confounded that you are not sufficiently
mindful of what you say either against us or for yourself. For when you say you believe, on the authority
of the Fathers, “that there are certain seeds of virtue implanted in the minds of men,” you speak once
more with a certain forgetfulness, since you have asserted earlier that free choice can will nothing good.
How its inability to will anything good is compatible with certain seeds of virtue, I do not know. I am thus
continually obliged to remind you of the real issue at stake, which you are continually forgetting and
wandering off to discuss something other than you originally proposed.
[How Erasmus Persistently Evades the Issue]28
Another passage is Jeremiah 10*:23+: “I know, O Lord, that the way of man is not in himself; that it is not
in any man to walk and direct his steps.” This passage, she says, refers rather to the outcome of joyous
experiences than to the power of free choice.29 Here again Diatribe confidently brings in a gloss to suit
herself, just as if Scripture were under her complete control. As for considering the prophet’s own
meaning and intention, what need was there for a man of such authority to do that? All we need is:
Erasmus says so, therefore it is sol If this passion for glossing is permitted in our adversaries, what point
will they not be able to carry? Let him therefore prove this gloss from the train of the prophet’s
argument itself, and we will believe him. We, however, will prove from the same source that the
prophet, when he saw that his teaching of the ungodly, for all his earnestness, was in vain, understood
at once that his own word was of no avail unless God should teach it inwardly, and that therefore it was
not within the power of man to hear and to will the good. Realizing this, and being in fear of the
judgment of God, he beseeches God to correct him with judgment if in anything he needs to be
corrected, and not to hand him over to the wrath of God along with the ungodly whom God permits to
remain hardened in their unbelief.
However, suppose we do take the passage as referring to a sad or happy turn of events; what if this
gloss itself proves a most powerful subverter of free choice? This new subterfuge is, of course,
calculated to deceive the simple and innocent into thinking that the matter is settled. It is the same as
with those who use that evasion about the necessity of consequence. For they do not see how much
rather they are caught and trapped by these evasions, so diverted are they by these novel terms. If,
then, the turn of events, in matters which are temporal and over which man has been given dominion
[Gen. 1:28], is not in our hands, how, I ask you, can that heavenly reality, the grace of God, be under our
control? Can the endeavoring of free choice lay hold of eternal salvation when it cannot keep hold of a
farthing or even a hair of our head? If we have not the ability to lay hold of the creature, shall we have
the ability to lay hold of the Creator? How crazy can we be? This applies much more to the issue of
man’s striving after good or evil, because in respect of both good and evil man is much more fallible and
has much less freedom than when he strives after money or glory or pleasure. What a splendid piece of
evasion, therefore, this gloss has proved to be, which denies man’s freedom in relation to little,
creaturely events, and asserts it in relation to supreme divine events! It is as if you said: “Codrus can’t
pay a sou, but he can pay thousands and thousands of pounds!” And I am surprised that Diatribe, who
28
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has hitherto so strongly denounced that saying of Wycliffe’s, that all things take place by necessity, now
herself admits that for us the way things turn out is a matter of necessity.
Yet she goes on to say:30 “Even if you so twist *this text+ as to make it apply to free choice, nobody
denies that apart from the grace of God, none can hold a straight course in life. Nevertheless, we too
meanwhile exert ourselves as we are able, for we pray daily: ‘O Lord my God, make my way straight in
thy sight’ *Ps. 5:9+.31 One who seeks help does not cease from trying.” Diatribe thinks it does not matter
at all what she replies, so long as she does not remain silent but says something; then she wants the
matter to be regarded as settled, such confidence has she in her own authority. The point to be proved
was whether we strive by our own powers, and she proves that one who prays attempts something. I
ask you, is she laughing at us, or making fun of the papists? He who prays, prays in the Spirit, or rather
the Spirit himself prays in us [Rom. 8:15]. How then is the power of free choice proved by the striving of
the Holy Spirit? Are free choice and the Holy Spirit the same thing for Diatribe? Are we now arguing
about what the Holy Spirit can do? Diatribe therefore leaves me this passage of Jeremiah intact and
invincible, and produces only this brainchild32 of her own: “We too exert ourselves as we are able.” And
Luther will be forced to believe this, if only he will!
Again there is Proverbs *16:1+: “It is for man to make ready the heart, but the government of the
tongue is from the Lord.” This too, she says, “refers to the outcome of events,” as if it should be enough
for us to have her word for it, without any other authority. And indeed it is more than enough, because
granting the reference to “the outcome of events,” we have plainly won the day; for as we have just
said, when we have no freedom of choice in relation to our own affairs, much less have we any in
relation to things divine. But notice her shrewdness: “How is a man to prepare his heart, since Luther
says that all things happen by necessity?” I reply: Seeing that, as you say, “the outcome of events” is not
under our control, how is a man to make things happen? The answer you give me, you can take as a
reply to yourself. That is just the reason why we have to work, because everything future is uncertain for
us, as Ecclesiastes *Eccles. 11:6+ says: “In the morning sow your seed, and at evening withhold not your
hand; for you do not know which will prosper, this or that.” For us, I say, they are uncertain as regards
our knowledge of them, but necessary as regards their happening. The necessity puts the fear of God
into us that we may not be presumptuous and complacent, while the uncertainty occasions trust that
we may not despair.
But Diatribe returns to her old song that a lot of things are said in the book of Proverbs which
support free choice; for example: “Commit your work to the Lord.” *Prov. 16:3+ “You hear that?” she
says, “your work!” In other words, there are in that book many imperative and subjunctive verbs, and
also second person pronouns, and these are the foundations on which the proof of free choice rests, as
for example: “Commit”—therefore you can commit; “work”—therefore you can do it. Similarly, you will
take “I am your God” *Exod. 20:2+ to mean: “You make me your God.” “Your faith has made you well”
[Luke 17:19]—do you hear “your”? Explain it to mean “you produce faith”; then you have proved free
choice. I am not jesting here, but showing that Diatribe does not take this subject seriously.
The verse in the same chapter: “The Lord has made everything for its purpose, even the wicked for
the day of trouble” *Prov. 16:4+, she also modifies in her own words, acquitting God of having made any
creature evil; as if I had been speaking of creation and not rather of the unceasing activity of God in
created things, an activity whereby he moves also the ungodly, as we said above concerning Pharaoh.
Nor does she think she is concerned by that verse in chapter 20: “The king’s heart is in the hand of
the Lord; he turns it wherever he will” *Prov. 21:1+. “He who ‘turns,’ ” she says, “does not immediately
coerce”—as if we were speaking about coercion and not rather about the necessity of immutability. It is
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the latter that is signified by God’s “turning,” which is not such a snoring, indolent thing as Diatribe
imagines, but is that most active working of God which a man cannot avoid or alter, but under which he
necessarily has the sort of will that God has given him, and that God carries along by his own
momentum, as I have said above.33 Then, because Solomon speaks of the heart of a king, Diatribe thinks
this passage cannot rightly have a general application, but means what elsewhere Job says: He “makes
the hypocrite to reign, on account of the sins of the people” *Job 34:30+.34 Finally, she admits that the
king is turned to evil by God, but in such a way that God permits the king to be driven by his passions for
the punishment of his people. I reply: Whether God permits or turns, neither the permitting nor the
turning takes place without God’s willing and working; for the will of the king cannot escape the action
of Almighty God, because everyone’s will, whether it is good or evil, is impelled by it to will and to do.
As to our having made a general proposition out of the particular will of the king, I think what we did
was neither unapt nor unscholarly. For if the heart of the king, which above all seems to be free and to
have control over others, is nevertheless unable to will except in the direction in which God turns it, how
much less is any of the rest of men able? And this inference would hold good, not only as drawn from
the will of the king, but also from any other man’s will. For if any one man, no matter how humble, is
unable in the presence of God to will in any other direction than that in which God turns him, the same
must be said about all men. Thus the fact that Balaam could not speak as he wished [Num. 23:5 ff.] is a
plain argument from the Scriptures that man is not his own master nor the free chooser and doer of
what he does; otherwise no Scriptural examples would hold good.
[John 15:5, etc.: Free Choice Is “Nothing”—Coram Deo]35
After this, and after remarking that the testimonies Luther collects out of Proverbs could be multiplied
many times, and that suitably interpreted they could be made to stand either for or against free choice,
she at length produces that Achillean and unerring weapon of Luther’s, John 15*:5+: “Apart from me you
can do nothing,” etc.36 Even I must applaud the distinguished pleader for free choice who teaches us to
adapt the testimonies of Scripture to our taste by suitable interpretations, so that they may truly stand
on the side of free choice, or in other words, may serve to prove not what they ought but what pleases
us. Next she pretends to be so afraid of one Achillean text that the simple reader, when he sees it
overcome, will hold the rest in great contempt. However, I will keep an eye on Diatribe, with her big talk
and heroic gestures, to see with what force she will bring down my Achilles, when hitherto she has
never managed to hit a common soldier, not even a Thersites,37 but she has shot her miserable self to
pieces with her own weapons. She catches hold, then, of this word “nothing,” and stabs at it with a
multitude of words and examples, and by means of a suitable interpretation reduces it to this, that
“nothing” can mean the same as “only a little thing” or “an imperfect thing”; she expounds in other
words what the Sophists have hitherto taught regarding this passage: “Apart from me you can do
nothing,” that is to say, “nothing perfectly.”
This long out-of-date and moth-eaten gloss she puts before us with her high-powered rhetoric as
something new, insisting on it as if she were the first to think of it and it had never been heard of before,
and seeking to display it to us as virtually a miracle; and all the while she is completely self-assured,
never giving a thought to the text itself and what precedes and follows it, from which the meaning
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should be sought. I make no comment on the way she proves, with so many words and examples, that it
is possible to take the word “nothing” to mean “only a little thing” or “an imperfect thing” in this
passage, as if we were arguing about possibilities, when what should have been proved was whether or
not it ought to be so taken. So the whole of this magnificent interpretation achieves nothing more—if it
achieves anything at all—than to make that passage of John uncertain and ambiguous. Nor is this
surprising, for it is Diatribe’s one concern that the Scriptures of God should be everywhere ambiguous so
that she may not be obliged to use them, and that the authority of the Fathers should be certain so that
she may misuse them. Truly a wonderful religion, in which God’s words are useless, men’s words useful!
But what is most charming is to see how well she agrees with herself. “Nothing” can be taken as
“only a little”; and “in this sense,” she says, “it is very true that without Christ we can do nothing, for he
is speaking of the fruit of the gospel, which does not come except to those who abide in the Vine, that
is, Christ,” etc. *John 15:4+. Here she herself admits that no fruit is produced unless we abide in the Vine,
and she does this in just that “suitable interpretation” by which she proves that “nothing” means the
same as “only a little” and “an imperfect thing.” But perhaps the adverb “not” should also be “suitably
interpreted,” to mean that the fruit of the gospel is produced apart from Christ in some measure, or that
“only a little” or “an imperfect specimen” of it is produced. In that case, we may preach that the
ungodly, apart from Christ, and with Satan reigning in them and fighting against Christ, can produce
something of the fruits of life, or in other words, the enemies of Christ can act for Christ—but no more
of that.
Here I should like to be told how the heretics are to be resisted, who will apply this rule everywhere
in the Scriptures, maintaining that “nothing” and “not” are to be taken as signifying “imperfection.” For
instance: “Without him was not anything made” *John 1:3+, i.e., “very little”; or “The fool says in his
heart, ‘There is no God’ ” *Ps. 14:1+, i.e., there is an imperfect God; or “It is he that hath made us, and
not we ourselves” *Ps. 100:3+, i.e., we did only a little toward making ourselves. And who knows how
many more passages there are in the Scriptures, where “nothing” and “not” occur? Are we to say here:
“A suitable interpretation must be sought”? But there is no heretic for whom his own interpretation is
not suitable. Really, is this the way to solve knotty problems, by opening a door to such license for
corrupt minds and lying spirits? For you who do not give a tinker’s curse for the certainty of Holy
Scripture, I can well believe such license of interpretation to be convenient; but for us who labor to
establish consciences, there can be nothing more inappropriate, nothing more injurious, nothing more
pestilential than such convenience.
Listen, therefore, great conqueror of the Lutheran Achilles: Unless you prove that “nothing” in this
passage not only can but ought to be taken as “a very little,” you will have done nothing with all your
profusion of words and examples but fight a fire with dry straw. What have we to do with your “can”
when what is required is that you should prove “ought”? And unless you do so, we shall abide by the
natural, grammatical meaning of the word, and laugh at both your armies and your triumphs.
What now remains of the “probable opinion,” which stated that free choice can will nothing good?
But perhaps an appropriate interpretation is finally brought in here, to the effect that “nothing good”
means “something good,” by a quite novel kind of grammar and logic, according to which what is
something is nothing, which for logicians would be impossible because they are contradictories. What
has become also of our belief that Satan is the prince of this world; who according to Christ38 and Paul39
reigns in the wills and minds of men who are his captive slaves? Is it likely that that roaring lion [I Peter
5:8], that implacable and never-resting foe of the grace of God and of man’s salvation, would ever let it
come about that man, who is his slave and a part of his kingdom, should strive toward the good with any
motion or momentum whereby he might escape his tyranny? Will he not rather spur and urge him on
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both to will and to do with all his powers what is contrary to grace? Why, even the righteous, who are
led by the Spirit of God, are hard put to resist him and to will and do the good, so savage are his assaults
on them.
You, who imagine the human will as something standing on neutral ground and left to its own
devices, find it easy to imagine also that there can be an endeavor of the will in either direction, because
you think of both God and the devil as a long way off, and as if they were only observers of that mutable
free will; for you do not believe that they are the movers and inciters of a servile will, and engaged in
most bitter conflict with one another. Let only this be believed, and our thesis stands secure, while free
choice is laid low, as we have shown above. For either the kingdom of Satan in man means nothing, and
then Christ must be a liar, or else, if his kingdom is as Christ describes it, free choice must be nothing but
a captive beast of burden for Satan, which can only be set free if the devil is first cast out by the finger of
God [Luke 11:20]. From this I think you will sufficiently understand, dear Diatribe, what meaning and
importance to attach to the frequent remark of your author (who detests Luther’s obstinate habit of
asserting), that although Luther supports his case with a mass of quotations from Scripture, these can be
dealt with in a single word. For who does not know that all the Scriptures can be dealt with in a single
word? We knew this quite well before we ever heard of Erasmus. But the question is whether it is good
enough that Scripture should be dealt with in a word. Whether it is rightly dealt with, and whether it
ought to be so dealt with—that is the point at issue. Let a man consider this, and he will find out how
easy it is to deal with the Scriptures, and how detestable Luther’s obstinacy is. He will find, however, not
only that words accomplish nothing, but that neither do all the gates of hell [Matt. 16:18].
What therefore Diatribe is unable to do for her affirmative, let us do for the negative—though we
are under no obligation to prove a negative; and let us extract an admission from her by the force of the
arguments that in this passage “nothing” not only can but ought to be taken, not as “a very little,” but as
what the word naturally means. And we will do this over and above that invincible argument by which
we have already carried the day, namely, that words are always to be used in their ordinary, natural
meaning, unless we have proof to the contrary, which Diatribe has neither given nor can give.
We will start operations, then, from the very nature of the case or from the plain fact, which is
evidenced by Scriptures that are neither ambiguous nor obscure, that Satan is by far the most cunning
and powerful ruler of this world (as we have said), and as long as he reigns the human will is not free nor
under its own control, but is the slave of sin and Satan, and can only will what its master wills. Nor will
he permit it to will anything good—though even if Satan were not in command of it, sin itself, of which
man is the slave, would press heavily enough on him to make him unable to will the good. Moreover,
the very next words in the context enforce the same point, though Diatribe treats them with great
contempt, despite my having commented on them at considerable length in my Assertions. For this is
how Christ proceeds in John 15*:6+: “If anyone does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a branch and
withers; and they gather him up and cast him into the fire and he burns.” This, I say, Diatribe in her most
rhetorical manner has passed over, hoping that her doing so would not be noticed by the dull Lutherans.
You see here, however, that Christ himself interprets his own simile of the branch and the Vine, and
quite clearly explains what he wishes to be understood by the word “nothing,” namely, that a man apart
from Christ is east out and withers. And what else can it mean to be east out and to wither, but to be
consigned to the devil and become continually worse? But to become worse is not the same as being
able or endeavoring to do something. A withering branch grows more and more ready for the fire, the
more it withers. If Christ himself had not thus expanded and applied this simile, no one would have
ventured to expand and apply it so. It is therefore clear that in this passage “nothing” must be taken in
the strict sense which the nature of the word suggests.
Now let us look at the passages by which Diatribe proves that “nothing” sometimes stands for “a
very little,” so that in this connection too we may show that Diatribe is and achieves nothing, and even if
she did, it would still be nothing, so thoroughly and completely is she herself nothing. “In common

parlance,” she says, “that man is said to do nothing who does not achieve the end for which he strives.
But he who strives has generally made some progress.” I reply: I have never heard this said “in common
parlance”; you have taken the liberty of inventing it. Words should be looked at, as they say, from the
point of view of the subject matter and the intention of the speaker. No one calls it “nothing” that he
does when he endeavors, and if he speaks about “nothing,” he is not speaking of the endeavor, but of its
result; for this is what a person has in mind when he says: “So and so is doing nothing, or getting nothing
done,” that is to say, he is achieving nothing, has not succeeded. Furthermore, supposing your example
were valid, which it is not, it makes for us rather than for you. For what we are contending for, and want
firmly established, is that free choice does many things, but these are nonetheless “nothing” in the sight
of God. What advantage to it is its endeavoring, if it does not succeed in reaching its goal? So whichever
way she turns, Diatribe runs into trouble and confutes herself, as is usually the case with those who
support a bad cause.
She is similarly unfortunate in quoting that example from Paul: “Neither he who plants nor he who
waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth” *I Cor. 3:7+. “That which is of least moment and
in itself useless,” she says, “he calls ‘nothing.’ ” Who does? Do you, Diatribe, venture to say that the
ministry of the Word is in itself useless and of least moment when Paul everywhere gives it such high
praise, and especially in II Corinthians 3[6–9], where he calls it the dispensation of life and glory? Once
more you fail to consider either the subject matter or the intention of the speaker. As regards the giving
of the growth, the planter and waterer are nothing, but as regards planting and watering they are not
nothing, seeing that the supreme work of the Spirit in the Church of God is to teach and to exhort. That
is what Paul means, and that is what his words plainly enough convey. But suppose this absurd example
also is valid, again it will stand on our side. For our contention is this, that free choice is “nothing,” that
is, as you expound it, in itself useless, in the sight of God; for it is this order of being we are speaking
about, though we are not unaware that even an ungodly will is something and not a mere nothing.
There is also I Corinthians 13*:2+: “If I have not love, I am nothing.” I cannot see why she brings this
example in, unless she simply wants to lengthen her list—or thinks we are short of weapons with which
to run her through. For it is strictly true that a man is nothing in the sight of God if he is without love.
And that is precisely what we teach about free choice; therefore, this example too stands for us against
Diatribe—unless Diatribe still does not know what we are disputing about. For we are not discussing
“being by nature,” but “being by grace” (to put it in current terms). We know there are things free
choice does by nature, such as eating, drinking, begetting, ruling, so that Diatribe cannot laugh us out of
court with her shrewdly idiotic remark that if we press the word “nothing,” it would not be possible
even to sin without Christ, although Luther has admitted that free choice avails only for sinning. Such is
the nonsense Diatribe in her wisdom is pleased to talk, even on a serious subject. For our contention is
that man apart from the grace of God remains nonetheless under the general omnipotence of God, who
does, moves, and carries along all things in a necessary and infallible course, but that what man does as
he is thus carried along is nothing, in the sense that it is worth nothing in the sight of God, and is not
reckoned as anything but sin. So in the realm of grace, anyone who is without love is nothing. Why,
then, since Diatribe herself admits that in this passage we are concerned with the fruit of the gospel,
which is not produced apart from Christ, does she at once shy away from the question at issue and start
playing a different tune, with quibbles about natural work and human fruit—unless because no one is
ever consistent who is devoid of the truth?
Then there is John 3*:27+: “A man cannot receive anything unless it is given him from heaven.”40
John is speaking of a man, who already surely was something, and he denies that this man receives
anything, namely, the Spirit and his gifts—for it was of this he was speaking, not of nature. For he had no
need of Madam Diatribe to teach him that a man already has eyes, nose, ears, mouth, hands, mind, will,
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reason, and everything there is in a man—unless Diatribe thinks the Baptist was so raving that when he
used the word “man,” he had in mind Plato’s chaos, or Leucippus’ void, or Aristotle’s infinity, or some
other nothing which by a gift from heaven might at length become something.41 This is indeed the way
to bring forward examples from the Scriptures, this deliberate tomfoolery in so important a matter! To
what purpose, then, is that profusion of words with which she teaches us that fire, our shrinking from
evil and inclining toward the good, and the rest, are from heaven, as if anyone did not know these things
or denied them? We are talking about grace and, as she herself has said, about Christ and the fruit of
the gospel, yet she whiles away the time with stories about nature, dragging out the case and befogging
the simple reader. Meanwhile, she not only produces no instance where “nothing” stands for “a very
little,” as she proposed to do, but she also plainly shows that she neither understands nor cares what
Christ or grace may be, or how grace is something other than nature, although even the least intelligent
Sophists knew that and made free and constant use of the distinction in their schools; and at the same
time she quite fails to see that all her examples support us against her. For the Baptist’s saying, that a
man can receive nothing unless it is given him from heaven, certainly implies that free choice is nothing.
That is how my Achilles is vanquished, when he is furnished by Diatribe with weapons by which she
herself, unarmed and defenseless, is dispatched. That is how “in one little word” the Scriptures are
explained, with which that obstinate assertor, Luther, supports his case.
[Divine Grace and Human Cooperation]42
After this she lists a large number of similes, with which she only succeeds as usual in drawing the
undiscerning reader’s attention to irrelevant matters while completely ignoring the real issue. For
instance, God indeed preserves the ship, but the sailor brings it into port; hence the sailor does not do
“nothing.” This simile implies a division of labor, attributing to God the work of preserving, and to the
sailor that of navigating; and if it proves anything, it proves that the whole work of preserving is God’s,
and the whole work of navigating is the sailor’s. Yet it is a beautifully apt simile! It is the same with the
farmer who reaps the harvest, when God has given it. Again there are different works for God and
man—unless she makes the farmer also the Creator who gives the harvest. But suppose for the moment
that the same works are given to God and man, what do these similes achieve? Only that as God works,
the creature cooperates with him. But are we now disputing about cooperation, and not rather about
the power and the operation that belong to free choice in itself?
Where, then, is our orator running off to, who was going to speak about a palm, but talks of nothing
but a gourd?43 “It started as a wine jar, why does it end as a water jug?”44 We too know that Paul
cooperates with God in teaching the Corinthians [I Cor. 3:9], inasmuch as he preaches outwardly while
God teaches inwardly, each doing a different work. He also cooperates with God when he speaks by the
Spirit of God [I Cor. 12:3], and both do the same work. For what we assert and contend for is this, that
when God operates without regard to the grace of the Spirit, he works all in all, even in the ungodly,
inasmuch as he alone moves, actuates, and carries along by the motion of his omnipotence all things,
even as he alone has created them, and this motion the creatures can neither avoid nor alter, but they
necessarily follow and obey it, each according to its capacity as given it by God; and thus all things, even
including the ungodly, cooperate with God. Then, when he acts by the Spirit of grace in those whom he
has justified, that is, in his Kingdom, he actuates and moves them in a similar way, and they, inasmuch as
they are his new creation, follow and cooperate, or rather, as Paul says, they are led [Rom. 8:14]. But
that is not our subject here.
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We are not discussing what we can do through God’s working, but what we can do of ourselves; that
is to say, whether, created as we are out of nothing, we do or attempt to do anything under the general
motion of omnipotence to prepare ourselves for the new creation of the Spirit. Here an answer should
have been given, instead of changing the subject. For the answer we give is this: [1] Before man is
created and is a man, he neither does nor attempts to do anything toward becoming a creature, and
after he is created he neither does nor attempts to do anything toward remaining a creature, but both
of these things are done by the sole will of the omnipotent power and goodness of God, who creates
and preserves us without our help; but he does not work in us without us, because it is for this he has
created and preserved us, that he might work in us and we might cooperate with him, whether outside
his Kingdom through his general omnipotence, or inside his Kingdom by the special virtue of his Spirit.
[2] In just the same way (our answer continues), before man is changed into a new creature of the
Kingdom of the Spirit, he does nothing and attempts nothing to prepare himself for this renewal and this
Kingdom, and when he has been recreated he does nothing and attempts nothing toward remaining in
this Kingdom, but the Spirit alone does both of these things in us, recreating us without us and
preserving us without our help in our recreated state, as also James says: “Of his own will he brought us
forth by the word of his power, that we might be a beginning of his creature” *James 1:18+—speaking of
the renewed creature. But he does not work without us, because it is for this very thing he has recreated
and preserves us, that he might work in us and we might cooperate with him. Thus it is through us he
preaches, shows mercy to the poor, comforts the afflicted. But what is attributed to free choice in all
this? Or rather, what is there left for it but nothing? And really nothing!
Read Diatribe here for five or six pages, where she brings in the above-mentioned sort of similes,
and also some very fine texts and parables from the Gospels and Paul, with no other aim than to teach
us that there are in the Scriptures (as she says) innumerable passages that speak of the cooperation and
help of God. Now, if I gather from these “that man can do nothing without the help of the grace of God,
and therefore no works of man are good,” she by a rhetorical inversion gathers rather the contrary,
“that there is nothing man cannot do with the help of the grace of God, and that therefore all the works
of man can be good. Hence, all the passages in the Divine Scriptures which speak of help serve also to
establish free choice, and they are innumerable. So I have already won the day if the issue is settled by
the number of testimonies.” So says Diatribe.45
Do you think she was quite sober or in her right mind when she wrote this? For I am loath to put it
down to her malice and wickedness—unless perhaps she has wanted me to die of unrelieved boredom
while she keeps on discoursing, so very characteristically, about subjects other than those she proposed.
But if she has been pleased to play the fool in a matter of such importance, we shall be pleased to
expose her voluntary fooleries to public contempt.
First, we neither dispute nor are unaware that all the works of man can be good if they are done
with the help of the grace of God, and also that there is nothing man cannot do with the help of God’s
grace. But we cannot get over our amazement at the carelessness with which, after setting out to write
about the power of free choice, you write about the power of the grace of God. Then, as if men were
sticks and stones, you dare to say in public that free choice is established by the passages of Scripture
which commend the help of the grace of God; and not only that, but you even sing your own praises as
victor in the most gloriously triumphant tones. Now I really know from this very word and deed of yours
what free choice is and is capable of, namely, madness. What, I ask you, can it be in you that talks like
this but free choice itself? Just listen to your inferences: Scripture commends the grace of God,
therefore it proves free choice; it commends the help of the grace of God, therefore it establishes free
choice. By what sort of logic did you learn to draw these conclusions? Why not the contrary: Grace is
preached, therefore free choice is abolished; the help of grace is commended, therefore free choice is
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destroyed? For what purpose is grace conferred? Is it in order that free choice, which possesses of itself
all the vigor it needs, may proudly posture and disport with grace like a superfluous gewgaw at a fair? I
therefore invert your conclusion, and though I am no orator, mine is the better rhetoric. However many
passages there are in the Divine Scriptures that speak of help, they all abolish free choice; and they are
innumerable. So I have won, if the issue is settled by the number of testimonies. For the reason why
grace is needed, and why the help of grace is given, is that free choice by itself can do nothing, or, as
Diatribe herself has put it in that “probable opinion” of hers, it cannot will good. When grace is
commended, therefore, and the help of grace is preached, the impotence of free choice is preached at
the same time. This is a sound conclusion and a valid inference, against which not even the gates of hell
will prevail [Matt. 16:18].
[Erasmus’ “Middle Way” Leads Nowhere]46
Here we will bring to an end the defense of those arguments of ours which Diatribe has attacked, lest
the book grow to an immoderate length. Any that remain, if they are worth noting, will be dealt with
among the things we have to assert. For as to what Erasmus repeats in his Epilogue47—that if our view
stands, then all the precepts, all the threats, all the promises, are in vain and there is no room left either
for merits or demerits, rewards or punishments; and it is difficult to defend the mercy or even the
justice of God if God damns those who cannot help sinning, besides other unfortunate consequences,
which have so disturbed the greatest minds as to throw them quite off balance—with all these we have
already dealt above. We neither accept nor approve that middle way which (in all sincerity, I believe) he
recommends to us suggesting that we should concede “a tiny bit” to free choice, so that the
contradictions of Scripture and the above-mentioned difficulties might be more easily removed; for by
this middle way, not only is the issue not settled, but we are no farther forward. For unless you attribute
absolutely everything to free choice, as the Pelagians do, the contradictions of Scripture remain, merit
and reward are abolished, the mercy and justice of God are done away, and all the difficulties remain
which we seek to avoid by means of a tiny, ineffectual power of free choice, as we have sufficiently
shown above. We must therefore go all out and completely deny free choice, referring everything to
God; then there will be no contradictions in Scripture, and the difficulties, if not cured, can be endured.
I beg of you, however, my dear Erasmus, not to believe that I am pursuing this case more out of
passion than principle. I will not let myself be accused of such hypocrisy as to think one way and write
another, and it is not true, as you suggest, that I have grown so heated in defense of my views as to be
now for the first time denying free choice altogether, after having previously attributed something to
it—you can show me no such thing in my books, I know. There are theses and treatises of mine in print,
in which I have continually asserted, down to the present moment, that free choice is nothing; it is a
reality—I used that word then48—only in name. It is under conviction of the truth, and as challenged and
compelled by the debate, that I have thought and written as I have. As to my having gone about it with
some vehemence, I acknowledge the fault, if fault it is; or rather, I greatly rejoice that this testimony is
borne to me in the world in the cause of God. And may God himself confirm this testimony at the last
day! For no one would be happier than Luther to be commended by the testimony of his time that he
had been neither slack nor deceitful in maintaining the cause of truth, but had shown quite enough and
even too much vehemence. I should then be blessedly out of reach of Jeremiah’s word: “Cursed is he
who does the work of the Lord with slackness” *Jer. 48:10].
However, if I seem to be rather too hard on your Diatribe, you must forgive me; for I do it in no
malicious spirit, but out of concern because by your authority you have been seriously damaging the
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cause of Christ, though for all your erudition you have as a matter of fact made out no case at all. Now,
who can always so control his pen that it never grows warm? Even you, who in your zeal for moderation
are almost frigid in this book, not infrequently hurl fiery and bitter darts, so that unless your reader is
very patient and well disposed, you may well seem virulent. But all this has nothing to do with the case,
and we ought gladly to pardon one another for such things; for we are human beings, and nothing
human is strange to us.49
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[PART VI. A DISPLAY OF THE FORCES ON LUTHER’S SIDE+
We have come to the last part of this book, in which, as we promised, we must produce our forces
against free choice. But we shall not produce all of them; for who could do that in one small book, when
the whole of Scripture, every jot and tittle of it, is on our side? Nor is it necessary; on the one hand,
because free choice is already vanquished and prostrate by a twofold conquest—once where we prove
that everything Diatribe thought to be in its favor is actually against it, and again where we show that
the arguments she sought to refute still stand invincible. On the other hand, even if free choice were not
already vanquished, no more than a couple of missiles would be required to lay it low, and that would
be enough. For what need is there, when an enemy has been killed by any one shot, to riddle his dead
body with a lot more? Now, therefore, we shall be as brief as the subject will allow. And out of our
numerous armies we will bring forward two high commanders with a few of their battalions, namely,
Paul and John the Evangelist.
[St. Paul: Universal Sinfulness Nullifies Free Choice]1
This is how Paul, writing to the Romans, enters into an argument against free choice and for the grace of
God: “The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men who in
wickedness hold back the truth of God” *Rom. 1:18+. Do you hear in this the general verdict on all men,
that they are under the wrath of God? What else does this mean but that they are deserving of wrath
and punishment? He gives as the reason for the wrath, the fact that they do nothing but what deserves
wrath and punishment, because they are all ungodly and wicked, and in wickedness hold back the truth.
Where now is the power of free choice to attempt anything good? Paul represents it as deserving the
wrath of God, and pronounces it ungodly and wicked. And that which deserves wrath and is ungodly,
strives and prevails against grace, not for grace.
There will be smiles here at sleepy old Luther, who has not looked carefully enough at Paul; and
someone will say that Paul is not there speaking about all men, nor about all their doings, but only about
the ungodly and wicked and, as is expressly stated, those who in wickedness hold back the truth, so that
it does not follow that all men are like that. To this I reply that for Paul it makes no difference whether
you say “against all ungodliness of men” or “against the ungodliness of all men”; for Paul almost
everywhere uses Hebraisms, so that the meaning is: “All men are ungodly and wicked, and in their
wickedness they suppress the truth, hence they are all deserving of wrath.” Furthermore, in the Greek
there is no relative, “of men who,” but an article, like this: “The wrath of God is revealed against all
ungodliness and wickedness of men the suppressors of the truth in wickedness”; so that the clause
translated “who in wickedness hold back the truth” is, as it were, adjectival to “all men,” just as the
relative clause is adjectival in “our Father who art in heaven,” for which an alternative rendering would
be “our heavenly Father” or “our Father in heaven.” The objection, on the other hand, is designed to
separate out those who believe and are godly.2
But all this would be mere empty talk were it not so compellingly confirmed by the drift of Paul’s
argument itself. For shortly before, he has said: “The gospel is the power of God for salvation to
everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek” *Rom. 1:16+. Here are no obscure or
ambiguous words; “to Jews and Greeks” means that to all men the gospel of the power of God is
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necessary in order that they may have faith and be saved from the wrath that is revealed. I ask you,
when he declares that the Jews, rich as they are in righteousness, the law of God, and the power of free
choice, are without distinction destitute and in need of the power of God to save them from the wrath
that is revealed, and when he makes this power necessary for them, does he not deem them to be
under wrath? What men will you pick out, then, as not liable to the wrath of God when you are obliged
to believe that the finest men in the world, the Jews and the Greeks, were in that condition? Again,
what exceptions will you make among the Jews and Greeks themselves when Paul without any
distinction puts them all into one category and brings them all under the same judgment? Must we
suppose that among these two most distinguished peoples there were not any who aspired to virtue?
Did none of them strive with all the might of their free choice? But Paul pays no attention to this; he
puts them all under wrath, declares them all ungodly and wicked. And must we not believe that in
similar terms the rest of the apostles, each in his own sphere, consigned all the other nations also to this
wrath?
This passage of Paul’s, therefore, stands unyielding in its insistence that free choice, or the most
excellent thing in men—even the most excellent men, who were possessed of the law, righteousness,
wisdom, and all the virtues—is ungodly, wicked, and deserving of the wrath of God. Otherwise, Paul’s
whole argument is valueless; but if it is not, then the division he makes leaves no one on neutral ground,
when he assigns salvation to those who believe the gospel, and wrath to all the rest, or takes believers
as righteous and unbelievers as ungodly, wicked, and subject to wrath. For what he means is this: The
righteousness of God is revealed in the gospel as being of faith, so it follows that all men are ungodly
and wicked. For it would be foolish of God to reveal righteousness to men if they either knew it already
or possessed the seeds of it. But seeing that God is not foolish, and yet he reveals to them the
righteousness of salvation, it is evident that free choice, even in the highest type of men, neither
possesses nor is capable of anything, and does not even know what is righteous in the sight of God—
unless perhaps the righteousness of God is not revealed to the highest type, but only to the lowest,
despite Paul’s boasting that he is under obligation both to Jews and Greeks, wise and foolish, barbarians
and Greeks [Rom. 1:14].
Therefore, Paul in this passage lumps all men together in a single mass, and concludes that, so far
from being able to will or do anything good, they are all ungodly, wicked, and ignorant of righteousness
and faith. And this conclusion indisputably follows from the fact that God reveals to them, as ignorant
and sitting in darkness, the righteousness of salvation; for this means that in themselves they are
ignorant, and being ignorant of the righteousness of salvation, they are certainly under wrath and
damnation, from which in their ignorance they can neither extricate themselves nor even try to. For how
can you try, if you do not know what there is to try about, or how, why, and wherefore to try?
With this conclusion, plain fact and experience agree. For show me any one of the whole race of
mortals, even if he is the holiest and most righteous of them all, to whom it has ever occurred that the
way to righteousness and salvation is the way of faith in One who is both God and man, who for the sins
of men both died and rose again and is seated at the right hand of the Father; or show me any who has
even dreamed of this wrath of God which Paul here says is revealed from heaven. Look at the greatest
philosophers; what have been their thoughts about God, and what have they left in their writings about
the wrath to come? Look at the Jews, constantly instructed by so many signs, so many prophets; what
do they think of this way? Not only have they not accepted it, but they so hate it that no nation under
heaven has more fiercely persecuted Christ, down to the present day. But who would venture to say
that among so great a people there was not one who cultivated his free choice and endeavored all he
could by its power? How is it, then, that they all endeavor in the opposite direction, and that the most
excellent thing in the most excellent men has not only not followed this method of righteousness, and
has not only been ignorant of it, but since it has been published and revealed, has actually rejected it

with the greatest hatred and sought to destroy it? So much so that Paul in I Corinthians 1[:23] says that
this way is a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles.
Now, whereas he names Jews and Gentiles without distinction, and it is certain that the Jews and
the Gentiles were the principal peoples under heaven, it is at the same time certain that free choice is
nothing else but the supreme enemy of righteousness and man’s salvation, since there must have been
at least a few among the Jews and Gentiles who toiled and strove to the utmost of the power of free
choice, yet just by doing so they did nothing but wage war against grace. Now go and say that free
choice inclines toward the good, when goodness and righteousness themselves are a stumbling block
and foolishness to it! And you cannot say that it applies to some but not to all, for Paul speaks of all
without distinction when he says “to Gentiles folly and to Jews a stumbling block” and excepts none but
believers. “To us,” he says, meaning those who are “called” and “saints” *I Cor. 1:2+, it is “the power and
wisdom of God” *I Cor. 1:18+. He does not say “to some Gentiles and some Jews,” but simply “to
Gentiles and Jews” who are not of “us”; and thus he separates believers from unbelievers by a clear line
of division, leaving no one in between. But we are discussing the Gentiles as they act apart from grace,
and it is these to whom Paul says the righteousness of God is a folly that they abhor. So much for the
laudable endeavor of free choice toward the good!
Consider, moreover, whether Paul himself is not citing the most outstanding among the Greeks
when he says it was the wiser among them who became fools and whose minds were darkened, or who
became futile in their reasonings, that is, in their subtle disputations [Rom. 1:21 f.]. Tell me, does he not
here touch the sublimest achievement of Greek humanity—their reasonings? For this means their best
and loftiest ideas and opinions, which they regarded as solid wisdom. But this wisdom, which he
elsewhere calls foolish [I Cor. 1:21], he here calls futile, as having succeeded by its many endeavors only
in becoming worse, so that at length with darkened minds they worshiped idols and perpetrated the
consequent enormities which he records. If, therefore, the noblest effort and achievement of the
noblest of the Gentiles is evil and ungodly, what must we think of the rest, the common herd or the
lower orders (so to say) of the Gentiles? For even here among the noblest he makes no distinction, but
condemns their devotion to wisdom without any respect of persons. And when the achievement or the
attempt at it is itself condemned, then all who devote themselves to it are condemned, even though
they exercise the utmost power of free choice in doing so. Their very best endeavor itself, I say, is
asserted to be vicious, so how much more those who engage in it?
In a similar way, he goes on to reject without any distinction the Jews who are literally but not
spiritually Jews *Rom. 2:29+: “You,” he says, “with the letter and circumcision dishonor God” *v. 27+.
Also: “For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, but he is a Jew who is one inwardly” *vv. 28 f.+. What
could be plainer than this division? The outward Jew is a transgressor of the law! Yet how many Jews do
you think there were, who though not having faith were most wise, religious, and virtuous men, and
men who strove with might and main to attain to righteousness and truth? Why, he frequently bears
them testimony, that they have a zeal for God [Rom. 10:2], that they pursue the righteousness of the
law [Rom. 9:31], that they earnestly seek night and day to attain to salvation [Acts 26:7], that they live
blamelessly [cf. Phil. 3:6]. Even so they are transgressors of the law, because they are not Jews
spiritually, and they stubbornly resist the righteousness of faith. What then remains but that free choice
is worst when it is best, and the more it endeavors the worse it becomes and behaves? The words are
plain, the division is certain, there is nothing to contradict it.
But let us hear Paul himself as his own interpreter! In the third chapter, in a sort of peroration, he
says: “What then? Are we better off than they? Not at all. For we have argued that Jews and Greeks are
all under sin” *Rom. 3:9+. Where is free choice now? All, he says, all Jews and Greeks are under sin. Are
there any “tropes” or “knots” here? What is the whole world’s interpreting worth in face of this clear as
possible statement? When he says “all” he excepts none, and when he declares that they are under sin,
or in other words, are slaves of sin, he leaves nothing of good in them. But where has he stated this

case, that Jews and Gentiles are all under sin? Nowhere but the place we have shown, where he says:
“The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men” *Rom. 1:18+.
And he goes on to prove this from experience, pointing out that in God’s displeasure they have been
given up to so many vices, as though these fruits of their own ungodliness convict them of willing and
doing nothing but evil.
Then he judges the Jews separately, when he says that the Jew according to the letter3 is a
transgressor, and proves this similarly by fruits and experience, saying: “You preach against stealing, yet
you steal; you abhor idols, yet you commit sacrilege” [Rom. 2:21 f.]; and he excepts none at all but those
who are Jews according to the Spirit [cf. Rom. 9:6 ff.; Gal. 4:22 ff.]. Nor can you get away from this by
saying that although they are under sin, yet what is best in them, such as their reason and will, has a bias
toward the good. For if a good tendency remains, it is false when he says that they are under sin. For
when he names Jews and Gentiles, he includes everything there is in Gentries and Jews, unless you are
going to turn Paul upside down and insist that he wrote: “The flesh of all Jews and Gentiles, that is to
say, their lower passions, are under sin.” But the wrath that is revealed from heaven against them is
going to damn their whole being, unless they are justified through the Spirit; and that would not be the
case if they were not with their whole being under sin.
However, let us see how Paul proves his point from Holy Writ, and whether “the words have more
polemic force in Paul than in their own context.”4 “As it is written,” he says, “ ‘None is righteous, no, not
one, no one understands, no one seeks for God. All have turned aside, together they have become
worthless’; no one does good, not even one,” and so forth *Rom. 3:10 ff.+. Here give me a “suitable
interpretation” if you can! Invent tropes, allege that the words are obscure and ambiguous, and defend
free choice against these damning sentences if you dare! Then I, too, will willingly yield and recant, and
will myself be a confessor and assertor of free choice. It is certain that these things are said of all men,
for the prophet represents God as looking down on all men and passing this judgment on them. For so it
says in Psalm 13*14:2 f.+: “The Lord looks down from heaven upon the children of men, to see if there
are any that understand or that seek after God; but they have all gone astray,” etc. And lest the Jews
should think that this did not apply to them, Paul forestalls them with the assertion that it applies above
all to them: “We know,” he says, “that whatever the law says, it speaks to those who are under the law”
*Rom. 3:19+. He meant just the same where he said: “To the Jew first, and also to the Greek” *Rom. 2:9
f.]. You hear, therefore, that all the children of men, all who are under the law, Gentiles and Jews alike,
come under this judgment in the sight of God, that not even one of them is righteous, understands, or
seeks after God, but all have turned aside and become worthless. Now, I imagine that among the
children of men and those who are under the law there are included also the best and noblest of them,
who by the power of free choice strive after virtue and the good, concerning whom Diatribe loudly
proclaims that they have an awareness of the good and certain seeds of virtue implanted in them—
unless perhaps she maintains that they are children of angels!
How, then, can they strive after the good, when they are totally ignorant of God and neither seek
after God nor pay any regard to him? How can they have a power worth anything as a means to the
good when they have all turned aside from the good and are altogether worthless? Are we ignorant of
what it means to be ignorant of God, not to understand, not to seek after God, not to fear God, to turn
aside and become worthless? Are not the words entirely clear, and do not they teach us just this, that all
men are devoid of the knowledge of God and full of contempt for him, and they all turn aside to evil and
are worthless as regards the good? For it is not a question here of ignorance about where to find food or
of contempt for money, but of ignorance and contempt for religion and godliness. And such ignorance
and contempt are beyond doubt not in the flesh and the lower and grosser passions but in the highest
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and most excellent powers of men, in which there ought to reign righteousness, godliness, the
knowledge of God and reverence for God. In other words, they are in the reason and the will, and
therefore in the power of free choice itself, or in the very seeds of virtue and the most excellent thing
there is in man.
Where are you now, friend Diatribe, with the promise you gave earlier5 that you would willingly
agree that the most excellent thing in man is flesh, i.e., ungodly, if this were proved from the Scriptures?
Agree now, then, when you hear that the most excellent thing in all men is not only ungodly, but
ignorant of God, contemptuous of God, inclined to evil and worthless as regards the good. For what
does it mean to be wicked but that the will—which is one of the most excellent things—is wicked? What
does it mean to be without understanding of God and the good but that reason—which is another of the
most excellent things—is ignorant of God and the good, or is blind to knowledge of godliness? What
does it mean to turn aside and become worthless but that men have simply no ability in any part of
themselves, and least of all in their most excellent parts, to turn to the good, but only to evil? What does
it mean not to fear God, but that in all their parts, and especially the higher ones, men are despisers of
God? But to be despisers of God is to be at the same time despisers of all the things of God—his words,
works, laws, precepts, and will, for example. What now can reason dictate that is right when it is itself
blind and ignorant? What can the will choose that is good when it is itself evil and worthless? Or rather,
what choice has the will when reason dictates to it only the darkness of its own blind ignorance? With
reason in error, then, and the will misdirected, what can man do or attempt that is good?
But someone will perhaps venture the sophistry that although the will goes astray and reason is
ignorant in actual fact, yet it is inherently possible for the will to make some attempt at the good and for
reason to know something of the right, since there are many things we can do which we do not do; and
after all, we are discussing here what is possible, not what actually happens. I reply that the words of
the prophet include both actuality and potentiality, and to say that a man does not seek for God is the
same as saying that he cannot seek for God. You may gather this from the fact that if there were a
power or ability in man to will good, then since no inaction or idleness is permitted by the motion of
divine omnipotence, as we have shown above, it would be impossible for it to avoid being set in motion
and, at least in one instance if not more, displayed in some employment. But this is not what happens,
for God looks down from heaven and does not see even one who seeks or attempts to seek him; hence
it follows that there is nowhere any power which might attempt or wish to seek him, but instead they all
turn aside. Besides, if Paul were not understood as implying man’s impotence, his argument would lose
its point. For his whole concern here is to make grace necessary for all men. But if they were able to
initiate anything of themselves, there would be no need of grace. As it is, however, they are not able
and therefore they do need grace.
So you see that free choice is completely abolished by this passage, and nothing good or virtuous is
left in man, since he is flatly stated to be unrighteous, ignorant of God, a despiser of God, turned aside
from him, and worthless in the sight of God. The prophet’s words are weighty enough, and not less in
their own context than in Paul’s quotation of them. It is no small matter to say that man is ignorant of
God and despises God, for these are the sources of all crimes, the sink of all sins, nay, the hell of all evils.
Could any evil not be there where there is ignorance and contempt of God? In short, the reign of Satan
in men could not have been described in fewer or more expressive terms than by his saying that they
are ignorant of God and despisers of God. That betokens unbelief, it betokens disobedience, sacrilege,
and blasphemy toward God; it betokens cruelty and lack of mercy toward our neighbor; it betokens love
of self in all the things of God and men. There you have a picture of the glory and power of free choice!
However, Paul goes on to state explicitly that he is speaking of all men, and especially of the best
and noblest among them when he says: “So that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world
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may be held accountable to God. For no human being will be justified in his sight by works of the law”
[Rom. 3:19 f.]. Tell me, how can every mouth be stopped if there still remains a power by which we can
do something? For we shall be able to say to God: “There is not absolutely nothing here; there is
something you cannot condemn, a measure of ability you yourself have given; this at least will not be
silenced, and will not be accountable to you.” For if the power of free choice is sound and valid, it is not
true that the whole world is accountable and guilty before God; for that power is no insignificant affair
in an insignificant part of the world, but most conspicuous and most common throughout the whole
world, and its mouth ought not to be stopped. Or else, if its mouth ought to be stopped, it must be
accountable to God and guilty, together with the whole world. But by what right can it be said to be
guilty unless it is unrighteous and ungodly, or in other words, deserving of punishment and retribution?
Show me, please, by what interpretation this power of man can be absolved of the guilt with which the
whole world is charged before God, or by what device it can be exempted from inclusion in the whole
world.
These words of Paul: “All have turned aside, the whole world is guilty, there is none righteous,” are
mighty rolls of thunder and piercing lightning flashes, and in truth the very “hammer that breaks the
rocks in pieces,” as Jeremiah calls it *Jer. 23:29+, by which everything that exists is shattered, not only in
one man or some men or some part of them, but in the whole world and all men without a single
exception, so that at these words the whole world ought to tremble, fear, and take to flight. What
stronger or graver terms could have been used than that the whole world is guilty, all the children of
men are turned aside and worthless, no one fears God, no one is not wicked, no one understands, no
one seeks for God? Nevertheless, such was and is the hardness and insensate obstinacy of our hearts
that we have neither heard nor felt these thunderings and lightnings, but have set up and extolled free
choice and its powers in spite of them all, so that we have truly fulfilled the saying in Malachi 1[:4]:
“They build, but I will tear down.”
[Free Choice May Do the Works of the Law but Not Fulfill the Law]6
In similarly grave terms, this also is said: “No human being will be justified in his sight by works of the
law” *Rom. 3:20+. This is strong language—“by works of the law”—just as is also “the whole world” and
“all the children of men.” For it should be observed that Paul refrains from mentioning persons and
speaks of pursuits, which means that he involves all persons and whatever is most excellent in them. For
if he had said that the common people of the Jews, or the Pharisees, or certain ungodly people are not
justified, it might have been thought that he had left out some who by the power of free choice and the
help of the law were not altogether worthless. But when he condemns the works of the law themselves
and makes them impious in the sight of God, it is clear that he is condemning all those whose strength
lay in their zeal for the law and its works.
But it was only the best and noblest that were zealous for the law and its works, and that only with
the best and noblest parts of themselves, namely, their reason and will. If, therefore, those who exerted
themselves in respect of the law and works with the utmost zeal and endeavor both of reason and will—
in other words, with the whole power of free choice, and were assisted besides by the law itself as with
divine aid, finding in it instruction and stimulation—if these, I say, are condemned for ungodliness and,
instead of being justified, are declared to be flesh in the sight of God, what is there now left in the whole
race of men that is not flesh and not ungodly? For all are alike condemned who rely on works of the
law.7 For whether they have exercised themselves in the law with the utmost zeal or with only moderate
zeal or with no zeal at all does not matter in the least. None of them could do anything but perform
works of law, and works of law do not justify; and if they do not justify, they prove their doers ungodly
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and leave them in this condition; and the ungodly are guilty and deserving of the wrath of God. These
things are so clear that no one can utter one syllable against them.
But they are in the habit of trying to get round Paul here, by making out that what he calls works of
the law are the ceremonial works, which since the death of Christ are deadly. I reply that this is the
ignorant error of Jerome, which in spite of Augustine’s strenuous resistance8—God having withdrawn
and let Satan prevail—has spread out into the world and persisted to the present day.9 It has
consequently become impossible to understand Paul, and the knowledge of Christ has been inevitably
obscured. Even if there had never been any other error in the Church, this one alone was pestilent and
potent enough to make havoc of the gospel, and unless a special sort of grace has intervened, Jerome
has merited hell rather than heaven for it—so little would I dare to canonize him or call him a saint. It is,
then, not true that Paul is speaking only about ceremonial laws; otherwise, how can the argument be
sustained by which he concludes that all men are wicked and in need of grace? For someone could say:
Granted we are not justified by ceremonial works, yet a person might be justified by the moral works of
the Decalogue, so you have not proved by your syllogism that grace is necessary for these. Besides, what
is the use of a grace that liberates us only from ceremonial works, which are the easiest of all, and which
can at the lowest be extorted from us by fear or self-love? It is, of course, also untrue that ceremonial
works are deadly and unlawful since the death of Christ; Paul never said that, but he says they do not
justify and are of no advantage to a man in the sight of God as regards setting him free from
ungodliness. Once this is accepted, anyone may do them without doing anything unlawful—just as
eating and drinking are works that do not justify or commend us to God [I Cor. 8:8], yet a man does
nothing unlawful when he eats and drinks.
They are also wrong in that the ceremonial works were as much commanded and required in the old
law as was the Decalogue, so that the latter was neither more nor less important than the former. And
as Paul is speaking primarily to Jews, as he says in Romans 1[:16], no one need doubt that by works of
the law he means all the works of the entire law. For it would be meaningless to call them works of the
law if the law were abrogated and deadly, since an abrogated law is no longer a law, as Paul very well
knew. He is therefore not speaking of an abrogated law when he speaks of the works of the law, but of
the law that is valid and authoritative. Otherwise, how easy it would have been for him to say: “The law
itself is now abrogated!”—then we should have had a clear and unambiguous declaration.
But let us appeal to Paul himself as his own best interpreter, where he says in Galatians 3*:10+: “All
who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, ‘Cursed be everyone who does not
abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.’” You see here, where Paul is making
the same point in the same words as in the epistle to the Romans, that every time he mentions the
works of the law he is speaking of all the laws written in the Book of the Law. And what is more
remarkable, he actually quotes Moses, who curses those who do not abide by the law [Deut. 27:26],
although he himself preaches that those are accursed who rely on the works of the law. He thus makes
two contrary statements, the one being negative, the other affirmative. He can do this, however,
because the fact is that in the sight of God those who are most devoted to the works of the law are
farthest from fulfilling the law, because they lack the Spirit that is the true fulfiller of the law, and while
they may attempt it by their own powers, they achieve nothing. So both statements are true and both
types are accursed—those who do not abide by the law, as Moses puts it, and those who rely on works
of the law, as Paul puts it; for they each lack the Spirit, without whom the works of the law, no matter
how much they are done, do not justify, as Paul says [Rom. 3:20], and therefore they do not abide in all
the things that are written, as Moses says [Deut. 27:26].
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In short, Paul’s division is confirmation enough of what we teach, for he divides men as doers of the
law into two classes, putting those who work according to the Spirit in one, those who work according to
the flesh in the other, and leaving none in between. For this is what he says: “No flesh will be justified by
works of the law” *Rom. 3:20+; and what else does this mean but that those of whom he is speaking do
the works of the law without the Spirit, because they are “flesh,” or ungodly and ignorant of God, and
that these works are of no help to them at all? He draws the same distinction in Galatians 3[:2], where
he says: “Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law, or by hearing with faith?”; and again in Romans
3*:21+: “But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from law”; and again: “We hold
that a man is justified by faith apart from works of law” *Rom. 3:28].
From all this it is unmistakably plain that for Paul the Spirit is opposed to works of law in just the
same way as he is to all other un spiritual things and to the whole gamut of powers and pretensions of
the flesh. It is thus clear that Paul takes the same view as Christ, who in John 3[:6] says that everything
not of the Spirit is of the flesh, no matter how splendid, holy, and exalted it may be, even including the
very finest works of God’s law, no matter with what powers they are performed. For there is need of the
Spirit of Christ, without whom all our works are nothing else than damnable. It can be taken as settled,
then, that by works of the law Paul means not simply ceremonial works, but all the works of the law in
its entirety. With this it will also be settled that everything connected with the works of the law is
condemned if it is without the Spirit. And one of the things without the Spirit is that very power of free
choice—for this is the matter at issue—which is held to be the most outstanding thing a man has. Now,
nothing more excellent can be said of a man than that he is engaged in works of the law; and Paul is
speaking not of those who are engaged in sins and impiety contrary to the law but of these very ones
who are engaged in works of the law, that is to say, the best of men, who are devoted to the law, and
who, besides the power of free choice, have the help of the law itself to instruct and inspire them. If,
therefore, free choice, assisted by the law and occupying all its powers with the law, is of no avail and
does not justify, but remains in the ungodliness of the flesh, what may we suppose it is able to do by
itself, without the law?
“Through the law,” he says, “comes knowledge of sin” *Rom. 3:20+. He shows here how much and
how far the law helps. In other words, he shows that free choice by itself is so blind that it is not even
aware of sin, but has need of the law to teach it. But what effort to get rid of sin will anyone make who
is ignorant of sin? Obviously, he will regard what is sin as no sin, and what is no sin as sin. Experience
shows this plainly enough by the way in which the world, in the persons of those whom it regards as the
best and most devoted to righteousness and godliness, hates and persecutes the righteousness of God
proclaimed by the gospel, calling it heresy, error, and other abusive names, while advertising its own
works and ways, which in truth are sin and error, as righteousness and wisdom. With this text,
therefore, Paul stops the mouth of free choice when he teaches that through the law sin is revealed to it
as to someone ignorant of his sin. That is how far he is from conceding to it any power of striving after
the good.
Here we have also the answer to that question which Diatribe so often repeats throughout her
book: “If we cannot do anything, what is the point of so many laws, so many precepts, so many
threatenings and promises?” Paul here replies: “Through the law comes knowledge of sin.” He replies to
this question very differently from the way man or free choice thinks. He denies that free choice is
proved by the law and cooperates with it to produce righteousness; for what comes through the law is
not righteousness but knowledge of sin. It is the task, function, and effect of the law to be a light to the
ignorant and blind, but such a light as reveals sickness, sin, evil, death, hell, the wrath of God, though it
affords no help and brings no deliverance from these, but is content to have revealed them. Then, when
a man becomes aware of the disease of sin, he is troubled, distressed, even in despair. The law is no
help, much less can he help himself. There is need of another light to reveal the remedy. This is the voice
of the gospel, revealing Christ as the deliverer from all these things. It is not reason or free choice that

reveals Christ; how should it when it is itself darkness and needs the light of the law to reveal its disease,
which by its own light it does not see, but believes to be health?
So also in Galatians [3:19], dealing with the same question, he says: “Why then the law?” He does
not, however, reply as Diatribe does, that it proves the existence of free choice, but he says: “It was
added because of transgressions, till the offspring should come to whom the promise had been made.”
It was because of transgressions, Paul says; not meaning, however, that it was in order to put a stop to
them, as Jerome dreams,10 since Paul is arguing that a promise had been given to the future offspring
that God would take away and put a stop to sins by the gift of righteousness; but it was in order to
increase transgressions, as he says in Romans 5*:20+: “Law came in to increase sin.” Not that sins were
not committed or did not abound without the law, but that they were not known to be transgressions or
sins of such grave consequence; on the contrary, most of them and the greatest of them were regarded
as righteousness. Now, when sins are unrecognized, there is no room for a remedy and no hope of a
cure, because men will not submit to the touch of a healer when they imagine themselves well and in no
need of a physician. Therefore, the law is necessary to make sin known so that when its gravity and
magnitude are recognized, man in his pride who imagines himself well may be humbled and may sigh
and gasp for the grace that is offered in Christ.
Notice how simple the words are: “Through the law comes knowledge of sin”; yet they alone are
powerful enough to confound and overthrow free choice. For if it is true that when left to itself it does
not know what sin and evil are—as he says both here and in Romans 7*:7+: “I should not have known
that covetousness is sin if the law had not said, ‘You shall not covet,’ ”—how can it ever know what
righteousness and goodness are? And if it does not know what righteousness is, how can it strive toward
it? If we are unaware of the sin in which we were born, in which we live, move, and have our being, or
rather, which lives, moves, and reigns in us, how should we be aware of the righteousness that reigns
outside of us in heaven? These statements make complete and utter nonsense of that wretched thing,
free choice.
This being so, Paul speaks with full confidence and authority when he declares: “But now the
righteousness of God is manifested apart from law, although the law and the prophets bear witness to
it; the righteousness of God, I say, through faith in Jesus Christ for all and upon all who believe in him.
For there is no distinction; since all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, they are justified by
his grace as a gift, through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an
expiation by his blood,” etc. *Rom. 3:21–25+. Paul’s words here are absolute thunderbolts against free
choice.
First: “The righteousness of God is manifested apart from law.” This distinguishes the righteousness
of God from the righteousness of the law; for the righteousness of faith comes from grace apart from
law. The phrase “apart from law” cannot mean anything else but that Christian righteousness exists
apart from the works of the law, in the sense that works of law are utterly useless and ineffective for
obtaining it, as he says immediately below: “We hold that a man is justified by faith apart from works of
law” *Rom. 3:28+, and as he has said above: “No human being will be justified in his sight by works of the
law” *Rom. 3:20+. From all of which it is very clearly evident that all the devoted endeavors of free
choice are worth absolutely nothing. For if the righteousness of God exists apart from law and the works
of law, must it not much more exist apart from free choice? Especially as the highest aspiration of free
choice is to practice moral righteousness, or the works of the law, with the help afforded by the law to
its own blindness and ignorance. This expression “apart from” excludes morally good works; it excludes
moral righteousness; it excludes preparations for grace. In a word, imagine whatever you may as being
within the power of free choice, Paul will still persist in saying that the righteousness of God avails
“apart from” that kind of thing. And suppose I allow that free choice can by its own endeavor achieve
10
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something—good works, let us say, or the righteousness of the civil or moral law—yet it does not attain
to the righteousness of God, nor does God regard its efforts as in any way qualifying it for his
righteousness, since he says that his righteousness functions apart from the law. But if it does not attain
to the righteousness of God, what will it gain if by its own works and endeavors (if this were possible) it
achieves the very sanctity of angels? The words are not, I think, obscure or ambiguous here, nor is there
room for any kind of tropes. For Paul clearly distinguishes the two righteousnesses, attributing one to
the law and the other to grace, maintaining that the latter is given without the former and apart from its
works, while the former without the latter does not justify or count for anything. I should like to see,
therefore, how free choice can stand up and defend itself against these things.
A second thunderbolt is his saying that the righteousness of God is revealed and avails for all and
upon all who believe in Christ, and that there is no distinction [Rom. 3:21 f.]. Once more in the plainest
terms he divides the entire race of men into two, giving the righteousness of God to believers and
denying it to unbelievers. Now, no one is crazy enough to doubt that the power or endeavor of free
choice is something different from faith in Jesus Christ. But Paul denies that anything outside this faith is
righteous in the sight of God; and if it is not righteous in the sight of God, it must necessarily be sin. For
with God there is nothing intermediate between righteousness and sin, no neutral ground, so to speak,
which is neither righteousness nor sin. Otherwise, Paul’s whole argument would come to nothing, since
it presupposes this division, namely, that whatever is done or devised among men is either
righteousness or sin before God: righteousness if faith is present, sin if faith is absent. With men, of
course, it is certainly a fact that there are middle and neutral cases, where men neither owe one
another anything nor do anything for one another. But an ungodly man sins against God whether he
eats or drinks or whatever he does, because he perpetually misuses God’s creatures in his impiety and
ingratitude, and never for a moment gives glory to God from his heart.
It is also no small thunderbolt when he says: “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” and
“There is no distinction” *Rom. 3:23, 22]. I ask you, could he put it more plainly? Show me a worker of
free choice and tell me whether in that enterprise of his he also sins. If he does not sin, why does not
Paul make an exception of him? Why does he include him “without distinction”? It is certain that one
who says “all,” excepts no one in any place, at any time, in any work or endeavor. Hence if you except
any man for any kind of effort or work, you make Paul a liar, because the subject of such work and
endeavor of free choice is also included in “all,” and Paul ought to have had enough respect for him not
to place him so freely and without qualification among sinners.
Then there is the statement that they lack the glory of God. You can take “the glory of God” here in
two senses, active and passive. This is an example of Paul’s habit of using Hebraisms. Actively, the glory
of God is that by which God glories in us; passively, it is that by which we glory in God. It seems to me,
however, that it ought to be taken passively here—like “the faith of Christ,” which suggests in Latin the
faith that Christ has, but to the Hebrew mind means the faith we have in Christ. Similarly, “the
righteousness of God” in Latin means the righteousness that God possesses, but a Hebrew would
understand it as the righteousness that we have from God and in the sight of God. So we take “the glory
of God” not in the Latin but in the Hebrew sense as that which we have in God and before God, and
which might be called “glory in God.” Now, a man glories in God when he is certain that God is favorable
to him and deigns to look kindly upon him, so that the things he does are pleasing in God’s sight, or if
they are not, they are borne with and pardoned. If, then, the enterprise or endeavor of free choice is not
sin, but good in God’s sight, it can certainly glory and say with confidence as it glories: “This pleases God,
God approves of this, God counts this worthy and accepts it, or at least bears with it and pardons it. For
this is the glory of the faithful in God, and those who do not have it are rather put to shame before him.”
But Paul here denies this, saying that men are completely devoid of this glory. Experience proves that he
is right; for ask all the exercisers of free choice to a man, and if you are able to show me one who can

sincerely and honestly say with regard to any effort or endeavor of his own, “I know that this pleases
God,” then I will admit defeat and yield you the palm. But I know there is not one to be found.
Now, if this glory is lacking, so that the conscience dare not say for certain or with confidence that
“this pleases God,” then it is certain it does not please God. For as a man believes, so it is with him; and
in this case he does not believe with certainty that he pleases God, although it is necessary to do so,
because the offense of unbelief lies precisely in having doubts about the favor of God, who wishes us to
believe with the utmost possible certainty that he is favorable. We thus convict them on the evidence of
their own conscience that free choice, when it is devoid of the glory of God, is perpetually guilty of the
sin of unbelief, together with all its powers, efforts, and enterprises.
[“Congruous” and “Condign” Merit]11
However, what will the patrons of free choice say in the end to what follows: “justified by his grace as a
gift”? What does “as a gift” mean? What does “by his grace” mean? How do endeavor and merit accord
with a righteousness freely bestowed? Perhaps they will say here that they attribute to free choice as
little as possible, and by no means condign merit.12 But these are empty words. For what is sought by
means of free choice is to make room for merits. Diatribe has shown this all along by her insistent
demand: “If there is no freedom of choice, what room is there for merits? If there is no room for merits,
what room is there for rewards? To what are we to ascribe it if a man is justified without merits?” Paul
here replies that there is no such thing as merit, but all who are justified are justified freely (gratis), and
this is to be ascribed to nothing but the grace of God. With the gift of righteousness, moreover, there
are given also the Kingdom and eternal life. What about your “endeavoring” now? What about your
“earnest striving” and “works”? What about the merits of free choice? What use are they? You cannot
complain of obscurity and ambiguity; the facts and the words are very clear and very simple.
For suppose they do attribute as little as possible to free choice, nevertheless they teach that by
means of this minimum we can attain to righteousness and grace. Nor have they any other way of
solving the problem of why God justifies one man and abandons another than by positing free choice,
and inferring that one has endeavored while the other has not, and that God respects the one for his
endeavor but despises the other, and he would be unjust if he did anything else. And although they
protest both in speech and writing that they do not seek to obtain grace by condign merit, and in fact do
not use the term, yet they are only playing a trick on us with the word, and holding on to the thing it
signifies just the same. For what excuse is it that they do not call it condign merit, when they attribute to
it everything that belongs to condign merit? When they say that the man who endeavors finds favor
with God, while the one who does not endeavor does not find favor, is not this plainly a case of condign
merit? Are they not making God a respecter of works, merits, and persons? They say that one man lacks
grace by his own fault, because he has not striven after it, while the other, because he has striven,
obtains grace, as he would not have done if he had not striven. If this is not condign merit, I should like
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to know what there is that deserves the name. You could play about with any word in this fashion, and
say: It is not, of course, condign merit, but it has the same effect as condign merit; the thorn is not a bad
tree, but only produces the fruit of a bad tree; the fig is not a good tree, but it produces what a good
tree usually does.13 Diatribe is not indeed ungodly, though she speaks and acts only as an ungodly
person does.
For these advocates of free choice, it tums out as the proverb says: “In avoiding Charybdis he runs
into Scylla.”14 For in their anxiety not to agree with the Pelagians, they start denying condign merit, and
by their very denial they establish it more firmly than ever. They deny it in the words they speak and
write, but affirm it in fact and in their hearts, and they are on two accounts worse than the Pelagians.
First, because the Pelagians confess and assert condign merit, simply, candidly, and ingenuously, calling
a spade a spade15 and a fig a fig, and teaching what they really believe. These friends of ours, however,
though they believe and teach the same, make dupes of us with deceptive words and a false pretense,
as if they dissented from the Pelagians, though this is the last thing they do; so that if you go by their
hypocrisy, they seem to be the bitterest foes of the Pelagians, while if you look at the facts and their real
opinion, they themselves are Pelagians double-dyed. The second reason is that by this hypocrisy they
both value and purchase the grace of God for far less than the Pelagians. For the latter do not assert
that there is a tiny little something in us by which we can attain to grace, but that there are whole, full,
perfect, great, and many efforts and works. But our friends say that it is a very little thing, and almost
nothing, by which we merit grace.
If we must have error, then, there is more honesty and less pride in the error of those who say that
the grace of God costs a great deal, and so hold it dear and precious, than of those who teach that it
costs only a trifling amount, and so hold it cheap and contemptible.16 But Paul kills both these birds with
one stone when he says that all are justified freely, or again, are justified apart from law and works of
law. For when he asserts that justification is freely bestowed on all who are justified, he leaves no one to
work, or earn, or prepare himself, and he leaves no work that can be called congruous or condign; and
thus by a single stroke of this thunderbolt he shatters both the Pelagians with their total merit, and the
Sophists with their little scrap of merit. Free justification allows of no workers, because there is an
obvious contradiction between “freely given” and “earned by some sort of work.” Besides, justification
by grace excludes consideration of anyone’s personal worthiness, as he says below in chapter 11: “If it is
by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise grace would no longer be grace” *Rom. 11:6+.
He says the same in chapter 4: “Now to one who works, his wages are not reckoned as a gift, but as his
due” *Rom. 4:4+. Thus my Paul, unconquerable conqueror of free choice that he is, wipes out two armies
with a single word. For if we are justified “apart from works,” then all works are condemned, whether
small or great, for he makes no exception but thunders equally against all.
You will notice here how unobservant all these friends of ours are, and what good it does to rely on
the venerable old Fathers, who have been approved through such a long succession of ages. Were not
they too all equally blind, or rather, did they not simply overlook the clearest and most explicit
statements of Paul? Can anything, I ask you, be said clearly and explicitly in defense of grace against free
choice if Paul’s language here is not clear and explicit? He first extols grace by contrasting it with works,
and then in the clearest and simplest terms he states that we are justified freely, and that grace would
not be grace if it were earned by works, so that he quite unmistakably excludes all works in the matter
of justification in order to establish grace alone and free justification. Yet with all this light we still search
for darkness, and when we cannot claim large and all-inclusive things for ourselves, we try to claim little
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modest things, just to ensure that justification by the grace of God shall not be free and apart from
works. As if he who denies us all the important things will not even more deny that the little modest
things help us in any way toward justification, when he has laid it down that we are justified only by his
grace apart from all works, and therefore apart from the law itself, in which all works, great and small,
congruous and condign, are included. Now go and boast of your ancient authorities, and rely on what
they say, when you see that they have one and all overlooked the clearest and plainest teaching of Paul
as if they deliberately shunned this morning star, or rather this sun, because of the carnal notion they
doubtless enter-rained that it would be absurd to have no place left for merits.
[The Righteousness of Works and of Faith; and a Summary of St. Paul’s Testimony Against Free Choice]17
Let us take a look here at what Paul says later about the example of Abraham [Rom. 4:1–3+. “If
Abraham,” he says, “was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. For
what does the Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.’ ”
Please notice here too the distinction Paul makes by referring to a twofold righteousness of Abraham.
First, there is the righteousness of works, or moral and civil righteousness; but he denies that
Abraham is justified in God’s sight by this, even if he is righteous in the sight of men because of it. With
this righteousness, he has indeed something to boast about before men, but like the rest he falls short
of the glory of God. Nor can anyone say here that it is the works of the law, or ceremonial works, that
are being condemned, seeing that Abraham lived so many years before the law was given. Paul is
speaking simply about the works Abraham did, and the best ones he did. For it would be absurd to argue
as to whether anyone is justified by bad works. If, therefore, Abraham is not righteous because of any
works, and if both he himself and all his works remain in a state of ungodliness unless he is clothed with
another righteousness, namely, that of faith, then it is plain that no man is brought any nearer to
righteousness by his works; and what is more, that no works and no aspirations or endeavors of free
choice count for anything in the sight of God, but are all adjudged to be ungodly, unrighteous, and evil.
For if the man himself is not righteous, neither are his works or endeavors righteous; and if they are not
righteous, they are damnable and deserving of wrath.
The other kind of righteousness is the righteousness of faith, which does not depend on any works,
but on God’s favorable regard and his “reckoning” on the basis of grace. Notice how Paul dwells on the
word “reckoned,” how he stresses, repeats, and insists on it. “To one who works,” he says, “his wages
are not reckoned as a gift but as his due. And to one who does not work but has faith in him who
justifies the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness, according to the plan of God’s grace” *Rom.
4:4 f.].18 Then he quotes David as saying the same about the “reckoning” of grace: “Blessed is the man
against whom the Lord will not reckon his sin,” etc. *Rom. 4:6 ff.+. He repeats the word “reckon” nearly
ten times in this chapter. In short, Paul sets the one who works and the one who does not work
alongside each other, leaving no room for anyone between them; and he asserts that righteousness is
not reckoned to the former, but that it is reckoned to the latter provided he has faith. There is no way of
escape for free choice here, no chance for it to get away with its endeavoring and striving. It must be
classed either with the one who works or with the one who does not work. If it is classed with the
former, so you are told here, it does not have any righteousness reckoned to it, whereas if it is classed
with the latter—the one who does not work but has faith in God—then it does have righteousness
reckoned to it. But in that case it will no longer be a case of free choice at work, but of a being created
anew through faith.
Now, if righteousness is not reckoned to the one who works, then clearly his works are nothing but
sins, evils, and impieties in the sight of God. Nor can any impudent Sophist break in here with the
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objection that a man’s work need not be evil, even if the man himself is evil. For Paul purposely speaks,
not simply of the man as a man, but of the man as a worker, in order to make it unmistakably plain that
the man’s works and endeavors themselves are condemned, no matter what their nature, name, or sign
may be. It is, however, with good works that he is concerned, since he is arguing about justification and
merit. Hence although with the phrase “one who works” he refers quite generally to all workers and all
their works, it is particularly of their good and virtuous works that he is speaking. Otherwise, there
would be no point in his distinction between the “one who works” and the “one who does not work.”
I will not here elaborate the very strong arguments that can be drawn from the purpose of grace,
the promise of God, the meaning of the law, original sin, or divine election, any one of which would be
sufficient by itself to do away completely with free choice. For if grace comes from the purpose or
predestination of God, it comes by necessity and not by our effort or endeavor, as we have shown
above. Moreover, if God promised grace before the law was given, as Paul argues here and in Galatians,
then grace does not come from works or through the law; otherwise the promise means nothing. So
also faith will mean nothing—although Abraham was justified by it before the law was given—if works
count for anything. Again, since the law is the power of sin [I Cor. 15:56] in that it serves only to reveal
and not to remove sin, it makes the conscience guilty before God, and threatens it with wrath. That is
what Paul means when he says: “The law brings wrath” *Rom. 4:15+. How, then, could there be any
possibility of attaining righteousness through the law? And if we receive no help from the law, what help
can we expect from the power of choice alone?
Furthermore, seeing that through the one transgression of the one man, Adam, we are all under sin
and damnation, how can we attempt anything that is not sinful and damnable? For when he says “all,”
he makes no exception either of the power of free choice or of any worker, but every man, whether he
works or not, endeavors or not, is necessarily included among the “all.” Not that we should sin or be
damned through that one transgression of Adam if it were not our own transgression. For who could be
damned for another’s transgression, especially before God? It does not, however, become ours by any
imitative doing of it ourselves, for then it would not be the one transgression of Adam, since it would be
we and not Adam who committed it; but it becomes ours the moment we are born—a subject we must
deal with some other time. Original sin itself, therefore, leaves free choice with no capacity to do
anything but sin and be damned.
These arguments, I say, I will not elaborate, both because they are so very obvious and so very
substantial, and also because we have already said something about them earlier in the book. But if we
wished to list all the points made by Paul alone by which free choice is overthrown, we could not do
better than make a running commentary on the whole of Paul, showing how the much vaunted power
of free choice is refuted in almost every word. I have already done this with the third and fourth
chapters,19 on which I have chiefly concentrated in order to expose the inattentiveness of all these
friends of ours who have a way of reading Paul that enables them to find, even in his clearest passages,
anything but these very strong arguments against free choice. I also wanted to show the foolishness of
the confidence they repose in the authority and writings of the ancient doctors, and to leave them to
consider what the effect of these most evident arguments must be if they are treated with due care and
judgment.
For my own part, I confess to being greatly astonished. Paul again and again uses these universal
terms, “all,” “none,” “not,” “nowhere,” “apart from”—for example: “All have turned aside”; “None is
righteous”; “No one does good, not even one”; “All are sinners and damned through one man’s
transgression”; “We are justified by faith, apart from law, apart from works”—so that although one
might wish to put it differently, he could not speak more clearly and plainly. Hence I am, as I say,
astonished that in face of these universal words and sentences, contrary and even contradictory ideas
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have come to prevail, such as: “Some have not turned aside, are not unrighteous, not evil, not sinners,
not damned,” and “There is something in man that is good and strives after the good”—as if the man
that strives after the good, whoever he may be, were not included in the words “all,” “none,” “not”!
I should not myself find it possible, even if I wished, to make any objection or reply to Paul, but
should have to regard my power of free choice, endeavors and all, as included in those “alls” and
“nones” of which Paul speaks, unless a new kind of grammar or a new use of language were introduced.
It might have been possible to suspect a trope and give a twist to the words I have cited if Paul had used
this kind of expression only once or in only one passage; but in fact he uses it continually, both in the
affirmative and the negative form, treating his theme through a polemical partition of categories which
on both sides have universal application. In consequence, not only the natural sense of the words and
the actual statement he makes, but both the immediate and wider context and the whole purpose and
substance of his argument lead alike to the conclusion that what Paul means to say is that apart from
faith in Christ there is nothing but sin and damnation—it was in this way that we promised we would
refute free choice, so that all our opponents would be unable to resist; and I think I have done it, even
though they will neither admit defeat and come over to our view, nor yet keep silence. That is not within
our power; it is the gift of the Spirit of God.
However, before we hear John the Evangelist, let us add a crowning touch from Paul—and if that is
not enough, we are prepared to bring out the whole of Paul against free choice, commenting on him
verse by verse. In Romans 8[:5]: where he divides the human race into two types, namely, flesh and
spirit (just as Christ does in John 3*:6+), he says: “Those who live according to the flesh set their minds on
the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the
Spirit.” That Paul here calls carnal all who are not spiritual is evident both from this very partition and
opposition between spirit and flesh, and from his own subsequent statement: “You are not in the flesh
but in the Spirit if the Spirit of God really dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ
does not belong to him” *Rom. 8:9+. What else is the meaning of “You are not in the flesh if the Spirit of
God is in you” but that those who do not have the Spirit are necessarily in the flesh? And if anyone does
not belong to Christ, to whom else does he belong but Satan? Clearly, then, those who lack the Spirit are
in the flesh and subject to Satan.
Now let us see what he thinks of the endeavor and power of free choice in those he calls carnal.
“Those who are in the flesh cannot please God” *Rom. 8:8+. And again: “The mind of the flesh is death”
*v. 6+. And again: “The mind of the flesh is enmity toward God” *v. 7+. Also: “It does not submit to God’s
law, indeed it cannot” *v. 7+. Here let the advocate of free choice tell me this: how something that is
death, displeasing to God, hostility toward God, disobedient to God, and incapable of obedience can
possibly strive toward the good? For Paul did not choose to say simply that the mind of the flesh is
“dead” or “hostile to God,” but that it is death itself, hostility itself, which cannot possibly submit to
God’s law or please God, just as he had said a little before: “For what was impossible to the law, in that
it was weak because of the flesh, God has done,” etc. *v. 3+.
I. too, am familiar with Origen’s fable about the threefold disposition of flesh, soul, and spirit, with
soul standing in the middle and being capable of turning either way, toward the flesh or toward the
spirit.20 But these are dreams of his own; he states but does not prove them. Paul here calls everything
flesh that is without the Spirit, as we have shown. Hence the loftiest virtues of the best of men are in the
flesh, that is to say, they are dead, hostile to God, not submissive to the law of God and not capable of
submitting to it, and not pleasing to God. For Paul says not only that they do not submit, but that they
cannot. So also Christ says in Matthew 7*:18+: “A bad tree cannot bear good fruit,” and in Matthew
12*:34+: “How can you speak good when you are evil?” You see here not only that we speak evil, but
that we cannot speak good. And although he says elsewhere that we who are evil know how to give
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good gifts to our children [Matt. 7:11], yet he denies that we do good even when we give good gifts,
because although what we give is a good creation of God, we ourselves are not good, nor do we give
these good things in a good way; and he is speaking to all men, including his disciples. Thus the twin
statements of Paul are confirmed, that the righteous live by faith [Rom. 1:17], and that whatsoever is
not of faith is sin [Rom. 14:23]. The latter follows from the former, for if there is nothing by which we
are justified but faith, it is evident that those who are without faith are not yet justified; and those who
are not justified are sinners; and sinners are “bad trees” and cannot do anything but sin and “bear bad
fruit.” Hence, free choice is nothing but a slave of sin, death, and Satan, not doing and not capable of
doing or attempting to do anything but evil.
Take also the example in chapter 10 *Rom. 10:20+, quoted from Isaiah: “I have been found by those
who did not seek me; I have shown myself to those who did not ask for me” *Isa. 65:1+. He says this with
reference to the Gentiles, because it has been given to them to hear and to know Christ, though
previously they could not even think of him, much less seek him or prepare themselves for him by the
power of free choice. From this example it is clear enough that grace comes so freely that no thought of
it, let alone any endeavor or striving after it, precedes its coming. It was the same also with Paul when
he was Saul. What did he do with his wonderful power of free choice? He certainly gave his mind to very
good and virtuous things from the point of view of reason. But observe by what endeavor he finds
grace! Not only does he not seek it, but he receives it even while raging furiously against it. On the other
hand, he says concerning the Jews in chapter 9 *Rom. 9:30+: “Gentiles who did not pursue righteousness
have attained it, that is, righteousness through faith; but Israel who pursued the righteousness which is
based on law did not succeed in fulfilling that law.” What murmur can any defender of free choice raise
against this? The Gentiles, just when they are full of ungodliness and every kind of vice, receive
righteousness freely by the mercy of God, while the Jews, who devote themselves to righteousness with
the utmost zeal and endeavor, are frustrated. Does not this simply mean that the endeavoring of free
choice is in vain, even when it strives after the best, and that of itself it rather “speeds toward the
worse, and backward borne glides from us?”21 Nor can anyone say that they did not strive with the
utmost power of free choice. Paul himself bears them witness in chapter 10, “that they have a zeal for
God, but it is not enlightened” *Rom. 10:2+. Therefore, nothing is lacking in the Jews that is attributed to
free choice, and yet nothing comes of it, or rather, the opposite comes of it. In the Gentiles there is
nothing to be found of what is attributed to free choice, and yet the righteousness of God results. What
is this but a confirmation by the unequivocal example of the two nations and the clearest possible
testimony of Paul that grace is given freely to those without merits and the most undeserving, and is not
obtained by any efforts, endeavors, or works, whether small or great, even of the best and most
virtuous of men, though they seek and pursue righteousness with burning zeal?
[St. John: Free Choice Is of “the World,” “the Flesh”; Grace Is of Christ, by Faith. The Two Are Opposites]22
Let us now come to John, who is also an eloquent and powerful devastator of free choice. At the very
outset, he represents free choice as so blind that it cannot even see the truth, let alone be able to strive
toward it. For he says: “The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness does not comprehend it” *John
1:5+; and shortly afterward: “He was in the world, and the world knew him not. He came to his own, and
his own received him not” *vv. 10 f.+. What do you think he means by “world”? Will you exempt any man
from this description unless he has been recreated by the Holy Spirit? It is characteristic of this apostle
to use this word “world” to mean precisely the whole race of men. Hence, whatever he says about the
world applies also to free choice as the most excellent thing in man. Thus according to this apostle, the
world does not know the light of truth [v. 10], the world hates Christ and those who are his [John 15:18
f.], the world neither knows nor sees the Holy Spirit [John 14:17], the whole world is in the power of the
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evil one [I John 5.19], all that is in the world is the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride
of life *I John 2:16+. “You,” he says, “are of the world” *John 8:23+. “The world cannot hate you, but it
hates me because I testify of it that its works are evil” *John 7:7]. All these and many similar passages
proclaim the glories of free choice, that principal part of the world and that which governs it under the
overlordship of Satan.
For John too speaks of the world antithetically, so that “world” means everything that has not been
taken out of the world into the Spirit, as Christ says to the apostles: “I took you out of the world and
appointed you,” etc. *John 15:16, 19+. If now there were any in the world who by the powers of free
choice were endeavoring toward ward the good (which should be the case if free choice were able to do
anything), John ought surely to have limited the word out of respect for these people, so as not to
implicate them, by using a general term, in all the evils of which he accuses the world. As he does not do
this, it is evident that he makes free choice guilty of all the charges brought against the world, since
whatever the world does, it does by the power of free choice, or in other words, by means of reason and
will, which are its most notable components.
He goes on: “To all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children
of God; who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God” *John
1:12 f.]. By this absolute distinction he drives out of the Kingdom of Christ “blood,” “the will of the
flesh,” “the will of man.” I think “blood” means the Jews, that is, those who claimed to be sons of the
Kingdom because they were sons of Abraham and the Patriarchs, and thus gloried in their blood. The
“will of the flesh” I take to mean the zeal with which the people devoted themselves to the law and
works. For “flesh” here means those who are carnal and without the Spirit, so that although they
certainly have the ability to will and endeavor, they do so, in the absence of the Spirit, in a carnal way.
The “will of man” I understand as the strivings of all men generally, whether under the law or without
the law, Gentiles or whatever they may be, so that the meaning is: “They become sons of God neither by
natural birth nor by zeal for the law nor by any other human doing, but only by a divine birth.” If
therefore they are not born of the flesh, nor trained by the law, nor prepared by any human discipline,
but are born anew from God, it is plain that free choice counts for nothing here. For I think the word
“man”23 in this passage is to be taken in the Hebrew sense as meaning any and every man, just as “flesh”
is understood in contrast with Spirit to mean the people without the Spirit; and the “will” I take to be
the highest power in men, as the principal element in free choice.
But supposing we do not so understand the individual terms, the matter itself as a whole is quite
clear. For by his division John rejects everything that is not born of God, inasmuch as he says we do not
become sons of God except by being born of God; and this takes place, as he himself explains, by
believing in the name of Christ. In this rejection, moreover, the will of man, or free choice, being neither
a birth from God nor faith, is necessarily included. But if free choice were worth anything, the will of
man ought not to be rejected by John, nor should men be drawn away from it and directed to faith and
the new birth alone; otherwise, the word of Isaiah would apply to him: “Woe to you who call good evil”
[Isa. 5:20]. As it is, since he rejects equally blood, the will of the flesh, and the will of man, it is certain
that the will of man can no more do anything toward making men sons of God than can blood or carnal
birth. But no one doubts that carnal birth does not make men sons of God. As Paul says in Romans 9[:8]:
“It is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God,” and he proves this by the example of
Ishmael and Esau.
The same John introduces the Baptist speaking thus of Christ: “And of his fullness we have all
received, grace for grace” *John 1:16+. He says that grace has been received by us from the fullness of
Christ; but for what merit or effort? “For grace,” he says, meaning Christ’s grace; just as Paul also says in
Romans 5*:15+: “The grace of God and the free gift in the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded
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for many.” Where is now the endeavor of free choice by which grace is obtained? John says here, not
only that grace is not received by any effort of ours, but that it is received through another’s grace or
another’s merit, namely, that of the one man Jesus Christ. It is therefore either false that we receive our
grace in return for another’s grace, or else it is evident that free choice counts for nothing. For we
cannot have it both ways; the grace of God cannot be both so cheap as to be obtainable anywhere and
everywhere by any man’s puny endeavor, and at the same time so dear as to be given us only in and
through the grace of one Man and so great a Man. I wish the defenders of free choice would take
warning at this point, and realize that when they assert free choice they are denying Christ. For if it is by
my own effort that I obtain the grace of God, what need have I of the grace of Christ in order to receive
it? Or what do I lack when I have the grace of God?
Now, Diatribe has said, and all the Sophists say, that we secure grace and prepare ourselves to
receive it by our own endeavor, even if not “condignly,” yet at least “congruously.”24 This is plainly a
denial of Christ, when it is for his grace that we receive grace, as the Baptist testifies. For I have already
exposed that fiction about “condign” and “congruous,” showing that these are empty words, and that
what they really have in mind is the merit of worthiness, and this to a more ungodly degree than the
Pelagians themselves, as we said. The result is that the ungodly Sophists and Diatribe alike deny the Lord
Christ who bought us, more than the Pelagians or any heretics ever denied him. So little can grace
tolerate the power of free choice or even the slightest hint of it. The fact that the defenders of free
choice deny Christ is proved, moreover, not only by this Scripture but also by their very way of life. For
they have turned Christ from a kindly Mediator into a dreaded Judge for themselves, whom they strive
to placate by the intercessions of his mother and the saints, and by a multitude of invented works, rites,
religious orders, and vows, in all of which their aim is to placate Christ so that he may give them grace.
They do not believe that Christ is their advocate with God, and obtains grace for them by his own blood,
and as it says here, “grace for grace” *John 1:16+. And as they believe, so it is with them. Christ is truly
and deservedly an inexorable Judge to them, inasmuch as they abandon him as a Mediator and most
merciful Savior, and count his blood and his grace of less value than the efforts and endeavors of free
choice.
Let us look also at an example of free choice. Nicodemus [John 3:1 ff.] surely is a man who leaves
nothing to be desired as regards the capabilities of free choice; for what is there that he fails to do in the
way of effort or endeavor? He confesses that Christ is true and has come from God; he praises his signs,
he comes by night to hear him and converse with him. Does he not seem to have sought by the power of
free choice the things that belong to godliness and salvation? Yet see how he comes to grief. When he
hears the true way of salvation by means of a new birth as taught by Christ, does he recognize it or
profess that it is what he himself has been seeking? On the contrary, he is so shocked and perturbed
that he not only says he cannot understand it, but he rejects it as impossible. “How,” he says, “can this
be?” *John 3:9+. Nor indeed is it surprising, for whoever heard that a man must be born anew of water
and the Spirit in order to be saved? [v. 5]. Whoever thought that the Son of Man would have to be lifted
up, that whosoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life? [vv. 14 ff.]. Did the greatest
and most discerning philosophers ever make mention of this? Did the princes of this world ever possess
this knowledge? Did any man’s flee choice ever strive toward this? Does not Paul confess it to be
“wisdom hidden in a mystery” *I Cor. 2:7+, which though foretold by the prophets and revealed by the
gospel, has yet from eternity been kept secret and unknown to the world [Rom. 16:25]?
What can I say? Let us ask experience. The whole world, human reason itself, indeed free choice
itself, is obliged to confess that it never knew Christ nor heard of him before the gospel came into the
world. And if it did not know him, much less did it seek after him, or even could seek after him or make
any endeavor to come to him. Yet Christ is the way, the truth, the life, and salvation [John 14:6]. It must
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therefore confess, willy-nilly, that by its own powers it has been unable either to know or to seek after
the things that pertain to the way, the truth, and salvation. Nevertheless, despite this confession and
our own experience, we insanely argue with empty words that there still remains in us a power capable
of both knowing and applying itself to the things that pertain to salvation. That is as good as saying it can
know Christ the Son of God lifted up for us, although no one has ever known or been able to think of
such a thing. So ignorance here is no longer ignorance, but knowledge of Christ, that is, of the things
that pertain to salvation. Do you still not see and feel that the assertors of free choice are clearly mad
when they call a thing knowledge that they themselves admit to be ignorance? Is not this putting
darkness for light, as Isaiah says [Isa. 5:20]? To think that God so mightily stops the mouth of free choice
by its own confession and experience, yet not even so can it keep silence and give God the glory!
Furthermore, when Christ is called the way, the truth, and the life [John 14:6], and that
antithetically, so that whatever is not Christ is not the way but error, not the truth but a lie, not the life
but death, then it necessarily follows that free choice, since it is neither Christ nor in Christ, is included in
the error, the lie, and the death. Where and whence, then, have we that intermediate and neutral thing,
the power of free choice, which although it is not Christ or the way, the truth, and the life, must still not
be error, or a lie, or death? For unless everything said about Christ and grace were said antithetically, so
as to be set over against its opposite—for instance, that outside of Christ there is nothing but Satan,
apart from grace nothing but wrath, apart from light only darkness, apart from the way only error, apart
from the truth only a lie, apart from life only death—what, I ask you, would be the point of all the
discourses of the apostles and of Scripture as a whole? They would all be in vain, because they would
not insist on the absolute necessity of Christ, which in fact is their chief concern; and they would not do
so because some intermediate thing would be found, which of itself would be neither evil nor good,
neither Christ’s nor Satan’s, neither true nor false, neither alive nor dead, perhaps even neither
something nor nothing, and that would be called “the most excellent and exalted thing in the whole race
of men”!
Choose then which you please. If you grant that the Scriptures speak antithetically, you will be able
to say nothing about free choice but what is contrary to Christ, namely that error, death, Satan, and all
evils reign in it. If you do not grant that they speak antithetically, then you enervate the Scriptures, so
that they lose their point and fail to prove that Christ is necessary. Hence, inasmuch as you maintain free
choice, you cancel out Christ and ruin the entire Scripture. Moreover, although verbally you may make a
show of confessing Christ, yet in reality and in your heart you deny him. Or if the power of free choice is
not wholly in error or damnable, but sees and wills what is virtuous and good and what pertains to
salvation, then it is in sound health and has no need of Christ the physician [Matt. 9:12], nor has Christ
redeemed that part of man; for what need of light and life is there where there is light and life? And if
that part has not been redeemed by Christ, the best thing in man has not been redeemed, but is in itself
good and saved. But then God is unjust if he damns any man, because he damns what is best and
soundly healthy in man, or in other words, he condemns the innocent. For there is no man who does not
have the power of free choice; and although a bad man may misuse it, this power is not thereby
destroyed, we are told, but still strives or can strive after the good. And if that is so, then it is
undoubtedly good, holy, and righteous, and ought not to be damned but separated from the man who is
to be damned. This, however, cannot be done; and if it could, a man no longer possessed of free choice
would not be a man at all. He would have neither merits nor demerits, nor could he be saved, but would
be simply a brute and no longer immortal. It therefore remains that God is unjust if he damns, along
with the evil man, that good, righteous, and holy power which even in an evil man has no need of Christ.
But let us proceed with John. “He who believes in him,” he says, “is not judged; he who does not
believe is judged already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God” *John 3:18+.
Tell me, is free choice counted among those who believe, or is it not? If it is, then again it has no need of
grace, since of itself it believes in Christ, though of itself it neither knows him nor gives him a thought. If

it is not, then it is already judged; and what does that mean but that it is damned in the sight of God?
But God damns none but the ungodly, so therefore it is ungodly. And what godliness can the ungodly
aspire to? We cannot, I think, make an exception of the power of free choice here, since John is speaking
of the whole man, who he says is damned. Besides, unbelief is not one of the grosset passions, but sits
and holds sway at the summit—the citadel of the will and reason, just like its opposite, faith. Now, to be
unbelieving is to deny God and make him a liar, as I John 1*:10+ says: “If we do not believe God, we make
him a liar” [cf. John 5:10]. And how can a power that is contrary to God and makes him a liar strive
toward the good? If this power were not unbelieving and ungodly, John should not have said of the
whole man that he is judged already, but rather that with regard to his grosser passions man is already
judged, but with regard to what is best and most excellent in him he is not judged, because this strives
after faith, or rather, already believes. Hence where Scripture says, as it so often does, that every man is
a liar, we must say on the authority of free choice that, on the contrary, it is rather the Scripture that
lies, because man is not a liar in the best part of him, his reason and will, but only in his flesh, blood, and
bones, so that the whole of that which entitles man to be called man, namely reason and will, is soundly
healthy and holy. Again, there are the words of the Bapfist: “He who believes in the Son has eternal life;
but he who does not believe in the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God rests upon him” *John
3:36+. This will have to be understood as follows: “Upon him” means that whereas the wrath of God
rests upon the grosser passions of man, upon his power of free choice, that is to say, his will and reason,
there rests grace and eternal life. On this model, in order that free choice may be maintained, you can
twist anything that is said in the Scriptures against ungodly men, to apply by synecdoche25 to the brute
part of man, so that the rational and truly human part may be left untouched. I shall then return thanks
to the assertors of free choice, and shall sin with confidence, safe in the knowledge that reason and will,
or free choice, cannot be damned, since it is never extinguished but remains forever sound, righteous,
and holy. And with will and reason thus beatified, I shall rejoice that the filthy, brutish flesh is separated
from them and damned; so far shall I be from wishing to have Christ as its Redeemer. Do you see what
the dogma of free choice leads us to, how it denies all things divine and human, temporal and eternal,
and with all these monstrous notions makes itself a laughingstock?
Again, the Baptist says: “No one can receive anything except what is given him from heaven” *John
3:27]. Diatribe may here stop that parading of her forces where she enumerates all the things we have
from heaven.26 We are not disputing about nature but about grace, and we are not asking what we are
on earth, but what we are in heaven before God. We know that man has been constituted lord over the
lower creatures, and in relation to them he has authority and free choice, so that they obey him and do
what he wills and thinks. What we are asking is whether he has free choice in relation to God, so that
God obeys man and does what man wills, or rather, whether God has free choice in relation to man, so
that man wills and does what God wills and is not able to do anything but what God wills and does. The
Baptist says here that a man can receive nothing except what is given him from heaven; consequently,
free choice must be nothing. Also, “He who is of the earth belongs to the earth, and of the earth he
speaks; he who comes from heaven is above all” *John 3:31+. Here again he makes all men earthly who
do not belong to Christ, and says they savor and speak of earthly things; and he leaves no room for any
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in between. Free choice, therefore, which is not in any event “he who comes from heaven,” must
necessarily be of the earth and must savor and speak of the earth.
But if ever at any time, in any place or work, there was any power in any man that did not savor of
earthly things, the Baptist ought to have made allowance for this man and should not have said of all
men generally that apart from Christ they are of the earth and speak of the earth. So also below, in
chapter 8, Christ says: “You are of the world, I am not of the world; you are from below, I am from
above” *John 8:23+. Now those to whom he was speaking possessed free choice, or reason and will, yet
even so he says they are of the world. But what new thing would he be telling us, to say they were of the
world as regards the flesh and the grosser passions? Did not the whole world know this already?
Besides, what need is there to say that men are of the world as regards the brute part of them, when in
this respect even beasts are of the world?
Now take the saying of Christ in John 6*:44+: “No one comes to me unless my Father draws him.”
What does this leave to free choice? For he says that everyone needs to hear and learn from the Father
himself, and that all must be taught by God. He plainly teaches here, not only that the works and efforts
of free choice are fruitless, but that even the message of the gospel itself (which is what this passage is
about) is heard in vain unless the Father himself speaks, teaches, and draws inwardly. “No one can
come,” he says, “no one”; and thus that power by which a man is able to make some endeavor toward
Christ, or in other words, toward the things that pertain to salvation, is asserted to be no power at all.
Nor is free choice helped by Diatribe’s attempt to depreciate this clear and most powerful passage by
quoting from Augustine to the effect that God draws us in the same way as we draw a sheep, by holding
out a green twig to it.27 By this simile she claims it is proved that there is in us a power to follow the
drawing of God. But this simile is valueless in connection with this passage. For God holds out not only
one of his good things, but all of them, and even Christ his Son himself, yet not a man follows unless the
Father inwardly does something else and draws in some other way; instead, the whole world persecutes
the Son whom he holds out to it. The simile fits very well the case of the godly, who are already sheep
and know God their Shepherd; for they, living in the Spirit and moved by him, follow wherever God wills
and whatever he holds out to them. But the ungodly does not come even when he hears the Word,
unless the Father draws and teaches him inwardly, which He does by pouring out the Spirit. There is
then another “drawing” than the one that takes place outwardly; for then Christ is set forth by the light
of the Spirit, so that a man is rapt away to Christ with the sweetest rapture, and rather yields passively
to God’s speaking, teaching, and drawing than seeks and runs himself.
Let us take one more passage from John, where he says: “The Spirit will convince the world of sin,
because they have not believed in me” *John 16:8 f.+. Here you see that it is sin not to believe in Christ.
And this sin is surely not seated in the skin or the hair, but precisely in the reason and the will. But when
he makes the whole world guilty of this sin, of which experience shows that the world is as ignorant as it
is of Christ until the convincing Spirit reveals it, then it is evident that in the sight of God free choice,
with its will and its reason alike, is reckoned as a captive of this sin and as damned by it. Therefore, so
long as it is ignorant of Christ and does not believe in him, it cannot will or strive after anything good but
necessarily serves this sin without knowing it.
In a word, since Scripture everywhere preaches Christ by contrast and antithesis, as I have said,
putting everything that is without the Spirit of Christ in subjection to Satan, ungodliness, error, darkness,
sin, death, and the wrath of God, all the texts that speak of Christ must consequently stand opposed to
free choice; and they are innumerable, indeed they are the entire Scripture. If, therefore, we submit the
case to the judgment of Scripture, I shall win on all counts, and there will not be a jot or a tittle left that
will not damn the dogma of free choice. Moreover, the fact that Scripture preaches Christ by contrast
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and antithesis, even if the great theologians and defenders of free choice are or pretend to be ignorant
of it, is nevertheless known and commonly confessed by all Christians.
[The Two Kingdoms, of Christ and of Satan. The Assurance of Faith]28
For Christians know there are two kingdoms in the world, which are bitterly opposed to each other. In
one of them Satan reigns, who is therefore called by Christ “the ruler of this world” *John 12:31+ and by
Paul “the god of this world” *II Cor. 4:4+. He holds captive to his will all who are not snatched away from
him by the Spirit of Christ, as the same Paul testifies, nor does he allow them to be snatched away by
any powers other than the Spirit of God, as Christ testifies in the parable of the strong man guarding his
palace in peace [Luke 11:21]. In the other Kingdom, Christ reigns, and his Kingdom ceaselessly resists
and makes war on the kingdom of Satan. Into this Kingdom we are transferred,29 not by our own power
but by the grace of God, by which we are set free from the present evil age30 and delivered from the
dominion of darkness.31
The knowledge and confession of these two kingdoms perpetually warring against each other with
such might and main would alone be sufficient to confute the dogma of free choice, seeing that we are
bound to serve in the kingdom of Satan unless we are delivered by the power of God. These things, I say,
the common people know, and they confess them abundantly in their proverbs and prayers, their
attitudes and their whole life.
I leave aside that truly Achillean text of mine,32 which Diatribe has bravely passed over and left
intact. I mean, where Paul in Romans 7[:14 ff.] and Galatians 5[:16 ff.] teaches that there is in the saints
and the godly a battle between the Spirit and the flesh, so fierce that they cannot do what they would.
From this I argued thus: If human nature is so evil that in those born anew of the Spirit it not only does
not endeavor after the good but actually strives and fights against it, how should it endeavor after the
good in those who are not yet born anew but are still “in the old man” and in bondage to Satan? For
even here Paul is not speaking only of the grosser passions, in which Diatribe commonly takes refuge
when she wants to evade the Scriptures, but he lists among the works of the flesh heresy, idolatry,
dissension, strife, which undoubtedly have their seat in those highest faculties, the reason and the will.
If, therefore, the flesh wages war against the Spirit with such passions as these in the saints, it will fight
against God all the more in the ungodly and in free choice. That is why in Romans 8[:7] he calls it
hostility to God. I should like to see this argument pulled to pieces, and free choice defended against it.
For my own part, I frankly confess that even if it were possible, I should not wish to have free choice
given to me, or to have anything left in my own hands by which I might strive toward salvation. For, on
the one hand, I should be unable to stand firm and keep hold of it amid so many adversities and perils
and so many assaults of demons, seeing that even one demon is mightier, than all men, and no man at
all could be saved; and on the other hand, even if there were no perils or adversities or demons, I should
nevertheless have to labor under perpetual uncertainty and to fight as one beating the air,33 since even
if I lived and worked to eternity, my conscience would never be assured and certain how much it ought
to do to satisfy God. For whatever work might be accomplished, there would always remain an anxious
doubt whether it pleased God or whether he required something more, as the experience of all selfjustifiers proves, and as I myself learned to my bitter cost through so many years. But now, since God
has taken my salvation out of my hands into his, making it depend on his choice and not mine, and has
promised to save me, not by my own work or exertion but by his grace and mercy, I am assured and
certain both that he is faithful and will not lie to me, and also that he is too great and powerful for any
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demons or any adversities to be able to break him or to snatch me from him. “No one,” he says, “shall
snatch them out of my hand, because my Father who has given them to me is greater than all” *John
10:28 f.]. So it comes about that, if not all, some and indeed many are saved, whereas by the power of
free choice none at all would be saved, but all would perish together. Moreover, we are also certain and
sure that we please God, not by the merit of our own working, but by the favor of his mercy promised to
us, and that if we do less than we should or do it badly, he does not hold this against us,34 but in a
fatherly way pardons and corrects us. Hence the glorying of all the saints in their God.
[The Mercy and Justice of God in the Light of Nature, Grace, and Glory]35
Now, if you are disturbed by the thought that it is difficult to defend the mercy and justice of God when
he damns the undeserving, that is to say, ungodly men who are what they are because they were born
in ungodliness and can in no way help being and remaining ungodly and damnable, but are compelled
by a necessity of nature to sin and to perish (as Paul says: “We were all children of wrath like the rest,”36
since they are created so by God himself from seed corrupted by the sin of the one man Adam)—rather
must God be honored and revered as supremely merciful toward those whom he justifies and saves,
supremely unworthy as they are, and there must be at least some acknowledgement of his divine
wisdom so that he may be believed to be righteous where he seems to us to be unjust. For if his
righteousness were such that it could be judged to be righteous by human standards, it would clearly
not be divine and would in no way differ from human righteousness. But since he is the one true God,
and is wholly incomprehensible and inaccessible to human reason, it is proper and indeed necessary
that his righteousness also should be incomprehensible, as Paul also says where he exclaims: “O the
depth of the riches of the wisdom and the knowledge of God! How incomprehensible are his judgments
and how unsearchable his ways!”37 But they would not be incomprehensible if we were able in every
instance to grasp how they are righteous. What is man, compared with God? How much is there within
our power compared with his power? What is our strength in comparison with his resources? What is
our knowledge compared with his wisdom? What is our substance over against his substance? In a
word, what is our all compared with his?
If, therefore, we confess, as even nature teaches, that human power, strength, wisdom, substance,
and everything we have, is simply nothing at all in comparison with divine power, strength, wisdom,
knowledge, and substance, what is this perversity that makes us attack God’s righteousness and
judgment only, and make such claims for our own judgment as to wish to comprehend, judge, and
evaluate the divine judgment? Why do we not take a similar line here too, and say, “Our judgment is
nothing in comparison with the divine judgment”? Ask Reason herself whether she is not convinced and
compelled to confess that she is foolish and rash in not allowing the judgment of God to be
incomprehensible, when she admits that everything else divine is incomprehensible. In all other matters
we grant God his divine majesty, and only in respect of his judgment are we prepared to deny it. We
cannot for a while believe that he is righteous, even though he has promised us that when he reveals his
glory we shall all both see and feel that he has been and is righteous.
I will give an example to confirm this faith and console that evil eye which suspects God of injustice.
As you can see, God so orders this corporal world in its external affairs that if you respect and follow the
judgment of human reason, you are bound to say either that there is no God or that God is unjust. As
the poet says: “Oft I am moved to think there are no gods!”38 For look at the prosperity the wicked enjoy
and the adversity the good endure, and note how both proverbs and that parent of proverbs,
experience, testify that the bigger the scoundrel the greater his luck. “The tents of the ungodly are at
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peace,” says Job *Job 12:6+, and Psalm 72*73:12+ complains that the sinners of the world increase in
riches. Tell me, is it not in everyone’s judgment most unjust that the wicked should prosper and the
good suffer? But that is the way of the world. Here even the greatest minds have stumbled and fallen,
denying the existence of God and imagining that all things are moved at random by blind Chance or
Fortune. So, for example, did the Epicureans and Pliny; while Aristotle, in order to preserve that
Supreme Being of his from unhappiness, never lets him look at anything but himself, because he thinks it
would be most unpleasant for him to see so much suffering and so many injustices. The prophets,
however, who did believe in God, had more temptation to regard him as unjust—Jeremiah, for instance,
and Job, David, Asaph, and others. What do you suppose Demosthenes39 and Cicero40 thought, when
after doing all they could they were rewarded with so tragic a death?
Yet all this, which looks so very like injustice in God, and which has been represented as such with
arguments that no human reason or light of nature can resist, is very easily dealt with in the light of the
gospel and the knowledge of grace, by which we are taught that although the ungodly flourish in their
bodies, they lose their souls. In fact, this whole insoluble problem finds a quick solution in one short
sentence, namely, that there is a life after this life, and whatever has not been punished and rewarded
here will be punished and rewarded there, since this life is nothing but an anticipation, or rather, the
beginning of the life to come.
If, therefore, the light of the gospel, shining only through the Word and faith, is so effective that this
question which has been discussed in all ages and never solved is so easily settled and put aside, what
do you think it will be like when the light of the Word and of faith comes to an end, and reality itself and
the Divine Majesty are revealed in their own light? Do you not think that the light of glory will then with
the greatest of ease be able to solve the problem that is insoluble in the light of the Word or of grace,
seeing that the light of grace has so easily solved the problem that was insoluble in the light of nature?
Let us take it that there are three lights—the light of nature, the light of grace, and the light of glory,
to use the common and valid distinction. By the light of nature it is an insoluble problem how it can be
just that a good man should suffer and a bad man prosper; but this problem is solved by the light of
grace. By the light of grace it is an insoluble problem how God can damn one who is unable by any
power of his own to do anything but sin and be guilty. Here both the light of nature and the light of
grace tell us that it is not the fault of the unhappy man, but of an unjust God; for they cannot judge
otherwise of a God who crowns one ungodly man freely and apart from merits, yet damns another who
may well be less, or at least not more, ungodly. But the light of glory tells us differently, and it will show
us hereafter that the God whose judgment here is one of incomprehensible righteousness is a God of
most perfect and manifest righteousness. In the meantime, we can only believe this, being admonished
and confirmed by the example of the light of grace, which performs a similar miracle in relation to the
light of nature.
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[CONCLUSION]
[That the Case Against Free Choice is Unanswerable Let Erasmus Be Willing to Admit]1
I will here bring this little book to an end, though I am prepared if need be to carry the debate farther.
However, I think quite enough has been done here to satisfy the godly and anyone who is willing to
admit the truth without being obstinate. For if we believe it to be true that God foreknows and
predestines all things,2 that he can neither be mistaken in his foreknowledge nor hindered in his
predestination, and that nothing takes place but as he wills it (as reason itself is forced to admit), then
on the testimony of reason itself there cannot be any free choice in man or angel or any creature.
Similarly, if we believe that Satan is the ruler of this world, who is forever plotting and fighting
against the Kingdom of Christ with all his powers, and that he will not let men go who are his captives
unless he is forced to do so by the divine power of the Spirit, then again it is evident that there can be no
such thing as free choice.
Similarly, if we believe that original sin has so ruined us that even in those who are led by the Spirit
it causes a great deal of trouble by struggling against the good, it is clear that in a man devoid of the
Spirit there is nothing left that can turn toward the good, but only toward evil.
Again, if the Jews, who pursued righteousness to the utmost of their powers, rather ran headlong
into unrighteousness, while the Gentiles, who pursued ungodliness, attained righteousness freely and
unexpectedly, then it is also manifest from this very fact and experience that man without grace can will
nothing but evil.
To sum up: If we believe that Christ has redeemed men by his blood, we are bound to confess that
the whole man was lost; otherwise, we should make Christ either superfluous or the redeemer of only
the lowest part of man, which would be blasphemy and sacrilege.
My dear Erasmus, I beg you now for Christ’s sake to do at last as you promised; for you promised
you would willingly yield to anyone who taught you better.3 Have done with respecting of persons! I
recognize that you are a great man, richly endowed with the noblest gifts of God—with talent and
learning, with eloquence bordering on the miraculous, to mention no others—while I have and am
nothing, unless I may venture to boast that I am a Christian. Moreover, I praise and commend you highly
for this also, that unlike all the rest you alone have attacked the real issue, the essence of the matter in
dispute, and have not wearied me with irrelevancies about the papacy, purgatory, indulgences, and such
like trifles (for trifles they are rather than basic issues), with which almost everyone hitherto has gone
hunting for me without success. You and you alone have seen the question on which everything hinges,
and have aimed at the vital spot; for which I sincerely thank you, since I am only too glad to give as much
attention to this subject as time and leisure permit. If those who have attacked me hitherto had done
the same, and if those who now boast of new spirits and new revelations would still do it, we should
have less of sedition and sects and more of peace and concord. But God has in this way through Satan
punished our ingratitude.
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Unless, however, you can conduct this case differently from the way you have in this Diatribe, I
could very much wish that you would be content with your own special gift, and would study adorn, and
promote languages and literature as you have hitherto done with great profit and distinction. I must
confess that in this direction you have done no small service to me too, so that I am considerably
indebted to you, and in this regard I certainly respect and admire you most sincerely. But God has not
yet willed or granted that you should be equal to the matter at present at issue between us. I say this, as
I beg you to believe, in no spirit of arrogance, but I pray that the Lord may very soon make you as much
superior to me in this matter as you are in all others. There is no novelty in it, if God instructs Moses
through Jethro4 and teaches Paul through Ananias.5 For as to your saying that you have wandered very
far from the mark if you are ignorant of Christ, I think you yourself see what it implies. For it does not
follow that everybody will go astray if you or I do. God is preached as being marvelous in his saints,6 so
that we may regard as saints those who are very far from sanctity. And it is not difficult to suppose that
you, since you are human, may not have rightly understood or observed with due care the Scriptures or
the sayings of the Fathers under whose guidance you think you are attaining your goal; and of this there
is more than a hint in your statement that you are asserting nothing, but have only “discoursed.”7 No
one writes like that who has a thorough insight into the subject and rightly understands it. I for my part
in this book have not discoursed, but have asserted and do assert, and I am unwilling to submit the
matter to anyone’s judgment, but advise everyone to yield assent. But may the Lord, whose cause this
is, enlighten you and make you a vessel for honor and glory.8
Amen.
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