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Written in Answer to the
Diatribe of Erasmus on Free-Will

Luther's Bondage of the Will is a seminal work that profoundly shaped the landscape of Christian theology
during the Reformation and continues to resonate with contemporary discussions on free will and divine
sovereignty. Authored by Martin Luther in 1525, this treatise was a response to the humanist scholar
Erasmus, who had argued for the importance of free will in human salvation. Luther's arguments
challenged the prevailing notions of free will in the context of sin, grace, and divine intervention, setting

the stage for ongoing theological debates.

Understanding the Context of Luther's Bondage of the Will

Before diving into the specifics of Luther's arguments, it is essential to understand the historical and
theological context in which he wrote. The early 16th century was a period marked by significant
religious upheaval, with the Roman Catholic Church facing increasing scrutiny and criticism. Martin
Luther, a monk and theologian, sought to address what he perceived as corruption within the Church and

the misinterpretation of scripture.



The Role of Erasmus

Luther's work was ignited by the publication of Erasmus's "On Free Will" in 1524. Erasmus, a leading
figure of the Northern Renaissance, advocated for human responsibility and the ability to choose good or
evil. He argued that free will was essential for moral accountability and that God's grace worked in
cooperation with human will. Luther vehemently disagreed, believing that such a view undermined the

necessity of divine grace for salvation.

The Theological Framework

Luther's treatise is built upon several key theological concepts:

1. Total Depravity: Luther asserted that due to original sin, humanity is wholly incapable of turning
towards God without divine intervention. This concept argues that sin has affected every aspect of human

nature.

2. Grace Alone (Sola Gratia): Luther emphasized that salvation is a gift from God, granted solely through His

grace, rather than through any merit or decision on the part of the individual.

3. Predestination: He introduced the idea that God has predestined certain individuals for salvation, while

others are left in their sinful state. This doctrine highlights God’s sovereignty in the process of salvation.

4. The Bondage of the Will: Luther argued that the human will is in bondage to sin and cannot choose to do
good without the enabling power of God’s grace. This bondage is not merely a lack of ability, but a

complete inability to initiate a turn towards God.

Key Arguments in Luther's Bondage of the Will

Luther's "Bondage of the Will" is structured as a rigorous theological rebuttal to Erasmus's claims. Here are

some of the central arguments presented by Luther:

1. The Nature of Sin and Human Will

Luther posits that human beings, as a result of original sin, are not only inclined to sin but are entirely
incapable of choosing God. He contends that the will is enslaved to sin and, therefore, cannot choose
righteousness. This notion challenges the idea that individuals can contribute to their salvation through

their decisions.



2. The Role of Divine Grace

According to Luther, divine grace is the sole means by which an individual can be saved. He argues that
grace does not merely assist the will; it transforms it entirely. Without God’s grace, the human will

remains in its sinful state, unable to make any move towards salvation.

3. Scriptural Basis

Luther heavily relies on scripture to support his arguments. He refers to various biblical passages that
emphasize the sovereignty of God in salvation, such as Romans 3:10-12 and Ephesians 2:8-9. He interprets

these verses to illustrate that human effort and decision are insufficient for salvation.

4. The Illusion of Free Will

Luther argues that the concept of free will, as advocated by Erasmus, is an illusion. He believes that what
people perceive as free will is actually a facade, obscured by their sinful nature. In his view, true freedom

is found in submission to God’s will.

The Impact of Luther's Bondage of the Will

Luther's "Bondage of the Will" had a lasting impact on Reformation theology and set the tone for future
discussions around free will and grace. Its influence can be seen in various historical and contemporary

theological movements.

1. The Reformation Movement

Luther's treatise solidified the Reformation's emphasis on God's sovereignty and grace. It provided a
theological foundation for many Protestant denominations, which would adopt similar views on human

depravity and divine grace.

2. The Calvinist Tradition

Luther's ideas about predestination and the bondage of the will significantly influenced John Calvin and

the development of Reformed theology. Calvin expanded on these concepts, which became central to the



beliefs of many Reformed churches.

3. Modern Theological Debates

Even today, Luther’s arguments continue to be relevant in discussions regarding free will, determinism,
and the nature of salvation. Contemporary theologians and philosophers wrestle with the implications of
Luther’s claims, exploring how they intersect with modern understandings of human agency and moral

responsibility.

Criticisms of Luther's Bondage of the Will

While Luther's work has been influential, it has also faced criticism from various theological perspectives.

1. The Arminian Response

Arminian theologians argue against Luther’s view of total depravity and unconditional election, positing
that God’s grace is resistible and that humans can choose to accept or reject it. They emphasize the

importance of human cooperation in the process of salvation.

2. Philosophical Objections

Some philosophers have critiqued Luther's deterministic outlook, arguing that it undermines moral
accountability. They contend that if individuals are entirely bound by sin and unable to choose good, it

raises questions about justice and God’s character.

3. The Catholic Perspective

The Catholic Church maintains a belief in the synergy between divine grace and human free will,
asserting that while grace is necessary for salvation, individuals must also participate actively in their

salvation through good works and moral choices.



Conclusion

In conclusion, Luther's "Bondage of the Will" remains a pivotal work in Christian theology that challenges
readers to consider the profound implications of sin, grace, and human agency. By asserting the complete
dependence of humanity on divine grace for salvation, Luther not only shaped the trajectory of the
Reformation but also initiated discussions that continue to reverberate through theological discourse today.
Whether one aligns with Luther's views or engages critically with them, the questions he raises about free

will and divine sovereignty remain central to the understanding of salvation in the Christian tradition.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What is the main thesis of Martin Luther's '‘Bondage of the Will'?

The main thesis of 'Bondage of the Will' is that human will is bound by sin and cannot choose God or do

good without divine intervention. Luther argues that salvation is entirely dependent on God's grace.

How does 'Bondage of the Will' respond to Erasmus's views on free will?

In 'Bondage of the Will,' Luther critiques Erasmus's position by asserting that the human will is in bondage
to sin and cannot freely choose God, thereby rejecting Erasmus's notion of free will in the context of

salvation.

‘What biblical evidence does Luther use to support his arguments in
'Bondage of the Will'?

Luther uses passages such as Romans 3:10-12, which states that no one is righteous and no one seeks God, to
support his argument that human will is enslaved to sin and incapable of turning towards God without

divine assistance.

How did 'Bondage of the Will' influence the Protestant Reformation?

The work solidified the doctrine of justification by faith alone and emphasized the sovereignty of God in
salvation, which were key tenets of the Protestant Reformation, influencing many reformers and shaping

Protestant theology.

‘What philosophical implications does 'Bondage of the Will' have on the
concept of free will?

The implications suggest that if the will is bound by sin, then true free will does not exist in spiritual

matters, challenging the Enlightenment view of autonomy and self-determination.



What was the historical context in which Luther wrote 'Bondage of the
Will'?

Luther wrote 'Bondage of the Will' in 1525 as a direct response to Erasmus's work, 'Diatribe," amidst the
growing tensions and debates surrounding the nature of free will, salvation, and the authority of the

Church during the Reformation.

How does Luther's view on free will differ from that of the Catholic
Church at the time?

Luther's view posits that human will is inherently corrupt and incapable of choosing good without God's
grace, while the Catholic Church maintained that human cooperation is necessary for salvation,

emphasizing a synergistic approach.

What impact did 'Bondage of the Will' have on later theological
discussions?

The work has sparked ongoing debates about predestination, grace, and the nature of free will, influencing

both Reformed and Lutheran traditions, as well as contemporary discussions in theology and philosophy.

‘What are some criticisms of Luther's arguments in 'Bondage of the Will'?

Critics argue that Luther's dismissal of free will undermines moral responsibility and accountability,

suggesting that it leads to fatalism or a lack of ethical imperatives in human actions.

Is 'Bondage of the Will' still relevant in modern theological discourse?

Yes, 'Bondage of the Will' remains relevant as it addresses fundamental questions about human nature,
divine sovereignty, and the nature of salvation, continuing to inform discussions in Reformed, Lutheran,

and broader Christian theology.
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