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Grace is a gratuitous divine gift that exceeds our human nature and allows us to obtain 

a supernatural, eternal good. Thomas Aquinas, who attempts to formulate the orthodox 

Christian teaching on grace, understands by it in one sense a stable disposition (habitus) 

infused by God into the soul that lifts human nature so as to partake in the divine na-

ture. It is thus a created reality, not simply the fact of enjoying God’s favor. In a second 

sense, he understands by grace an aid (auxilium) of God moving us to know, will, or do 

something. While Aquinas’s terminology varies, scholars call the first kind “habitual 

grace” and the second “actual grace.”1  

Grace connects God’s free will with ours. God grants it or not, as he likes. His 

grace does not eliminate our free will, but rather enhances our entire soul beyond its 

natural limitations and inclines us to do what is right. We remain free, however, to resist 

grace. Only when grace is consummated, in the beatific vision of God, do we become 

unable to resist God’s goodness. We will still be free, but unable to do evil. 

In Aquinas we do not find a systematic discussion of the relation of grace and 

free will, but his various remarks on this topic form a coherent theory which is deeply 

rooted in Holy Scripture. After his first Parisian teaching period, he obtained increased 

direct knowledge of Augustine’s writings on grace, making him revise key aspects of his 

earlier teaching on grace and free will. This chapter focuses on his mature theory.2 

 
Research for this chapter was made possible through a fellowship by the Centre of Advanced Studies, 
Human Abilities (Berlin). I am grateful for the invitation and for helpful comments received during a 
colloquium of the Centre. 
1 For definitions of grace, see ST I-II q.110 a.2; q.112 a.1; SCG III.150. For a rich introduction to Aquinas’s 
teaching on grace, see Torrell 2017, chs. 5–8; for an English translation of an earlier version of these 
chapters, see Torrell 2003, chs. 6–9. Valuet 2018 offers a comprehensive and detailed account of Aqui-
nas’s theory of grace and free will; the conclusion of this monumental work is summarized in Valuet 
2019. For a philosophical reflection on Aquinas’s theory of grace and free will, see Stump 2018, ch. 7. 
2 Regarding the development of Aquinas’s teaching on grace, see the summary account in Anderson 
2020, 82–107 and the more detailed treatments in Lonergan 2000 (first published in four articles in 
1941–2), Bouillard 1944, and Wawrykow 1995. See also note 8 below. Aquinas’s discussions of grace in 
Super Sent. and QDV reflect his early view, while those in SCG, ST and in his commentaries on the Pauline 
epistles and the gospel of John reflect his revised view. 
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Given the importance of the topic to the Christian faith and its centrality to the 

Reformation and the Counter-Reformation as crucial developments in Western Cul-

ture, the position of Aquinas, as one of Christianity’s finest and most influential theolo-

gians, is of great significance. 

1. Different Meanings of Freedom 

In his discussions of grace, Aquinas speaks of freedom in different senses. Three mean-

ings stand out: one is freedom from sin, the opposite of slavery to sin (cf. Jn 8:31–6; 

Rom 6:17–22). A second meaning is free will, or “freedom of the will” (libertas volunta-

tis), which can be enjoyed even apart from the ability to will (or act) otherwise, since it 

involves only acting of one’s own accord. Hence it is also called freedom from coercion. 

Coercion imposes necessity, but not all necessity is coercive. Hence free will, broadly 

conceived, is compatible with “necessity of immutability,” as when a person in the final 

perfection cannot help but love God. A third meaning of free will is free choice (liberum 

arbitrium), which is incompatible with necessity of immutability, for it implies the ability 

to will otherwise. Free choice relates to free will broadly conceived like a species to a 

genus.3 While free choice implies alternative possibilities, according to Aquinas we do 

not always have access to both alternatives, for God can move our free choice to one 

alternative. Aquinas speaks of free choice in two senses. One is a situational sense: some-

one may have free choice under determinate conditions, but not under others (e.g., 

QDM q.16 a.5 s.c.3). But predominantly he understands it as the power to make free 

choices. This power coincides with the will itself and is therefore permanent (ST I q.83 

aa.2–4). While this chapter is about the relation of grace to all three notions of freedom, 

the focus will be on its relation to free choice.  

2. Grace and the Limits of Free Will 

In Aquinas’s Christian vision of reality, God is not only the beginning (principium) of all 

that is, but also the end (finis), and in a special way of the “rational creature,” that is, of 

human beings and angels (ST I q.2 intr.). God orders human beings (and angels) to 

beatitude, that is, perfect happiness, obtained in the beatific vision of God’s essence (ST 

 
3 For the distinction between free will in a broad sense (libertas voluntatis), as compatible with necessity, 
and free choice (liberum arbitrium), as implying alternative possibilities, see Hoffmann and Michon 2017, 
pp. 3–8, and Michael Gorman’s chapter in this volume.  
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I q.12 a.1; I-II q.3 a.8). It is by God’s generosity that he orders us to this end, for the 

beatific vision is not owed to us according to our nature (QDV q.14 a.10 ad 2). Within 

the limits of our own nature – in other words, by our own power – we can only obtain 

imperfect happiness, which consists in the contemplative life of study and wisdom and 

the active life of the exercise of the moral virtues. Only God enjoys beatitude by nature; 

for us, beatitude is supernatural and can only be attained through God’s action – that 

is, by grace – although not without our good works (ST I-II q.3 a.3; q.4 a.7; q.5 aa.5–7). 

Our existential situation in this life is marked by a condition that is a further 

reason why we need grace. According to Christian teaching, human nature, and hence 

every individual human being, is in a morally degraded condition because of original 

sin. As Aquinas explains, Adam and Eve, the first human beings, received from God the 

grace of “original justice,” which made reason and will subject to God, the lower powers 

to reason, and the body to the soul. Through Adam, original justice was meant to be 

given to all of human nature. Through Adam’s personal sin, he lost original justice for 

himself and for all of his descendants. Original sin is the existential condition in which 

we lack original justice and consequently experience concupiscence, that is, the disor-

der of the lower powers, which are not fully in the control of reason.4 

Original sin, just like personal sin, stains us, corrupts our natural goodness and 

hence our ability to do good, and puts us in a state of guilt that deserves punishment. 

To free us from sin and its effects, we need a supernatural dispositional gift of God (ST 

I-II q.109 a.7). Aquinas calls it variably sanctifying grace (gratia gratum faciens, literally 

grace that makes cherished or acceptable), justifying grace (gratia iustificans), and heal-

ing grace (gratia sanans).5 

Aquinas asks a series of questions about what we are able to accomplish without 

grace. For anything that exceeds the ability of human nature, habitual grace was neces-

sary already prior to original sin, for example, to will a supernatural good, to observe 

the divine precepts from charity, and to do “meritorious works” that earn eternal life. 

But it was possible without habitual grace to do everything that is connatural to human 

nature: to avoid sin, to live perfectly virtuous lives, to love God above all things, to ob-

serve all the divine precepts (although not from charity). In our present condition 

marked by original sin, we can accomplish even what is connatural to us only if the 

 
4 On the cause of original sin, see ST I-II q.81 aa.1 and 3; on its essence, see ST I-II q.82 aa.1 and 3; on 
original justice, see ST I q.95 a.1; I-II q.81 a.2; q.82 a.3. According to Aquinas, only Christ was spared 
original sin, while Mary was cleansed of it before her birth; see ST I-II q.81 a.3; III q.27. See also Brian 
Leftow’s chapter in this volume. 
5 For the identity of the grace signified by these different expressions, see ST I-II q.111 a.2. 
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weakness of our human nature is remedied by habitual grace. Before and after original 

sin, the aid of God moving our will is necessary to act perfectly (ST I-II q.109 aa.2–5 and 

8). Without habitual grace, we have a limited ability to avoid sin, as Aquinas shows dis-

tinctly regarding mortal sins (sins against charity, which separate us from God, our ul-

timate end) and venial sin (deficiencies that do not separate us from God). We can 

avoid individual mortal sins, but not for a long time, for avoiding each particular mortal 

sin requires an amount of attention that we are unable to uphold for long. When en-

dowed with habitual grace, we can abstain from mortal sin, although in order to “per-

severe,” that is, to do so permanently, we need additional, actual graces that remedy our 

ignorance and the corruption of our flesh, that is, the disorder of our sensory appetite. 

Aquinas remarks that for this reason we need to pray to avoid sin and to receive the gift 

of perseverance. But even endowed with habitual and actual grace, we cannot for long 

avoid all venial sins.6  

Without grace, then, our will has significant limitations. Is it at least up to us to 

prepare ourselves for grace – in other words, to convert ourselves to God and so to 

dispose ourselves to his grace? According to Aquinas, everyone desires happiness as the 

ultimate end, but not everyone desires God as that in which our happiness consists (ST 

I-II q.5 a.8). Only God himself, by actual grace, can convert us to intend him as our end, 

that is, to wish to adhere to him as our good. By attracting us to him as our end, God 

does not bypass our will, specifically our free choice (liberum arbitrium), but rather acts 

through it (ST I-II q.109 a.6). 

In his early writings, Aquinas considered the natural capacities of the will to be 

greater. While he denied the Pelagian view that without grace we can do meritorious 

works – those acts that earn eternal life – he thought that without grace we are able to 

avoid permanently all mortal sins, to fulfill all the divine precepts, and even to prepare 

ourselves for grace by doing what lies in our power, upon which God would grant us his 

grace.7 His early view about the preparation for grace thus assigns to our free will a 

certain control over the gift of grace. He later learned that the view that the beginning 

of justification requires no grace, only its full achievement (consummatio), known in 

modern theology as semi-Pelagianism, is heterodox. So he revised his earlier position, 

because it came too close to semi-Pelagianism.8 

 
6 ST I-II q.109 aa.8–10; see also SCG III.155 and 160. For the distinction between mortal and venial sin, 
see ST I-II q.72 a.5; q.88.  
7 Super Sent. II d.28 q.1 aa.1–4. See also QDV q.24 aa.12–15, where he holds essentially the same view, only 
with more nuance. 
8 For Aquinas’s discovery of semi-Pelagianism, which he must have made in 1259 or 1260, see Bouillard 
1944, 92–115. As Bouillard points out (ibid, 105–6), in Quodl. I q.4 a.2 (of 1269), Aquinas shows clear 
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3. Predestination 

The bestowal of grace belongs to providence, the divine plan for leading all things to 

their final end, which is God’s own goodness. The part of providence that concerns 

rational creatures is called predestination, a concept rooted in the Pauline epistles.9 

Among the effects of predestination is not only eternal salvation or “glory,” that is, the 

grace of the beatific vision, but also the graces necessary to attain it.10 Aquinas’s account 

of predestination is therefore central to comprehending his theory of grace.  

Predestination presupposes God’s election, which in turn is rooted in his love. 

Yet God elects only a determinate number for salvation, not everyone, for some fall 

short of attaining their final end because of their sin, whom God therefore reprobates 

(ST I q.23 aa.2–3 and 7). God does not, however, predestine the elect because he fore-

sees their merits. Quite the opposite: whichever merits we may have are the effect of 

predestination, as is everything we do that orders us to salvation, including preparing 

ourselves for grace and using the grace we have received.11 If predestined, the elect will 

attain salvation “most certainly and infallibly” (ST I q.23 a.6). They are predestined to 

be saved through Christ’s redemption (ST III q.24 a.4), which was itself achieved 

through free action, as we will see in Section 5. 

Predestination and reprobation are asymmetrical: while predestination is the 

cause of grace in this life and of glory in the next, reprobation is not the cause of fault 

in this life, only of eternal punishment thereafter. The fault comes from the individuals’ 

own free choice; God does not cause, but only “permits” their fault, which means that 

he does not prevent it. God offers his grace to all; some accept it, others do not. Those 

who close themselves to grace do so of their own fault and are therefore justly con-

demned. Aquinas compares them to those who cannot see sunlight because they shut 

their eyes.12 Reprobation, then, has its root in a free decision by those who refute God’s 

grace.  

 
awareness of the difference between the original heresy by Pelagius and the more moderate one of the 
semi-Pelagians, whom he simply calls Pelagians. For a helpful summary and discussion of Bouillard’s 
book, see Wawrykow 1995, 34–42. 
9 For the definitions of providence and predestination, see ST I q.22 a.1 and q.23 a.1, respectively. For 
comprehensive investigations of Aquinas’s theory of predestination and its chronological development, 
see Paluch 2004 and Valuet 2018. Useful studies of more particular scope are contained in Long, Nutt, 
and White (eds.), 2016.  
10 ST I q.23 a.3 ad 2; q.23 a.5. 
11 ST I q.23 a.5; In Rom 8 lect.6 n.703; In Rom 9 lect.2 nn.760–4; ibid. lect.3 nn.771–3; In Eph 1 lect.4 n.34. 
Even Christ, who in his human nature is predestined to be the Son of God (ST III q.24 aa.1–2), is predes-
tined to this apart from his merits; see In Rom 1 lect.3 n.48. 
12 Super Johan 6 lect.5 nn.937 and 943; 10 lect.5 n.1447; 12 lect.7 n.1698. 
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Aquinas finds the asymmetry of predestination and reprobation expressed in 

Hosea 13:9, which he quotes as follows: “your ruin is from yourself, Israel; and only from 

me is your help.” Thus Aquinas does not adopt a theory of double predestination, as 

though God predestined not only to salvation but also to damnation.13 

The theory of selective predestination, while claiming the authority of St. Paul 

(especially Rom 8:28–30 and 9:6–29) is in tension with the Apostle’s assurance that God 

wants all human beings to be saved (1 Tim 2:4). To solve the tension, Aquinas adopts 

John of Damascus’s distinction between God’s antecedent and consequent will and il-

lustrates it with this example: a just judge wants “antecedently” that every human being 

live; but upon full consideration, he wants a particular person to be hanged – not inso-

far as he is a human being, but a murderer. So too, God wants antecedently all to be 

saved, but his all-things-considered will is to damn the reprobate because of their sin.14  

What is the role of our free choice with regard to predestination, since it is not 

based on our merits? Aquinas attributes a great role to free choice, for in his view, there 

is no distinction between what comes from predestination and grace, on the one hand, 

and from our free choice, on the other, for they relate like the primary cause to the 

secondary cause. As we will see in more detail in the next section, God as primary cause 

is actively contributing to every effect of a secondary cause (i.e., created cause). Hence 

what is done by free choice comes also from predestination (ST I q.23 a.5). For this 

reason, even though predestination reaches its effect unfailingly, it does so contin-

gently, for it happens through our free choice (ibid., a.6). This is also the reason why 

Aquinas can exclude two opposite errors regarding the efficacy of prayer: the idea that 

our prayers and whatever we do for our salvation are irrelevant, and the idea that our 

prayers might change divine predestination. Instead, while our prayers do not alter pre-

destination, they belong to its effect. God’s general providence achieves its effect not 

apart from, but through secondary causes. So too, predestination, as part of providence, 

achieves its effect through the prayers or other good things we do. Hence Aquinas urges 

us to make the effort of prayer and good works so that predestination may attain its 

effect.15 Based on a story transmitted by John of Damascus, Aquinas gives the example 

that Trajan was predestined to be saved by the prayers of a certain Gregory, without 

 
13 ST I q.23 a.3 ad 2; ST I-II q.112 a.3 ad 2; Super Johan 17 lect.3 n.2218; In Rom 9 lect.2 n.764; lect.3 nn.781–
4. Note that in the Marietti-edition, In Rom 9 lect.2 n.764 omits a “non” (not), thus significantly altering 
the sense; for the text according to the soon to be published critical edition, see Paluch 2004, 262 note 1. 
14 ST I q.19 a.6 ad 1; q.23 a.4 ad 3; In I Tim 2 lect.1 n.62. See also Paluch 2004, 273–308. 
15 QDV q.6 a.6; ST I q.23 a.8; II-II q.83 a.2; cf. SCG III.95. 
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whose prayers he would have been damned (QDV q.6 a.6 ad s.c.4). Unfortunately, how-

ever, our prayers are heard only for the predestined, not for the reprobate (ST II-II q.83 

a.7 ad 3). 

According to Aquinas, then, free choice badly used is the cause of reprobation, 

while a good use of free choice is not the cause of predestination, but only the cause of 

its effects. Nevertheless, we may wonder why God does not predestine all to salvation, 

given that on Aquinas’s view predestination is a guarantee of salvation. God attracts to 

himself even some who are averse to him, so why does he not attract all?16 According to 

Aquinas, the acceptance of grace is itself a gift of grace and the effect of predestina-

tion,17 so why does God permit some to resist his grace, while he moves others to accept 

it? 

Aquinas can only make the general terms of God’s election intelligible, not the 

particular preference of one person over another. God’s purpose is that the universe 

may represent the divine goodness in different ways. The predestination of the elect 

represents God’s goodness as mercy, whereas reprobation represents his goodness as 

justice. “But why he elects these to glory, and why he reprobates those, has no reason, 

except the divine will” (ST I q.23 a.5 ad 3). Aquinas compares it to building a house: 

there is a reason why there must be bricks in each wall, but not why this brick ought to 

be here and that brick there. To counter the appearance of injustice, Aquinas remarks 

that predestination is not due to anyone. When someone encounters two beggars and 

gives money only to one, the benefactor thereby does no injustice to the other.18 Ac-

cording to this teaching, those who miss out on salvation did not find God’s mercy. 

There is an uncomfortable implication in Aquinas’s account of predestination. 

As we have seen, he traces reprobation not to a divine choice, but to human sin, which 

God does not cause or want, only permits. Those who are not part of the elect may well 

receive grace, but not the grace of perseverance in the good until the end of their lives, 

or the grace of accepting grace. Because of original sin, they will sooner or later sin 

mortally, and so they will be punished with eternal damnation for their personal sin, or 

even for original sin itself.19 Salvation is undeserved, and the election and predestina-

tion for salvation depends on God, not the individual. Reprobation is deserved; yet 

whether an individual ends up deserving reprobation follows inevitably from being left 

 
16 Super Johan 6 lect.5 n.938. 
17 ST I-II q.113 a.3; QDV 6.2 ad 11; In Rom 9 lect.3 n.772. 
18 ST I q.23 a.5 ad 3; In Rom 9 lect.3–4, esp. nn.773, 788–91, 792–5; Super Johan 6 lect.5 n.938. Although 
God’s election comes from his pure will, it is not irrational; see In Eph 1 lect.4 n.34. 
19 Regarding original sin as the reason for reprobation, see QDV q.6 a.2 ad 9; In Rom 9 lect.3 n.773.  
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out from God’s election and predestination. On the other hand, Aquinas holds that we 

are free to accept or refute God’s grace, and it is up to us whether we pray for God’s 

grace. And when discussing the certitude of hope, Aquinas denies that the failure of 

some to attain beatitude is due to God’s lack of mercy and attributes it not to the divine 

will, but entirely to their own free choice posing the obstacle of sin (ST II-II q.18 a.4 

ad 3). So Aquinas seems to hold that it is ultimately up to the individual whether he or 

she belongs to the reprobate. Given this tension, it is not surprising that his theory of 

predestination has been subject to quite different interpretations.20 A similar tension is 

found in Augustine’s account, after which Aquinas’s is largely modeled.21   

An indication that for Aquinas reprobation is not in the last analysis the outcome 

of a divine choice is found in his theory of angelic sin. The angels lack original sin, and 

according to Aquinas, those who sinned did not do so necessarily, even when left with-

out grace (QDM q.16 a.4 ad 22). He also accepts, at least implicitly, Anselm of Canter-

bury’s claim that the devil sinned not because God did not want to offer him grace, but 

because he did not want to accept it.22  

4. God’s Motion of Our Will 

Aquinas holds, as we have seen, that God causing our acts leaves our free choice intact. 

To understand the relation between the causality of grace and our will, we need to turn 

to the general relation between God as primary cause and creatures as secondary causes.  

For Aquinas, this relation is largely similar regarding natural causes and the will. 

Using the example of fire causing heat, he wants to avoid two extremes: to say that God, 

not fire, causes heat (a view he attributes to Islamic theologians called mutakallimūn), 

and conversely, to say that fire, not God, causes heat. Rather, both God and fire produce 

the same effect, but at different levels. God is not a cause like other causes, for he acts 

as the Creator and thus in a way that is beyond our experience of how a cause acts. 

Aquinas mentions four dimensions of God’s activity as primary cause: he gives a second-

ary cause its power to act; he conserves this power in being; he applies this power to the 

action, thus allowing it to employ its own force, such as when a knife’s cutting-power is 

applied to an object; and he is that by virtue of which the secondary cause acts, just as a 

pickaxe acts by virtue of a person swinging it. He clarifies that God sustains the action 

 
20 O’Neill 2019 presents interpretations of Aquinas’s theory from Domingo Báñez to twentieth century 
Thomists. 
21 For an overview of discussions of Augustine’s theory of predestination, see Rigby 2015, 134–41 
22 Quodl. I q.4 a.2 obj.2 and ad 2. On Aquinas’s theory of angelic sin, see Hoffmann 2021, 204–14. 
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of the secondary cause by acting not externally, but directly within the secondary cause, 

since by giving each thing its existence, he is present in it. Thereby God does not elim-

inate the operation of the secondary cause – whether it be the will or a natural cause – 

but rather makes its operation possible.23 So in Aquinas’s view, God’s contribution does 

not limit itself to giving things the powers to act, but rather he is causally active in the 

very exercise of those powers.  

Nevertheless, God does not degrade us to his puppets, but rather leaves room 

for free choice. God’s primary causality in everything that happens does not mean that 

everything happens by necessity. Rather, God makes it so that some things happen nec-

essarily, others contingently, because God prepared necessary secondary causes for nec-

essary effects and contingent secondary causes for contingent effects.24 In moving the 

will, God makes it so that we control our acts, that is, determine ourselves to alternative 

outcomes. Natural causes lack such control. A falling stone cannot help but fall down; 

all swallows make similar nests and all spiders similar spiderwebs.25 What is special about 

the will is that it is a moved self-mover. In fact, instruments are moved in different ways: 

a saw is moved by the artisan in a purely corporeal way; a horse is moved by the rider 

through its sensory appetite; a slave is moved by the master through his or her will (ST 

III q.18 a.1 ad 2). Accordingly, when we are moved by God as an instrument, this does 

not exclude that we move ourselves by our free choice (ST I-II q.21 a.4 ad 2). So God 

moves our will to its act not by necessity or force but “in the mode of free will” – by 

making it so that we act voluntarily.26 In sum, God as the author of our being moves us 

in a unique way, not only respecting our freedom, but actually causing it (ST I q.83 a.1 

ad 3). 

Since we are not only moved, but also move ourselves in our choicemaking, we 

are responsible for our actions (ST I q.105 a.4 ad 3). In our sinful acts, what belongs to 

their perfection (especially their existence as acts) is mainly from God, but what belongs 

to their deficiency is from us.27 

 
23 QDP q.3 a.7. See also, very concisely, ST I q.83 a.1 ad 3. Regarding Aquinas’s theory of God’s primary 
causality in our free actions, see Burrell 1993, 95–139; Shanley 1998; and Matava 2016, chs. 6–7. For God’s 
primary causality in general, see James Dominic Rooney’s chapter in this volume. 
24 ST I q.19 a.8; q.22 a.4; I-II q.10 a.4. 
25 QDP q.3 a.7 ad 13. For the example of the stone, cf. QDV q.24 a.1; for that of swallows and spiders, see 
SCG II.82. 
26 In Rom 9 lect.3 n.778; SCG III.148 n.3212. 
27 QDP q.3 a.7 ad 15; SCG III.161 n.3327. 
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God’s causation of our willing is also unique in another way. Created things can 

cause our willing only by formal causality (giving content to our willing) or final causal-

ity (being the reason for our willing something).28 But God can cause our willing by 

efficient causality (from not willing something to willing it). Willing is an inner inclina-

tion; it cannot be imposed from without. We can be forced to do, but not to will some-

thing – no more than a stone can be forced to move upward by its own inclination. Only 

God, from whom all things have their inclinations, can change a natural inclination or 

the inclination of the will. And so he can move us by grace to will a determinate thing.29 

Aquinas sees an important confirmation for the rootedness of our willing in God 

in the following reflection. What grounds the control of our acts is that we act upon 

deliberation, that is, upon reasoning about which means are best to achieve a particular 

end. But what grounds the control of our deliberation? If it could only come from prior 

deliberation, we would have an infinite regress. Instead, following Aristotle’s Eudemian 

Ethics (VII.14, 1248a15–29), Aquinas traces it to God, who moves our will while leaving 

it indeterminate regarding alternatives.30 

We will consider in the next three sections how God’s grace and human free 

choice act together. 

5. Christ’s and the Virgin Mary’s Free Will 

We have seen that divine predestination leaves room for human free choice insofar as 

its realization happens through our free choice. This does not mean that our salvation 

depends on one or the other particular choice of ours, for there are many acts through 

which we can “merit” eternal life, as we will see in section 6. But our salvation depended 

upon two particular human acts: on Christ’s acceptance of his passion and the Virgin 

Mary’s consent to become his mother. For God’s plan to succeed, Christ and Mary had 

to act as they did. 

Through his passion, which Christ underwent voluntarily, he freed us from sin 

and fault, reconciled us with God, and “opened for us the door of heaven” (ST III q.49 

aa.1–5). Christ is in fact the mediator of all grace.31 Christ himself, according to his 

 
28 For Aquinas’s theory of formal and final causality in willing, see Löwe 2021, 86–9. 
29 ST I q.106 a.2; ST I-II q.6 a.4; q.9 a.6, esp. ad 3, where Aquinas mentions God moving our will through 
grace. 
30 ST I-II q.109 a.2 ad 1; QDM 6; In II Cor 3 lect.1 n.87.  
31 ST III q.7 aa.1 and 9; q.8 aa.1 and 5; q.26 a.1. See also Thomas Williams’s chapter in this volume. 
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human nature, was predestined to be the cause of our predestination, in that God ar-

ranged from eternity that through him we may be saved (ST III q.24 a.4). 

Christ’s human will is a distinct power from his divine will, with distinct acts of 

willing. Even so, Aquinas writes that God’s will moved Christ’s human will from within 

to will in conformity with it, just as it does regarding the will of other saints, “which 

operates in them to will and to carry out” (Phil 2:13). Christ’s human nature was an 

instrument of his divine nature, but one that moves by free will, unlike lifeless tools or 

work animals.32 Christ’s human will was naturally inclined to avoid pain and was thus 

averse to undergoing the passion that God wanted him to suffer. But by his considered 

will, Christ always willed the same as God (ST III q.18 a.5; q.21 a.4). This does not mean 

that he lacked free choice in his human nature. His will was fixed on the good, but not 

determined to will this or that good (ST III q.18 a.4 ad 3). 

Mary, too, had a unique role in the accomplishment of God’s plan, and as being 

closest to Christ, who has the fullness of all graces, she participated most in his grace. 

By giving birth to Christ, she was instrumental in grace reaching everyone else (ST III 

q.27 a.5 ad 1). According to Aquinas, at the annunciation her consent was expected as 

a proxy for all humanity. He all but writes that though she consented freely, that is, 

without being coerced, she could not have done otherwise.33 She is like the proverbial 

mother who could not help but save her child from drowning. As we will see in the next 

section, Aquinas writes explicitly that grace can infallibly move us to give our free con-

sent. 

6. Operative and Cooperative Grace 

Grace never operates without or even against our free will, but it does not always pro-

duce its effect in cooperation with our will. When God’s grace moves our mind, that is, 

our intellect and will, to produce its effect without our collaboration, it is called opera-

tive grace; when it does so with our cooperation, it is called cooperative grace. Aquinas 

makes this conceptual distinction both regarding actual grace and habitual grace.34 

 
32 ST III q.18 a.1, esp. ad 1 and ad 2. 
33 ST III q.30 a.1, esp. ad 1; In Sent. III d.3 q.3 ql.1. For a slightly different approach, see QDV q.12 a.10 
ad 6. 
34 For the definitions of actual and habitual grace, see the references in note 1 above; for the division of 
each into operative and cooperative grace, see ST I-II q.111 a.2. Lonergan 2000 and Feingold 2016 give 
nuanced accounts of Aquinas’s theory of operative and cooperative grace. The difficulty of reconciling 
actual grace with human free will culminated in the so-called De Auxiliis controversy of the late-sixteenth 
and early-seventeenth century, whose main protagonists, Domingo Báñez and Luis de Molina, both 
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By operative actual grace, God causes our justification by efficient causality, mov-

ing us to will the good – especially after willing evil – and to have an act of faith, by 

which we believe that God brings about our justification through Christ.35 Once our will 

is thus fixed on the good end, we can collaborate with cooperative actual grace to do 

good deeds in view of this end, and thereby we can accomplish God’s precepts and 

counsels.36 God does not justify us without us, because we consent to our justification, 

but this consent is itself an effect of grace, and if God so wants, it comes about infallibly, 

albeit without coercion.37 Justification can happen instantaneously, as in the conversion 

of St. Paul, but usually it progresses in stages: at first there is imperfect conversion and 

nascent charity, both of which gradually grow through further grace and our collabora-

tion with it.38 

Operative habitual grace, too, accomplishes our justification, yet not by acting 

directly on our will, but by transforming our very being, making us participate in the 

divine nature. It does so not as an efficient, but as a formal cause: just as whiteness 

makes a surface white, so too operative habitual grace heals us, justifies us, and makes 

us acceptable to God. Habitual grace lays the foundation for our ability to do meritori-

ous actions, and in this respect, it is cooperative habitual grace.39 What disposes us to 

receive habitual grace is not an effort we make, but operative actual grace, moving our 

soul and inspiring in us a good purpose (ST I-II q.109 a.6). 

Aquinas’s teaching on merit illustrates in a special way the relation between free 

will and grace. Merit is a notion that belongs to justice, whereas grace is gratuitous. 

Nevertheless, we can merit to receive grace. Because of a divine arrangement, God com-

mits himself to grant eternal life and other graces as a reward for actions done freely 

out of charity. And so “every human act that is in the power of free choice, if related to 

God, can be meritorious” (ST II-II q.2 a.9). The possibility of doing such meritorious 

actions presupposes habitual grace, which reconciles us with God. Insofar as our acts 

come from our free choice, they are not proportioned to any divine reward, and so they 

merit only by some fittingness (ex congruo), because it is fitting that God rewards those 

who do what they can. But insofar as our acts have God as their principle, there is a 

 
claimed to be followers of Aquinas. The two aforementioned studies and Matava 2016, ch.7, suggest dif-
ferent ways to overcome the theoretical difficulties underlying the controversy. 
35 ST I-II q.111 a.2; q.112 a.2; q.113 a.3–4. 
36 ST I-II q.111 a.2, esp. ad 3; for grace prompting us to accomplish the precepts and counsels, see ST I-II 
q.108 aa.1 and 4. 
37 ST I-II q.111 a.2 ad 2; q.112 a.3; cf. q.113 a.7 ad 1. 
38 ST I-II q.113 q.10. For various stages in conversion, see ST III q.85 a.5. 
39 ST I-II q.111 a.2. For grace as making us a new creation and participants in the divine nature, see ST 
I-II q.110 a.4; q.112 a.1.  
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relation among equals. In fact, by making us adopted sons and daughters, we become 

God’s rightful heirs and able to merit in a way that is wholly deserving (ex condigno).40 

Since merit presupposes habitual grace, one cannot merit for oneself the first 

grace – the grace of conversion or justification; nor can one merit the forgiveness of 

sin, since sin is an impediment to merit. Even when endowed with habitual grace, one 

can attain perseverance only through unmerited actual graces. Fortunately, God gives 

graces not only as merited, that is, out of justice, but also out of mercy. We can obtain 

many unmerited graces in response to our prayers.41 

Fundamentally, what the relation between grace and our free will amounts to is 

the relationship between God’s gratuitous love and our response. While our response 

is free both regarding operative and cooperative grace, it is in our control only regard-

ing cooperative grace.  

It is also possible that we obstruct God’s grace. We cannot block God’s first initi-

ative, that is, his directing us by actual grace to the good in preparation for habitual 

grace. But thereafter we can resist the further bestowal of grace.42 Worse, through mor-

tal sin, we entirely lose charity and all grace.43 

7. Infused Virtues, Gifts, and Sacraments 

Insofar as habitual grace makes the soul a new creation, that is, a participation in divine 

being, it perfects the essence of our soul.44 It perfects the soul’s powers (especially in-

tellect and will) only indirectly: “Just as its powers flow from the essence of the soul, so 

too certain perfections flow from grace into the powers of the soul, which perfections 

are called virtues and the gifts [of the Holy Spirit], by which the powers are perfected 

with regard to their acts.”45 While habitual grace achieves some of the things ordered 

to our beatitude directly, especially making us acceptable to God, it achieves other 

things ordered to our beatitude – above all our collaboration with grace in meritorious 

 
40 ST I-II q.114 aa.1–4 and 6. For Aquinas’s teaching on merit, see Wawrykow 1995. 
41 ST I-II q.114 aa.5–9; II-II q.83 q.16.  
42 ST I-II q.112 aa.2–3; Quodl. I q.4 a.3 ad 2; cf. ST I q.62 a.3; SCG III.159 n.3313. Stump 2003, ch.13 
proposes a detailed hypothesis, consistent with Aquinas and lacking any taint of Pelagianism, of how we 
control in some way the bestowal of grace upon us by ceasing to resist grace. 
43 ST II-II q.24 a.12; I-II q.85 a.4. 
44 ST I-II q.110 a.4. For an explanation of why the soul’s essence, and not only its powers, can be the 
subject of a habitus, namely of habitual grace, see ST I-II q.50 a.2. 
45 ST III q.62 a.2. For the relation of the soul to its powers, see ST I q.77 a.6. For an explanation of why 
the soul’s essence, and not only its powers, can be the subject of a habitus, namely of habitual grace, see 
ST I-II q.50 a.2  
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action – through the mediation of the virtues and gifts.46 The virtues that flow from 

grace, it is implied, are the infused virtues, the most important of which are the so-called 

theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity.47  

Free will plays a particularly important role regarding faith and charity. Faith – 

whether theological or not – is by nature voluntary, for it is assent to something not 

evident, and thus to something underdetermined. It therefore requires a choice to 

make the intellect affirm one alternative rather than another.48 What is peculiar to the-

ological faith is that when the will makes the intellect assent to the divine truth, it does 

so not only because there are reasons for believing, but above all “because of an interior 

instinct of God” inviting to the faith. Aquinas uses the word “instinct” deliberately, for 

it is the word that Aristotle employs to explain the divine origin of the start of delibera-

tion. Recall that Aquinas does not see in its divine origin an interference with our free 

agency, but rather its foundation (see Section 4). Precisely insofar as the act of Christian 

faith proceeds from our free choice, albeit as moved by God through grace, it is meri-

torious.49 While the good use of our free choice is foundational for faith, its bad use, 

namely our refusal to assent to the true Christian faith, results in unbelief or heresy.50 

Acts of charity, too, originate in a divine motion of our mind. But Aquinas insists 

that our mind is not only moved, but also itself the source of its acts, for love implies by 

definition voluntariness, and voluntariness implies that one is the source of one’s acts.51 

The infusion of charity depends above all on the free will of the Holy Spirit, “who dis-

tributes his gifts as he wills,” but also on our free choice accepting the gift of grace. Its 

intensity depends in part on our free choice: through acts of charity we grow in charity, 

and through lack of such acts or through venial sin, our charity diminishes, while 

through mortal sin, it is lost.52 

The gifts of the Holy Spirit are perfections that dispose us to follow well a divine 

instinct or inspiration, analogous to the virtues (whether naturally acquired or infused) 

 
46 ST I-II q.110 a.4 ad 2; III q.7 a.2 ad 1. While Aquinas mentions here only the virtues, the gifts are im-
plied. 
47 Aquinas gives a more simple account of charity, faith, and hope being caused by grace in SCG III.151–
3. For the nature of the infused virtues in general and of the theological virtues in particular, see ST I-II 
q.63 aa.3–4 and q.62, respectively. See also Andrew Pinsent’s chapter in this volume, Anderson 2020, and 
Knobel 2021.  
48 ST II-II q.1 a.4; q.2 a.1 ad 3. 
49 ST II-II q.2 aa.9–10; Super Johan 6 lect.4 n.935. For Aquinas’s use of the word instinct, especially regard-
ing faith, see Sherwin 2005, 139–46, and the literature he refers to. 
50 ST II-II q.11 a.1. 
51 ST II-II q.23 a.2; QDC a.1. The divine precept to love God and neighbor (Mt 22:37–9) can therefore 
only be fulfilled by one’s own free will; see ST II-II q.44 a.1 ad 2. 
52 ST II-II q.24 aa.3, 6, 10, and 12. 
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that dispose us to follow our reason. Aquinas explains the divine instinct with reference 

to Isaiah 50:5 “the Lord opened my ear; I do not contradict, I did not go away,” and to 

Aristotle’s theory of the start of deliberation as originating in a divine instinct.53 Thus 

“spiritual human beings” are mainly moved not by their own will, but by the instinct of 

the Holy Spirit inclining them to action. This does not mean that they do not act by 

their free choice, for the very motion of their free choice is caused by the Holy Spirit.54 

It is not caused in the manner of a lifeless tool, however, but by leaving free choice 

intact. Since we remain free self-movers even when moved by the Holy Spirit, we need 

the gifts to respond well to his motions.55 

While the infused virtues and the gifts perfect the powers of our soul regarding 

our actions at a general level, the sacraments are needed for certain special effects that 

belong to the Christian life; for example, baptism makes us members of Christ (ST III 

q.62 a.2). The sacraments not only signify, but also cause grace, yet not through their 

own force, but as instruments of God (ibid., a.1). Here, it is not grace that moves us to 

act; it is rather the case that the acts of the dispensers of the sacraments “somehow lead 

to grace” (ST I-II q.108 a.1). As goes without saying, the dispensers and recipients of the 

sacraments are free to give and receive them. 

8. The Law of Freedom 

Not only is our free will involved in the reception and use of grace, but our freedom is 

also an effect of grace. A common thread in Aquinas’s various explanations of this idea 

is the citation of II Cor. 3:17: “Where the spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.” 

Aquinas makes a connection between grace, the New Law of the New Testament, 

and freedom. He holds that “the New Law is chiefly the grace of the Holy Spirit” (ST 

I-II q.106 a.1) and explains why St. James calls the New Law the law of freedom (James 

1:25): it asks of us only those things that are necessary for our salvation (as opposed to 

the Law of the Old Testament, it is implied), and it makes us observe the precepts and 

prohibitions freely, insofar as we observe them from an “inner instinct of grace.” What 

we do from an inner instinct, and hence on our own accord, we do freely, as Aquinas 

explains with reference to Aristotle’s statement that “the human being is free who is for 

his or her own sake,” rather than for the sake of some master, as is the slave.56 The grace 

 
53 ST I-II q.68 aa.1–2. See also Andrew Pinsent’s chapter in this volume. 
54 In Rom 8 lect.3 n.635. 
55 ST I-II q.68 a.3 ad 2; II-II q.52 a.1 ad 3. 
56 ST I-II q.108 a.1 obj.2 and ad 2; cf. Metaphysics I.2, 982b26. 
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of the Holy Spirit inclines us so because it renders us lovers of God, and thus makes us 

tend out of love to the true good and to what God’s law commands.57 We thus gain 

freedom from sin, which Aquinas also calls “true freedom,” for it connects us to justice 

and makes us tend to what is truly suitable (conveniens) to us, and “spiritual freedom,” 

for it comes about through charity, an effect of the Holy Spirit.58 

9. Free Will in Heaven 

The full accomplishment of our free will is when we are completely fixed on the good 

and no longer able to sin.59 This is the effect of “consummated grace,” which is called 

“glory.”60 It will be obtained through the beatific vision of God. When “seeing” God, 

that is, when we have a direct intellectual grasp of God’s nature, we will see that in him 

there is every aspect of goodness, and hence of desirability. Nothing that would distance 

us from God will be attractive to us, precisely because we will see that it conflicts with 

our beatitude (ST I q.82 a.2). So we will no longer have free choice to love God or not. 

While our sinful choices will disappear, our free choice will remain. In fact, what is 

detrimental to freedom is to be able to sin, that is, to divert from our final end; but it 

belongs to the perfection of our freedom to be able to choose without diverting from 

our final end (ST I q.62 a.8 ad 3). Accordingly, just as Christ, in his earthly life, had free 

choice regarding this or that particular good, although he was fixed on the good in 

general, so also we will keep free choice in heaven (ST III q.18 a.4 ad 3). What further 

sustains the blessed in making good choices is the gift of counsel, which assists them for 

example in choices relating to the praise of God and to prayers of intercession.61 

10. Divine Determinism? 

A question lurking in the background throughout this chapter is to what extent, on 

Aquinas’s theory, grace leaves us control of our acts. In his view, the most important 

choice is made by God, not us; he decides whether we are predestined to eternal salva-

tion or not. Yet God does not micromanage our choices to lead us to the intended end. 

Rather, if we are predestined, God accomplishes our salvation by means of the free 

 
57 SCG IV.22 nn.3588–9; In II Cor 3 lect.3 nn.111–12. 
58 ST II-II q.183 a.4. See also In Rom 6 lect.4 nn.508–13. 
59 SCG III.138 n.3120; ST II-II q.88 a.4 ad 1. 
60 ST I-II q.114 a.9; cf. q.111 a.3 ad 2; II-II q.24 a.3 ad 2. 
61 ST II-II q.52 a.3 ad 1. For Aquinas’s theory of free will in heaven, see in more detail Gaine 2003. 
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choices we make in our lives. While our choices imply by definition alternative possibil-

ities, not all alternatives are accessible to us. Christ, who enjoys the fullness of grace and 

thereby is made perfectly obedient to God, could in fact not refuse to accept his passion. 

Mary was moved by grace in such a way that she could not but consent to becoming 

Christ’s Mother. When by actual operative grace God turns our soul to him, we cannot 

help but be attracted to God. Nevertheless, these acts are eminently free. After the re-

ception of operative grace, however, we can collaborate with grace or not, or posit an 

obstacle to grace, or even act directly against it. Our charity grows or diminishes in 

proportion to our collaboration with grace. 

In this life, then, our will is only occasionally determined, in the reception of 

operative grace. Only in the beatific vision will our response to God be determined 

completely and permanently, making us unable not to love him, although leaving us 

free to express our love differently. The determination to love God is not achieved 

through operative grace, however, but through our full realization that every aspect of 

goodness is in God and that everything else is good only in relation to God. 

Bibliography 

Anderson, Justin M. (2020). Virtue and Grace in the Theology of Thomas Aquinas. Cam-

bridge University Press. 

Bouillard, Henri (1944). Conversion et grâce chez s. Thomas d’Aquin. Paris: Aubier, Édi-

tions Montaigne. 

Burrell, David B. (1993). Freedom and Creation in Three Traditions. University of Notre 

Dame Press. 

Feingold, Lawrence (2016). “God’s Movement of the Soul through Operative and Co-

operative Grace.” In Thomism and Predestination: Principles and Disputations, ed-

ited by Steven A. Long, Roger W. Nutt, and Thomas Joseph White, 166–91. Ave 

Maria, FL: Sapientia Press. 

Gaine, Simon Francis (2003). Will there Be Free Will in Heaven? Freedom, Impeccability, and 

Beatitude. London: T&T Clark. 

Hoffmann, Tobias (2021). Free Will and the Rebel Angels in Medieval Philosophy. Cam-

bridge University Press. 

Hoffmann, Tobias, and Cyrille Michon (2017). “Aquinas on Free Will and Intellectual 

Determinism.” Philosophers’ Imprint 17/10 (2017): 1–36. 

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.3521354.0017.010 



 18 

Knobel, Angela McKay (2021). Aquinas and the Infused Moral Virtues. Notre Dame, Ind.: 

University of Notre Dame Press. 

Lonergan, Bernard J. F. (2000). Grace and Freedom: Operative Grace in the Thought of St. 

Thomas Aquinas. Collected Works of Bernard Lonergan, vol.1. University of To-

ronto Press. 

Long, Steven A., Roger W. Nutt, and Thomas Joseph White, eds. (2016). Thomism and 

Predestination: Principles and Disputations. Ave Maria, FL: Sapientia Press. 

Löwe, Can Laurens (2021). Thomas Aquinas on the Metaphysics of the Human Act. Cam-

bridge University Press. 

Matava, Robert Joseph (2016). Divine Causality and Human Free Choice: Domingo Báñez, 

Physical Premotion and the Controversy de Auxiliis Revisited. Leiden: Brill. 

O’Neill, Taylor Patrick (2019). Grace, Predestination, and the Permission of Sin: A Thomis-

tic Analysis. Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press. 

Paluch, Michał (2004). La profondeur de l’amour divin: La prédestination dans l’œuvre de 

saint Thomas d’Aquin. Paris: Vrin. 

Rigby, Paul (2015). The Theology of Augustine’s Confessions. Cambridge University Press. 

Shanley, Brian J. (1998). “Divine Causation and Human Freedom in Aquinas.” Ameri-

can Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 72: 99–122. 

Sherwin, Michael S. (2005). By Knowledge and by Love: Charity and Knowledge in the Moral 

Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas. Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 

America Press.  

Stump, Eleonore (2003). Aquinas. London: Routledge.  

Stump, Eleonore (2018). Atonement. Oxford University Press.  

Torrell, Jean-Pierre (2003). Saint Thomas Aquinas. Volume 2: Spiritual Master. Trans-

lated by Robert Royal. Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America 

Press. 

Torrell, Jean-Pierre (2017). Saint Thomas d’Aquin, maître spirituel. 3rd edn. Paris: Les 

Éditions du Cerf. 

Valuet, Basile (2018). Dieu joueur d’échecs? Prédestination, grâce et libre arbitre. Vol. 2: Relec-

ture de saint Thomas d’Aquin. Le Barroux: Éditions Sainte-Madeleine. 

Valuet, Basile (2019). “Prédestination, grâce et libre arbitre, tentative de synthèse per-

sonnelle.” Revue thomiste 119: 67–90, 299–22. 

Wawrykow, Joseph P. (1995). God’s Grace and Human Action: ‘Merit’ in the Theology of 

Thomas Aquinas. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press. 


