The Power of Choice and Life: A
Short Theological Reflection
by Frank M. Hasel

I

t has been said that “man has been endowed
by God with the greatest and most awesome of
freedoms: the freedom of choice.”1 Indeed, the
ability of human beings to make meaningful
choices is one of the most significant aspects of
what it means to be human. Our freedom to choose
is crucial for any theory of ethics, since moral action
has to do with choosing what is right. Our ability and
privilege to choose grows in the soil of freedom, which
is also the seedbed of true love. Divine love never forces us against our will. To be able to choose freely2 is
one of the highest human goods. It is at the foundation
of many human rights statements and declarations.3
One cannot deny human freedom without rejecting
what makes us personal beings rather than animals.
The priceless freedom to choose gives dignity to our
life. At the same time, it makes us responsible for our
decisions and the actions that result from them.
Biblically speaking, human beings are created by God
with the ability to choose.4 Time and again we find
core biblical passages that put before us the option to
choose5 and we are admonished to choose wisely because the fear of the Lord6 is the beginning of wisdom.
As with any freedom, there is a certain risk. Human
beings are capable of choosing poorly and sometimes
make wrong choices that are more self-centered than
obedient to God’s will. Making right choices leads to
blessings, but choosing wrongly leads to negative results. The Bible uses the terminology of blessings and
curses for this experience (cf. Deut 28).
According to the Bible, our capacity to choose is an
essential part of being created in the image of God. It
coheres well with the biblical religious experience and
the nature of God. In the Bible, God is the one who
freely chose to create us, and God freely chooses to
save us in the only way He designed for our salvation.
Our freedom to choose reflects this important aspect
of God’s nature and makes us powerful agents. In the
words of Ellen G. White:
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What you need to understand is the
true force of the will. This is the governing power in the nature of man,
the power of decision, or of choice.
Everything depends on the right action of the will. The power of choice
God has given to men; it is theirs to
exercise. You cannot change your
heart, you cannot of yourself give
to God its affections; but you can
choose to serve Him. You can give
Him your will; He will then work in
you to will and to do according to
His good pleasure.7
Our freedom to choose has significant implications
for a number of questions—especially those that
deal with God’s moral law and pertain to human life.
Our freedom to choose does not enable us to create
life—which is, biblically speaking, something only
God can do. Our human freedom, however, allows
and enables us to modify existing life—for instance,
through advances in genetic engineering and cloning,
the ability to extend life up to a certain degree, or life
support systems that help sustain life. On the other
hand, our freedom gives us even the supremacy and
power to terminate life. It is remarkable that the divine
sacredness of life is not exempt from the power of human choice. As creaturely beings, we have the ability
to actually terminate life that, biblically speaking, God
has given and only God has the right to end. This pertains to our own life as well as the life of other human
beings—born or not yet born.
Our capability to choose to terminate our own life8 is
something that distinguishes human beings from animals and sets us apart from the animal world. While
this ability to choose elevates us as human beings, it is
no guarantee that we are more humane. The splendor
and glory of our ability to choose is often diminished
by the sublime effect of sin on our choice. There is a
remarkable and fascinating paradox in our ability of
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choice: by choosing to terminate life, we are free to
decide to eliminate even the very freedom to choose,
which God has given. And the effect of such a decision
remains with us as something that is permanent
and irreversible. It seems as if God knew about such
drastic consequences of our creaturely freedom and
therefore provided very strict boundaries to safeguard
the sanctity of human life and the freedom it carries.
This is reflected in God’s apodictic commandment:
“You shall not kill!”9
In our modern society, however, God’s unchangeable
moral law and our social and political thought are
often at odds with each other. This has to do with a
long historical development of thought where freedom
is understood to be somewhat synonymous with (personal) liberty. In the wake of the Enlightenment, the
individual is believed to have the right to pursue one’s
life autonomously and apart from overbearing governmental or ecclesiastical restraint or autocratic control.
The influential philosopher Immanuel Kant describes
the spirit of the Enlightenment in the following words:
Enlightenment is man’s emergence
from his self-imposed immaturity.
Immaturity is the inability to use
one’s understanding without guidance from another. This immaturity
is self-imposed when its cause lies
not in lack of understanding, but in
lack of resolve and courage to use
it without guidance from another.
Sapere Aude! [dare to know] ‘Have
courage to use your own understanding!’—that is the motto of the
enlightenment.10
In Greek ethics, from the time of Democritus and
Plato, self-sufficiency and autarky were considered
to be the highest form of being and the basis for the
good.11 But in contrast with secular Greek philosophy
or the liberal mindset of the Enlightenment, the New
Testament sees human beings as basically in bondage
to sin (cf. John 8:39; Rom 6:20; 2 Pet 2:19). Biblically
speaking, we are not to pursue our independence so as
to live without God or outside His will. Our attempts
to be autonomous from God lead to the greatest bondage and ends in unfreedom, because by living autonomously apart from God we miss what we were meant
to be (Matt 16:25; John 12:15). Our true freedom does
not consist of the unfettered power to direct our lives
independently of God. Rather, it lies in our loving
faith relationship with God as He has intended it to be
(Rom 6:22; Gal 5:1, 13; 1 Pet 2:16). Here we encounter
another paradox of faith: we gain this freedom only
as we deny ourselves (Matt 16:24). For if we are free,
we do not belong to ourselves (1 Cor 16:19; 9:19; 1 Pet
2:16), but to God who has set us free (Rom 6:18, 22;
Gal 5:1). The gift of freedom is bound to the divine
Giver and is a call to be faithful to His will. “All things
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are yours . . . and you are of Christ, and Christ is of
God” (1 Cor 3:21, 23).
In matters of faith and love, we realize that human beings do not live just for themselves and by themselves.
We are created to live in relationships—with other
human beings and supremely with God, our Creator.
Without loving relationships life would not exist, and
outside a relationship with God no life will ultimately
succeed. Living and existing in relationships, however,
also limits the boundaries of our freedom. Even in
secular society we are free, theoretically at least, only
to the extent that the freedom of other human beings
is not negatively affected by our individual choices.
There is no limitless freedom in this world. Biblically
speaking, our freedom to choose is never autonomous
freedom. Autonomy strikes at the very heart of biblical
faith because God is a God of relationships and it is
God, not self, who gives the law and provides divine
salvation. Therefore, we are called to make decisions
that are in harmony with God’s will as it is expressed
in Holy Scripture, rather than making decisions that
are in violation of His moral law.
Every person is related to God and in the movement
of history is also related to one’s fellow human beings.
However, we cannot make others or the church
responsible for our choices and the way we choose.
Ultimately our choices are our own responsibility. The
Bible also tells us that we all are affected by sin and
that we all are influenced by God’s grace. This means
that in biblical thought freedom is understood as a
state of being where we are rescued from the coercive
power of sin that enslaves us in order to be free to live
in obedience to God. The more we strive to be faithful
to God’s will and the promptings of His grace, the
greater will be our growth in freedom. Any claim to
freedom or liberty that suggests license or a departure
from fidelity to God’s moral law is false (Rom 6:15;
cf. 2 Pet 2:19). Thus, freedom is not gained in emancipation from God but is reached in faithfulness to
His Word and in loving service to His will. Therefore,
our choices should reflect the good will of our Creator
and Redeemer God as stated in His moral law, even if
this seems to go against human logic. If we choose to
live autonomously from God and in violation of His
law, we will misuse our freedom and, in doing so, will
experience greater bondage to sin. Hence, the Word
of God counsels us to choose wisely and in harmony
with the Word of God so that we will be seen as children of God, who abide in God’s love if we keep His
commandments (John 15:10).
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