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Foreword


It is truly a mark of unmerited favour, usually called grace, that David Pawson has kindly asked me to write the Foreword for his book. This accolade is given to David because it is well-known in certain circles that in a few areas of theology we have tended to disagree in our conclusions. Not that I have not benefited and enjoyed the hard work we have each put into those different positions. However, fortunately, this is not the whole truth (and indeed it is fortunate that neither of us lays claim to that possession either). On one occasion, when together at a conference of leaders, most participants disagreed with or were unfamiliar with an eschatological point that David had made, with the notable exception of myself. Our agreement elicited a few murmurs of unbelief to which David retorted, ‘There you see, you people think we disagree over everything. We agree ninety per cent.’ This is true, and I’m glad that with respect to the kerygma or proclamation of incarnation, ministry, crucifixion, resurrection, ascension, gifts of the Spirit and coming again, we stand shoulder to shoulder, with the mutual desire to see the world evangelised and Jesus return, even if, from time to time, we don’t agree on every matter. Perhaps when we see him face to face our eyes will meet, not to say ‘I told you so’, but to share as true worshippers our mutual admiration of our Saviour and encourage each other to greater devotion to his eternal service. That is, of course, if folk at the back like me will be able to see those well up front.


There are within this book allusions to certain positions, interpretations and emphases that I would have written otherwise. For instance, I would like to commend the vision and worth of Spring Harvest and honour the contribution it has made to the British church and beyond. David’s experience recorded in these pages is certainly painful but not common, I would like to assure the reader. Again my own emphasis would put more stress on the category of ‘losing the prize’ rather than that of losing eternal life itself. However, I wish to make it plain that on the overall thesis – namely the possibility of the saved being lost, of the importance of human responsibility, and of the necessity of releasing current evangelical thinking from the five points of Calvinism – I am privileged to join my name to David’s and contribute to the clarion call for the church to rise and take holiness, obedience and discipleship seriously.


At the beginning of this book you will read of an event in which again we both participated. David had preached from Philippians 3 – with great emphasis on the need to attain to the ‘out-resurrection’ from the dead. As the book will strongly urge, there is a necessity that we pursue ‘holiness without which no man shall see the Lord’ (Heb. 12:14). Consequently, many in the meeting felt insecure concerning their standing with God because of this emphasis on holiness. The leaders of the meeting, sensing the insecurity that others were feeling concerning the assurance of salvation, responded less than appropriately. It so happened that my brother was in the audience. He had given me, forty years before, a wide margin Bible (the Authorised Version, of course, in those far off days). I had this Bible with me, and so took the opportunity not only to direct the congregation to the word and challenge that had been preached, but to add that in this Bible of mine I had written in short form the Philippians 3 message: ‘And may be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith, that I may know him, the power of his resurrection, the fellowship of his sufferings, being made comfortable into his death, if by any means I may attain to the out-resurrection of the dead … that I might attain the prize’. I added that over the years this had been for me a continuous stimulus to holiness, and that by God’s grace I was still, after forty years, intent on walking the narrow road of discipleship with the hope of pleasing him and seeing him one day face to face. The fear of ‘not being found in him’ (v.9) or ‘of not attaining the prize’ (v.14) had in no way hindered my enjoyment of his grace, nor had it led me to some imagined trust in a gospel of good works which is no gospel at all.


There is so much in David’s book I indubitably would like to commend, if such would not appear presumptuous. First, theologically, concerning the apparently conflicting positions of the Calvinists and the Arminians with regard to ‘once saved always saved.’ These views are seen to be much closer in their assertion than is often thought. I won’t preempt the argument; you must read on. This I found very helpful, and I hope will hold together those who fear that they might be further driven apart by this book. Secondly, contemporarily, this book is a message for today. In an age when lifestyle, holiness and obedience to God in our churches seems indistinguishable from those who claim no allegiance to Christ, we need such a reappraisal. The laxity of morals and ethics, and the neglect of the good works to which we are exhorted, requires a thorough overhaul of what we teach and model to believers. Is our gospel really a ‘freebie’ ticket for heaven, or is it the call to be conformed to the image of God’s Son? Can we not with the Apostle Paul still say in the same letter and so to the same people, ‘For by grace you were saved through faith’ (Eph. 2:8) and also add, ‘No immoral or impure person or covetous man who is an idolater, has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God. Let no one deceive you with empty words’ (Eph. 5:4–5), without being charged with preaching salvation by works? Or are we, unlike Paul, forbidden to warn believers who ‘were not lacking in any gift’ (1 Cor. 1:7) but had also been ‘washed and sanctified from fornication, idolatry, adultery, effeminacy, homosexuality, thieving, coveting, drunkenness, reviling, swindling; that there was still a possibility that they might be deceived in presuming on God’s grace if they returned to such things (1 Cor. 6:9–11). If these approaches, exemplified by the apostle and appearing in the New Testament scripture with respect to the early church’s life and discipline, are not allowable in ‘our gospel’ we must seriously appraise our message. Perhaps, may I humbly suggest, many of us should!


We need to reconsider the possibility of salvation being lost, that a prize needs to be striven for, that people made in God’s image have responsibility – even awesome and fearful responsibility – in their decisions and acts. Is it not time to be bold enough to strip Greek philosophy from our theological interpretations and bring omniscience, omnipresence, impassibility, immutability and the relationship between time and eternity under the scrutiny of Scripture? David’s book will help us to do this. You may not agree with all his observations. There are some with which I would take exception, but I am glad that they are there and such should be all the more reason for reading this work carefully and prayerfully.


Over and above all the areas of biblical revelation that come under David’s scrutiny – from the idea of ‘justification’ and ‘can we be dejustified’ to ‘eternal life’ and ‘how eternal is it?’ – the area of full-hearted agreement for those of us who take a similar stance regarding ‘fear of the Lord’ and taking holiness seriously, is that we major on God’s love. David leads us through his book to major finally on the love of God. It is because God is love, I wrote in one of my books, that there has to be hell. There is a verdict on our works, ‘For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ that each may be recompensed for his deeds in his body according to what he has done whether good or bad (2 Cor. 5:10), and ‘a certain terrifying expectation of judgment’ (Heb. 10:27), since in the end to those who say ‘my will be done’ not ‘your will be done’ the Lord must reply, if albeit sadly, ‘then your will be done’. That is terrible, fearsome and an appalling damnation to be delivered to, a consignment to all that God is not – selfishness, pride, lust, arrogance, hate, malice – the opposite of God’s lovely person and works as seen in Jesus. The banishment from God’s presence of love and all that he is, is the final verdict of our own appointment. If what he is, is not what I long to pursue now, why should I want it on that day when I stand before his judgment? It is the God who is love who has no more to offer than to offer himself, who will not violate our will. It is that one who, if we reject him and choose the opposite of his character and person, has to say ‘hell is the only solution’.


It is again in the mutual vision of the supremacy of love – which God is – that David and I stand together. Is it not strange, in passing, that no historic creed of the church has ever asserted as a fundamental of our faith that God is love and that love is basic, and primary in his character? Perhaps that is significant when we are trying to understand the doctrine of lostness and the necessity of holiness as argued above and throughout the book you are about to read. The loving vision of God, and our upward calling to endure, are seen in another feature David and I have in common – our love for the Methodist Hymn Book. You’ll find it quoted on the last page of this work. Let me put it on the first page also. The earlier Methodist Hymn Book has travelled the world with me and I use it in my devotions to this day.


A lovely hymn, whose first line is ‘Come on my partners in distress’ (which words I direct to my readers whose distress no doubt has been added to by my Foreword – take heart and read on, the book does get better!), also contains these stanzas:




Who suffer with our master here,


We shall before his face appear,


And by his side sit down;


To patient faith the prize is sure,


And all that to the end endure


The cross, shall wear the crown.





It is to patient faith and complete endurance that all is promised, and that ‘all’ is stanzas 6 and 7:




The Father shining on his throne,


The glorious co-eternal Son,


The Spirit, one and seven,


Conspire our rapture to complete;


And lo! we fall before his feet,


And silence heightens heaven.


In hope of that ecstatic pause,


Jesus we now sustain the Cross,


And at thy footstool fall;


Till thou our hidden life reveal,


Till thou our ravished spirits fill,


And God is all in all.


C. Wesley


 


Roger Forster


July 1996





   

Prologue


While writing this book I took a train to London to visit my publisher. The last halt to pick up passengers was at Clapham Junction. A man boarded my carriage at the far end, sat down, stared at me for some minutes before walking down the aisle and taking a seat facing me. As I recall, the conversation went like this:


‘I think I recognise you. Are you a preacher?’


‘Yes. Where would you have seen me?’


‘Fifteen years ago, someone brought me to Guildford to hear a preacher and I think it was you.’


‘It almost certainly was. Are you a Christian?’


‘Yes. [pause] Can I ask you something?’


‘I can’t guarantee an answer, but what’s the question?’


‘Well, it’s like this – I’ve left my wife and I’m now living with another woman.’


‘Why did you leave your wife?’


‘Because I met this other woman and fell in love with her.’


‘So what do you want to know?’


‘If I get properly divorced and marry this other woman, would that put it right in God’s sight?’


‘No, I’m afraid it wouldn’t.’


‘Then what would?’


‘Leaving this woman and returning to your wife.’


‘I thought you’d say that.’


‘I believe it’s what Jesus would say if you asked him.’


This produced a silence between us. By now the train was slowing down for Waterloo and I realised I probably only had a minute or two more with him. I wanted to kindle that fear of the Lord that is the beginning of wisdom, so I reopened the conversation with:


‘You have a difficult choice to make.’


‘What’s that, then?’


‘You can either live with this woman for the rest of this life or with Jesus for all the next, but you can’t do both.’


His eyes filled with tears but he jumped on to the platform and disappeared among the crowd. I felt a little of what Jesus must have felt when the rich young ruler left him. I prayed he would never be able to forget what I told him until he had repented.


But was I right to say what I did? Was I telling him the truth or trying to frighten him with a lie? What he really wanted was an assurance that his sin would not affect his salvation. This I could not give him.


The same issue had arisen a month or two earlier, this time not with one person but with many thousands. I was the main speaker at the evening sessions of Spring Harvest at Minehead and given the task of expounding Paul’s letter to the Philippians. I reached verse 11 of chapter 3 (‘and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead’) and pointed out that even Paul himself did not take his future salvation for granted, but feared being ‘disqualified’ himself (1 Cor. 9:27). I backed this up with texts from every part of the New Testament (we will look at these in chapter 3).


I then spoke of those who ‘play games with God because they are sure they have a ticket to heaven’, citing as an example Christians who leave their married partner for someone else, whether they just ‘live’ with the new person or go through divorce and remarriage. Many such still go to church, claim God is blessing their new relationship and expect to go to heaven. But sin is still sin, whether it’s in believers or unbelievers. God has no favourites. We are justified by faith, but we shall be judged by works.


These brief statements nearly caused a riot! One of the platform party leapt to his feet at the end of my address and repeatedly shouted: ‘Nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus’, calling on the musicians to lead us all in a chorus based on that verse. Then one of the main sponsors led in prayer for me and my poor wife ‘because David doesn’t always get things right’. The situation was saved by Roger Forster, who took the microphone and said we should be thinking about the message, not the messenger. He made an appeal, to which there was a massive response, led by seven men in tears. There were not enough counsellors to cope and the one in charge told me later that they had never seen such real repentance in the counselling room.


The tape of my talk was banned from circulation, later released after many protests – but only after an ‘explanatory comment’ had been added to the effect that I had been unable to qualify my remarks due to shortage of time – which was simply not true.


Thus ended my career at Spring Harvest! The ‘double whammy’ of questioning ‘once saved, always saved’ and accusing Christians who deserted their spouses for another of living in sin proved too much. I came away with the urge to write two books dealing with these vital issues of belief and behaviour. Here is the first of them.


‘Once saved, always saved’ is a familiar enough cliché in evangelical circles, even appearing as the title of pamphlets and books (including this one, which is probably the first to add a question mark).


Though the hackneyed expression cannot be found in Scripture, it is frequently quoted as if it is there. Its use is so widespread that it has attained the status of a proverb (like ‘more haste, less speed’); if not a mini-creed, at least a ‘faithful saying worthy of all acceptation’.


The fact that it cannot be found in the Bible does not necessarily mean that it is unbiblical, or even anti-biblical. It could be a biblical idea, if not expressed in biblical words. Though it is a human statement, it could contain a divine truth. We need to ask whether it is an accurate, or even adequate, summary of what the Bible teaches on this crucial subject. We need to approach the relevant passages in an open way, free from prejudice. However, this is extremely difficult for a number of reasons, to do with our minds, hearts and wills.


Our minds have been deeply penetrated with the concept of ‘eternal security’. The implicit preaching of evangelists and the explicit teaching of pastors have combined to ensure that we have no doubts about the future. Not surprisingly, it is widely assumed that ‘saved’ means ‘safe’.


However, this almost universal presumption needs to be examined at source. I must add two observations from my own experience (though that is all they are). Over the years I have discussed this issue with many Christians and made two surprising discoveries.


On the one hand, most if not all of those who believe it do so because they were told to. They did not find it for themselves but heard it from someone else. They were therefore more influenced by a particular interpretation of selected passages than by searching the Scriptures for themselves. In other words, they came to the Bible expecting to find it – and therefore did. I have asked my fellow preachers why they preach it and not one has said, ‘because it’s in the Bible’. Every one, without exception, has said: ‘I’m of the Reformed (or Calvinist) position’, revealing that the main influence on their thinking dates from many centuries later than the New Testament.


On the other hand, everyone I have met who has had to study the Bible without anyone’s help has come to the conclusion that they will have to ‘keep it up’ if they are finally to reach heaven. This leads to a common fear in new converts that they may not be able to maintain their commitment. The counsel they then receive can confuse them further. They will be told either that God is certain to keep them because they once trusted him or that God is able to keep them if they go on trusting him. There is a world of difference between these two words of reassurance.


The concept is so deeply engrained in the mind that it is impossible for many even to consider the alternative. I fear for readers who read this book only to try and find fault with it. Even if they finally conclude that I am mistaken, I would be encouraged if they had begun by assuming the possibility that they might be. Prejudice can be fatal.


Our hearts are likely to be an even bigger problem than our minds. This is a highly emotive issue, likely to arouse deep feelings. This makes it very difficult to be detached, causing an objective debate to become a subjective defence.


First, there are those who are concerned about themselves. They feel very threatened, even by the discussion. Indeed, some even fear entering the dialogue in case doubt leads them to despair. Their ‘assurance’ is too fragile to be challenged. Where they had felt safe, they now sense danger. If this book falls into the hands of such, I would urge them to read all of it, particularly the final chapter. And I would lovingly remind them that Scripture exhorts us to ‘examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith’ (2 Cor. 13:5). The apostle Paul was not afraid to question the state or standing of the Corinthian Christians.


Second, there are those who are concerned about others. Backsliders are hardly likely to read this volume, though they really need to. But their relatives and friends may do so and find themselves fearing the worst. The Church as a whole carries the burden of seeing so many hundreds of thousands desert the faith they once embraced, either by responding to the appeal during an evangelistic crusade or by joining the church membership through its normal programme. If all had been retained, the number of Christians would be very much greater than it is. The question ‘where are they now?’ is sufficiently painful without asking ‘where will they be then?’


So many find it emotionally unbearable to think that anyone once walking the narrow way to life could find themselves back on the broad way to destruction.


Our wills come into the picture as well. The flesh is inherently lazy. Sloth is a deadly sin. We prefer to think of the kingdom of heaven as a welfare state based on hand-outs. A society based on instant gratification responds to a gospel of instant grace. It is easier to preach God’s free offer of redemption than his demand for righteousness.


The idea that salvation involves any effort on our part is contemptuously dismissed as reintroducing ‘works’ by the back door. Working out our salvation is seen as working for our salvation.


I have long since come to the conclusion that people believe what they want to believe, regardless of whatever evidence is put before them. This seems particularly true in this instance. Which view is likely to be more congenial, even to redeemed human nature – that the decision of a moment or the discipline of a lifetime settles our eternal destiny?


So our minds, hearts and wills can all prevent us coming to this discussion without prejudice (i.e. prejudgment), especially in relation to the biblical data.


It has long been an important principle of interpretation that Scriptures be taken in their simplest, plainest sense unless it is clearly indicated otherwise. This we shall endeavour to do, taking texts at their face value as well as in context. Nor will we label verses that don’t fit our finds as ‘problem’ passages, which is tantamount to an admission of selectivity.


Two other introductory comments need to be made before we embark on our quest.


The noun ‘Christian’ will not be prominent. It was a nickname coined and used by outsiders in the New Testament (Acts 11:26, 26:28; 1 Peter 4:16 is also in the context of use by unbelievers). Its modern connotation is of someone who has somehow ‘arrived’ among the saved or at least ‘crossed the line’. It is a static word, lacking any sense of further progress. The favourite title for believers in the early Church (see Acts) was ‘disciple’, which is much more dynamic, implying someone who goes on learning from and following their master. It conveys the idea of being ‘on the way’, rather than having ‘crossed a line’. It is significant that the first title for Christian belief and behaviour was ‘The Way’ (again, see Acts).


It will be both tedious and cumbersome for you to keep reading ‘once saved always saved’ in full. So from now on ‘OSAS’ will be used as shorthand for the full expression.


But what do people mean by it?
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Principal Variations


Many readers will be surprised by this chapter. The simplicity of the statement OSAS (once saved, always saved) may have led them to think that everyone understands what it means. To them the issue is also simple: either one believes it or one doesn’t. To lose one’s salvation or not to lose it – that is the question.


Unfortunately, it’s not quite as simple as that. OSAS means different things to different people. There is, in fact, a whole spectrum of understanding and we must be fair to all points of view or critique will be dismissed as caricature.


Two basic questions reveal the wide variety of definition.


First, how serious is sin in the believer? There is a whole range of attitude from light to heavy. To some it is merely disappointing. To others it is spiritually debilitating or even damaging. None holding OSAS would regard it as eternally dangerous.


Second, how important is holiness in the believer? Again, there is a whole range from optional to obligatory. The latter vary from ‘ought’ to be holy to ‘must’ be holy, but few spell out the penalty for not being holy. None holding OSAS would say that its absence forfeits heaven.


It is obviously impossible to cover the whole spectrum, but it can be grasped by describing the two extremes, since everything in between is a mixture of the two, in varying proportions. At one end sin and holiness in believers are taken most lightly and at the other most seriously. At one end, OSAS is understood in a very simple way; at the other, in a very subtle way. I am going to identify these by the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, Alpha and Omega, for reasons which will soon become apparent.


The ‘Alpha’ view


This is the simple understanding of OSAS. Its proponents believe that, once faith in Christ has been exercised, a person is safe and secure for eternity, no matter what happens afterwards. To put it another way, one moment of faith in a whole lifetime is sufficient to secure a place in glory.


All one needs to do is to start the Christian life. You are now ‘saved’. You have a guaranteed ticket to heaven. Everything is settled. To start is in a sense to finish. Only the first step is absolutely necessary. You only need to begin at the beginning. Hence the ‘Alpha’ label seems appropriate.


This is implicit in the preaching of many evangelists, who must be held responsible for conveying this notion, even if they do not realise it. Perhaps unconsciously, they present the gospel as an insurance policy for the next world, offering an escape from hell rather than a liberation from sin. This is done by focusing on death rather than life (‘If you die tonight, will you find yourself in heaven or hell?’). So often a guaranteed place in heaven is offered in response to a thirty second ‘sinner’s prayer’ repeated after the evangelist, often without mentioning deeds of repentance towards God or reception of the Holy Spirit, much less baptism in water – in marked contrast to apostolic evangelism in the New Testament (see my book The Normal Christian Birth for a more detailed examination of Christian initiation; Hodder & Stoughton, 1989).


Though it is rarely stated, the impression is left that, however life is later lived, the convert’s standing with God cannot be affected.


In a word, admission to heaven requires forgiveness but not holiness. In theological terms, justification is essential, but sanctification is not.


Not surprisingly, this can and does lead to moral and spiritual complacency. At worst, it becomes possible to rejoice in salvation while living in known sin. This was the case on the Clapham train and at Spring Harvest (see the Prologue). Typical were the remarks of an American mother reported to me: ‘My daughter’s a prostitute and drug addict but praise the Lord, when she was seven she made her decision for the Lord and I look forward to seeing her in glory.’


Such is the ‘popular’ view of OSAS. It takes a very light view of both sin and holiness in the believer. Neither can seriously affect eternal destiny, one way or the other. The main thing is to get as many as possible ‘saved’, which means to get them started.


However, this is by no means the view of all who espouse OSAS. Indeed, many would resent the presentation thus far as a complete distortion, a cheap ‘Aunt Sally’ treatment of their position. They would want to disassociate themselves from such a permissive (they might say ‘antinomian’, which means ‘lawless’) attitude.


So let’s consider the other end of the spectrum:


The ‘Omega’ version


This is the subtle understanding of OSAS, more sophisticated and much less permissive. Both sin and holiness in believers are taken more seriously.


There is an emphasis on the need for perseverance in the Christian life. Holiness is as necessary as forgiveness, sanctification as essential as justification. Believers must never become complacent or satisfied, but press on towards the prize of their high calling. It is as vital to finish the ‘race’ as to start it – hence my ‘Omega’ label for this viewpoint.


It is implicit in the teaching of many pastors, especially those who would describe themselves as ‘Reformed’ in doctrine. They urge their hearers on to maturity, with constant exhortations against standing still or, worse, slipping back.


The stress on perseverance distinguishes this from the simpler Alpha position. Indeed, some actually dislike the slogan ‘once saved, always saved’ because it does not include or even imply the need to press on afterwards. It is therefore shunned for inadequacy rather than inaccuracy.


It is not going too far to say that proponents of this view believe that only those who persevere will finally be saved – and that those who don’t persevere will be lost for ever. So how can they be classed as OSAS? What they say about perseverance seems to be a direct contradiction of it! Actually, they manage to believe both and this is where the subtlety comes in. The tension is resolved in one of two different ways.


Some resolve it by defining the penalty of backsliding. They say that the most that can be lost is in the realm of reward or special blessing, either in this world or, more usually, the next. That is, there is a ‘bonus’ for perseverance which can be forfeited, though participation in heavenly glory is still assured.


Others resolve it by denying the possibility of backsliding, at least in a persistent form. This amounts to the belief that all those who are truly born again ‘must’ persevere – not meaning that they ought to, but that they inevitably will, that they cannot help but do so.


Nor does it stop there. This inevitable perseverance is not so much their action as a ‘gift’ from God which they cannot refuse. He ensures that they finish as he ensured that they began. This gift and belief in it are often referred to as ‘the perseverance of the saints’, which is something of a misnomer since it is a divine rather than a human action. Recently, it is being more accurately described as ‘the preservation of the saints’.


The logical deduction drawn from all this is that all those who in practice fail to persevere were never truly born again. They may have professed faith and even joined the Church on the strength of that, but they were only nominal ‘Christians’ and it is therefore not surprising that they did not persist in their pilgrimage.


This also has some bearing on assurance. How can anyone know they are among the saints who will persevere unless and until they do persevere? Pursuing this line of thinking leads to some very real complications!
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