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Foreword

In extensive areas of Eastern Europe and the African continent, there are professing believers who have never heartily espoused the doctrine of the Eternal Security of the Believer in Christ. In the Western World, the large part of evangelicalism that is dominated by Arminian theology also rejects the concept that once a person has genuinely repented and believed on the Lord Jesus, they cannot be “unsaved” again, they can never be lost. 

Paul McCauley addresses the issue head on, but in a very balanced way. He is at pains to show that not all who have professed to be saved can regard themselves as secure, for he demonstrates from Scripture that it is possible for people to claim to have been converted, but there has been no subsequent evidence of “fruit” for God. The alleged “conversion” has been a mere emotional response to defective gospel preaching and later there has been a drift into spiritual disinterest. It is not that they have been saved and then lost again, but the plain fact is that they were never saved in the first instance. On the positive side, he lines up arguments from the Word of God to demonstrate that genuine repentance and faith place people in an unassailable position of security from the judgment of God. 

Paul is in a position to understand what people in general are thinking about these issues because of his own experience. He is at the sharp end of evangelical activity, not only conversing with those who attend his outreach meetings, but also encountering individuals at their own homes. He is alert to trends in the religious world, and from his knowledge of current thinking he has set out to put in place reasons for rejecting what is generally called “the fall-away doctrine”, the idea that a genuinely saved person could thereafter be lost. It is done with the conviction that the doctrine is not just some minor doctrinal aberration, but rather a fundamental error, because among other things, it impinges on the efficacy of the work of the Lord Jesus at the cross. 

Paul’s arguments are laid out in a scholarly way. As he states, he does not rely on appeals to what may be regarded as “proof texts”, but rather, much space is devoted to the context of these statements. For example, the reader will find that the arguments of certain parts of the Epistle to the Romans or the Epistle to the Hebrews are followed through meticulously. Following these lines of reasoning leads to the conclusion that the true believer can never perish. The same contextual approach is adopted towards Bible passages that may appear to support the “fall away” theory. Context is the keynote. 

The volume will appeal to the thoughtful reader. Much research has been done as writers ancient and modern have been consulted and quoted appropriately. It is hoped that the perusal of the book will help the reader to form his own convictions about the sufficiency of the activity of The Triune God in not only providing salvation, but the assurance of that salvation, and the confidence that it can never be lost. 

Jack Hay

June 2015

 


Introduction

It’s a most unpleasant way to live; insecure and uncertain, with the dark cloud of dread hovering over you, threatening that something you love could be lost, or someone you love could leave. 

We all recognise how important security is: we have National Security, Online Security, Social Security, Security Guards, Security Alarms, Security Lights, Security Cameras, Security Services, Security Forces, Security Fences, Security Doors, etc. etc. And yet, have people ever felt less secure and more threatened? 

Many a person has gone into work content and happy that he had job security only to have his employer tell him there is no longer a position for him in the company. Heartbreaking stories can be told of how a husband or wife has gone home to a spouse to whom vows were made and with whom life was to be shared and dreams were to be fulfilled, only to hear that spouse say that the relationship is over. Many can tell of people who made investments in ventures that were a sure thing, and deposited savings in banks without a worry, but the investments have been squandered and the deposits gone. We can read about people who built on an inadequate foundation and their houses have subsided, the very ground beneath their feet literally going out from under them, and the structure of their home falling in round them. 

Positions, relationships, deposits, foundations; lost, severed, gone, destroyed. It makes a mockery of the phrases we use to express the thought of security: ‘A job for life’, ‘Till death do us part’, ‘It’s in the bank’, ‘Safe as houses’. 

It’s not only the case that people have lost things they thought they would never lose, but also people fear the loss of things they now have. Insecurity is the thief of joy, the murderer of peace, and the destroyer of hope. If you are not sure of your job security, if you don’t have faith in your spouse’s fidelity, if you don’t have confidence in the bank, if you don’t feel safe in your own home, then you can’t actually enjoy what you have. 

What about the matter of our salvation? As a believer in the Lord Jesus you have a position. The Bible states it as being ‘in Christ’. Can you ever be dismissed from it? Will you ever be told there’s no room for you anymore? Upon repenting you entered into a relationship; you are a child of God and part of the Church, Christ’s Bride. Is there any possibility of that bond being broken and the relationship ending? When you trusted Christ you made a deposit; you committed the matter of your soul’s salvation to the Lord. Can that which you have committed to Christ ever be lost? You have built upon a foundation. Can that foundation ever be shaken, destroyed or undermined? Do you need to live in fear of losing what you have? I believe the Bible’s answer is clear to all these questions, it is a conclusive No!  We can live in the calm certainty and joyful confidence of eternal security. 

That is not to say there are no difficulties. There is absolutely no doubt that there have been great men of God who have believed that salvation can be lost, and there are Scriptures (and stories) that certainly appear to lend support to that view. However, the issue cannot be settled by pointing to great and godly men, by placing our finger on proof-texts or passing on our experiences. We must go back to the Bible and go forth from the Bible. While we must admit that there are some Scriptures that can be read more than one way, nevertheless, when we look at the Scriptures closely, contextually, and consistently1 we will be led in one direction and will draw one conclusion, that the Bible teaches eternal security. 

It is my prayer that this book will help Christians to emerge from the darkness of doubt and the fetters of fear into the freedom and joy of their security in Christ, and that as a result they will love Him more fervently and live for Him more faithfully until that promised day when God will perfect His work in us and all the justified will be finally glorified.2

 


Watching your Language

In examining this issue of whether a Christian can lose his salvation our terminology can be a big help or hindrance. 

Some people speak about the perseverance of the saints, and others use the slogan once saved, always saved. Although there is no error expressed by the terms themselves, there are certain erroneous connotations that might have attached themselves to the terms that we must try to prise off. 

Perseverance of the saints

This phrase is intended to communicate the fact that all those who are regenerate will persevere in faith, and that their lives will, to one degree or another, show that they are regenerate. This is, as we will seek to show, exactly what the Bible teaches, so what is the problem? Well, the problem is that the phrase (inadvertently and unintentionally) seems to put the emphasis on the saint persevering rather than on the Saviour preserving. It focuses on the believer and his need to keep on going, and thus he does not have the complete assurance that he is truly saved. Although the believer would say that it is the Lord who keeps him going, and it is the Lord’s faithfulness that holds him, it can in practical terms lead to him having the attitude ‘I have to keep going, and I have to hold on or else I’m not saved’, and so, although he says his salvation depends on the Lord, he acts and feels as if his salvation depends on him. He knows if he is saved he will persevere, but he can’t be sure he will persevere so it would be presumptuous of him to say he is sure he’s saved. R. T. Kendall summarises the problem:

If that is what the Bible teaches [that the true believer will persevere in godliness to the end], then faith gives very little purpose or comfort whatever. I would simply be back to the original view of my own background and assume that, though I am saved by trusting Jesus’ death on the cross, I will have no assurance that I am saved unless I am also in a state of godly living at every moment.3

Many believers from the Reformed tradition will object that they do have peace about their standing before God, and assurance of their salvation, and that’s fine; I’m not disputing that at all, but many, too many, will testify that perseverance of the saints means one cannot say he is saved. Their focus is in the wrong place and on the wrong person. 

I am not so enthusiastic about the...expression, “The perseverance of the saints.” I believe in it, I believe that all saints, all really belonging to God, will persevere to the end, for the Book tells me, “He that shall endure unto the end, the same shall be saved” Matt.24:13, and if a man starts out and makes a profession but gives it all up, he will never be saved, because he was never born again to begin with, he was never truly changed by grace divine. On the other hand, the reason he endures to the end is not because of any particular perseverance of his own. What I believe in, and what the Word of God clearly teaches, is the perseverance of the Holy Spirit. When He begins a work, He never gives up until it is completed. That is our confidence.4

Once saved always saved

Again, there is nothing wrong with what these words state, but there is something wrong with what this phrase communicates. It is a popular slogan in evangelical circles where repentance is neglected and easy-believism is promoted. It seems to have come into vogue around the time of big gospel “revivals”, around the same time that lifelong “backsliders” began to appear more and more. People “make a decision for Christ” and they are told that they are saved, and their lives subsequently yield no fruit for God, they show no evidence of a changed attitude or a new life, but they are comforted by the thought once saved, always saved!  They tell themselves and others I’m a backslider, even though there was hardly any forward motion from which they could slide back. Salvation is viewed as a momentary transaction rather than a momentous transformation, merely the act of a moment rather than the fact of a lifetime. We will try to show in this book that once a person is saved he is always saved, but once a person is saved there will be evidence of it in the life. I think it is important to underscore, highlight, emphasise and circle this point; this book is not intended to give a slice of solace or a crumb of comfort to the person who has made a profession of faith in Christ, but gives no evidence of being born again; if this is you, if you have no love for the Lord Jesus, if you have no appetite for God’s Word, if you have no interest in getting to know Christ more, if you have no real capacity for true prayer and spiritual worship, if you have no love for holiness, if you don’t feel comfortable amongst the Lord’s people, then, rather than read this book, read instead the Lord’s words in Matt.7:13-27 and have a good, honest look and a real, hard think about where you really stand before God. 

When we speak of the eternal security of the believer, what do we mean? We mean that once a poor sinner has been regenerated by the Word and the Spirit of God, once he has received a new life and a new nature, has been made partaker of  the  divine  nature;  once  he has  been  justified from every charge before the throne of God, it is absolutely impossible that that man should ever again be a lost soul. Having said that, let me say what we do not mean when we speak of the eternal security of the believer. We do not mean that it necessarily follows that if one professes to be saved, if he comes out to the front in a meeting, shakes the preacher’s hand, and says he accepts the Lord Jesus Christ as his Saviour, that that person is eternally safe. It does not mean that if one joins a church or makes a profession of faith, is baptised, becomes a communicant, takes an interest in Christian work, that that person is forever secure. It does not mean that because one manifests certain gifts and exercises these gifts in Christian testimony, that that person is necessarily eternally secure.5

So without being petty about it, I’m not comfortable using either of these phrases. I think they both turn our eyes in the wrong direction. The perseverance of the saints puts the focus on us; once saved, always saved puts the focus on a past experience. Eternal security puts our focus on a living, powerful Saviour and that’s where it should be. The perseverance of the saints may lead us to think that we have to produce fruit in order to say we’re saved; once saved, always saved may lead us to think there need not be any fruit in order for us to say we’re saved; in the doctrine of eternal security we will see there will be fruit, and it will be produced in us not by us. The perseverance of the saints minimises the truth that the believer still has the old, sinful nature which is always capable of manifesting itself; once saved, always saved minimises the truth that the believer has a new nature which will inevitably manifest itself. The doctrine of eternal security affirms the truth that the believer has two natures, and seeing this truth will be a means of assuring those who need not be doubting, while at the same time awakening those who should be doubting.6

 


The Case for Eternal Security

“Salvation!” “Saved!” O blessed, peace-inspiring words to him who knows the reality of them! What do they mean? Do they leave still the doubt that, after all, by that from which we are saved we may still be overtaken, overcome, and perish? Then, for pity’s sake, and in the interests of truth itself, let us not use the words; let us not inspire a hope which may be so mistaken!7

We have mentioned how many people, in the everyday things of life, live in the grip of fear and the gloom of worry and doubt. Why is this? Well, if we are thinking in terms of personal relationships it is because they are not assured of the love of the person they have trusted. “Is he really committed to me?” “Will she leave me when she finds out what I’m really like?” If we are thinking in terms of personal safety it is because they are not assured of the power of the person or thing they have trusted. “Can the Government really save us from these terrorists?” “Will this alarm scare off any intruders, etc.?” I think all would agree that if you had a relationship with one whose very nature was love then you would not need to doubt that person’s commitment, and I think you would likewise agree that if you were trusting one who was all-powerful you would be left with no reason to fear for your personal safety. 

For these reasons I suggest our investigation into the case for eternal security has to begin with the God we have trusted. This is the one of whom it is said, “God is love” (1 Jn.4:8, 16), and the one who is described as “the Almighty” (e.g. Rev.1:8). 

One of the great truths of the Bible is that God is a Trinity. There is only one true God, but there are three distinct Persons who share that Being. As we turn our attention to God we will take time to focus on each of these three divine Persons and see how secure the believer really is. 

 

 


God the Father guarantees our Eternal Security

‘Tis God that justifies!

Who shall recall His pardon or His grace,

Or who the broken chain of guilt replace?

‘Tis God that justifies!

 

(Horatius Bonar)

As we travel down the path of investigating how God the Father guarantees our eternal security we come to a junction, one road is signed The purpose of God and the other The power of God.8 Whatever route we take we will arrive at the same destination and come to the same conclusion, so we will take a walk down both of them in turn. 

The Purpose of God

Romans 8:28-30

The course of history is not merely a series of random events meaning nothing and heading nowhere. The hand of divine providence is on the helm of human history and He is steering all things toward His intended destination. The Bible speaks of God’s purpose in relation to nations, kingdoms, governments and rulers, but also in relation to individuals, and that is what I want us to consider now. Rom.8:28-30 is a passage that presents God’s purpose for His people. 

And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to His purpose. For whom He did foreknow, He also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brethren. Moreover whom He did predestinate, them he also called: and whom He called, them He also justified: and whom He justified, them He also glorified. 

Now this is a good place for us to start because this is a passage which sets out to give assurance to believers. We are not drawing strained lessons from obscure passages, we are not making descriptive passages prescriptive, we are not taking a narrative that relates events under one dispensation and trying to derive doctrine from it and apply it to us. What Paul writes in this passage applies directly to us, and what he is saying is that every single soul who is justified will be glorified,9 indeed, as far as God is concerned, the believer already is glorified, it is as good as done because it is a matter of divine purpose.10

So we have to look at what Paul teaches in this epistle about the meaning of justification and the means of justification. 

Justification means to be declared righteous. We need to understand that it does not mean to be made righteous. This is evident from the fact that Paul actually speaks about God being justified:

What advantage then hath the Jew? or what profit is there of circumcision? Much every way: chiefly, because that to them were committed the oracles of God. For what if some did not believe? shall their unbelief make the faith of God without effect? God forbid: yea, let God be true, but every man a liar; as it is written, “That Thou mightest be justified in Thy sayings, and mightest overcome when Thou art judged.” (Rom.3:1-4)

Paul is anticipating and answering objections to the truths he has presented thus far in the epistle and he responds to some who may be questioning God’s faithfulness. Paul emphatically rejects any suggestion that God could ever fail in regard to His promises. He says that if it were the case that every man contradicted what God said then we must reckon God to be true and every man a liar. It is at this point he quotes from Psalm 51 and says that God is to be justified in His sayings. Clearly Paul is not saying God is unrighteous and needs to be made righteous. Rather he is saying that God is righteous and needs to be declared righteous.11

So when a man is justified before God he is declared by God to be righteous, God’s justice has no claim against him and can pronounce no condemnation upon him; that’s the meaning of justification, but let us look now at the means of it. 

In the early chapters of Romans Paul is presenting the universal guilt and condemnation of mankind before a righteous God. This is a section that spans 1:18-3:20, and it is vital that we see everything within that section as part of Paul’s argument that the whole world is guilty before God, because it is in that section we read the following words:

For not the hearers of the law are just before God, but the doers of the law shall be justified. (2:13)

Paul is not here teaching the way of justification, he is teaching the need of justification. He is saying that if someone were to continually and completely keep the law then he would be declared righteous by God. However, as Paul goes on to show, no one has met the standard and kept the law, and the section is concluded in this way:

Now we know that what things soever the law saith, it saith to them who are under the law: that every mouth may be stopped, and all the world may become guilty before God. 

Therefore by the deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in His sight: for by the law is the knowledge of sin. (3:19,20)

So there is no one who can stand before God and be accepted by Him on the basis of the life they have lived and the law they have kept. God’s law condemns every man and closes every mouth; we are guilty, without exception and without excuse, and (if God had not intervened) without escape.12

This introduces us to one of the most glorious sections in God’s Word:

But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested, being witnessed by the law and the prophets; even the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe: for there is no difference: for all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; being justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus: whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in His blood, to declare His righteousness for the remission of sins that are past, through the forbearance of God; to declare, I say, at this time His righteousness: that He might be just, and the justifier of him which believeth in Jesus. 

Where is boasting then? It is excluded. By what law? of works? Nay: but by the law of faith. Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law. Is He the God of the Jews only? is He not also of the Gentiles? Yes, of the Gentiles also: seeing it is one God, which shall justify the circumcision by faith, and uncircumcision through faith. Do we then make void the law through faith? God forbid: yea, we establish the law. (3:21-31)

There we stood, our past exposed, our heads bowed, our mouths shut, our future bleak, guilty before God, with nothing to say in our defence and no ability to pay for our deliverance; it’s a hopeless scene. 

I’m sure Paul dictated the words of verse 21 to Tertius with a stamp of the foot and a smile on his face, “But now...” Into such a scene shines the light of God’s glorious gospel telling the guilty that there is a way they can be brought into a right standing before God, because there is a righteousness from God, a righteousness that God has provided apart from the principle of law,13 and it is received by faith in Jesus Christ.14

Now let us linger here a while and see what is said about God justifying the guilty:

Being justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus... (v.24)

Paul says we are justified freely. That word freely is used by Paul when he speaks of how he didn’t eat anyone’s bread for nought (2 Thess.3:8). He didn’t take anyone’s bread without working for it, earning it or buying it. Elsewhere the word is translated without a cause (Jn.15:25). Thus we can see that the word can have the idea of without cause or it can mean without cost. Which of those two meanings is in Rom.3:24? Well, both actually. Paul is saying that justification is without cause in us and it is without cost to us. But look at the rest of the verse: although justification is without cause in us, there is a cause: “being justified freely by His grace...” The cause of our justification is the grace of God, His free, unmerited favour. Picture the courtroom scene again: you stand before the righteous Judge, the charges have been read out, the evidence has been presented, the witnesses have testified, the verdict has been God the Father guarantees our Eternal Security given, and the sentence is about to be handed down. The Judge asks you if you have anything to say in your defence, any reason why He should let you go free. Imagine yourself stammering about trying your best, not being as bad as others, going to church, being sorry, etc. and the Judge showing you that none of those things excuses your sins or pays for your crimes. When every excuse has been exhausted, you confess that you cannot give one reason why the Judge should let you go free. It is then the Judge says, “I’m prepared to let you go free anyway.” Why? Because it is by grace; this is the cause of our justification. The cause is not in us, it is in Him. 

Look again at the verse; although justification is without cost to us, there is a cost: “being justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus”. Thayer and Vine both define that word redemption as a releasing effected by payment of a ransom. So although justification is freely bestowed, it was not free to bestow. The righteous Judge could not just let the guilty go free, the penalty had to be paid, and so Christ Jesus stepped in and by His sacrifice at Calvary He paid the infinite price and put God in the position of being “just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus” (Rom.3:26, NKJV). The believer thus walks free from the courtroom in the knowledge the penalty has been paid. This is something that is brought up again in 5:9:

Much more then, being now justified by His blood, we shall be saved from wrath through Him. 

When Paul says in 3:24 that Christ paid the price it is not that Christ sacrificed something, but rather He sacrificed Himself, He held nothing back. Nothing less than the self-giving of the Son of God could pay the penalty our sins deserved and God’s justice demanded, and we can thank God that nothing more than the self-giving of the Son of God was needed to pay that price. 

There was a story in the press that caused a bit of a stir.15 It involved a Judge actually paying the fine of the guilty criminal. There were several good reasons why people had cause to be upset. Firstly, people thought the fine was too small and it was all a bit of a farce. Secondly, the criminal, although not rolling in wealth, could have paid the fine himself.  Thirdly, the offended parties were not consulted to see if they were satisfied with the arrangement. Fourthly, the criminal may not have been the least bit repentant and could have left the court laughing over the whole thing. Thankfully, every one of these problems is addressed by the gospel of God. The penalty sinners have to pay is no trifling token gesture: they are deserving of nothing less than the wrath of a sin-hating God, and this is a penalty they can never pay, no matter how many ages roll their course; they will never be able to satisfy divine justice. The Judge is able to pay the penalty, and He also has the moral right to do so because He is also the offended party. Every sin we commit is an offence to God, and as the one who has been robbed, so to speak, He can, if He chooses, pay the penalty His law demands. And the guilty will not go free unless and until they are truly repentant. So the justifiable objections to the Judge’s action are overruled in God’s courtroom. He has acted in perfect justice, rich grace and divine wisdom. 

Paul goes on to say about the Lord in 4:25:

[He] was delivered for our offences, and was raised again for our justification.

What does it mean that He was raised for our justification? The point is this, the grace of God and the work of Christ go beyond merely the pardoning of a criminal. It is not just the case that our penalty is paid and we are looked upon as those whose sentence has been served. No, by means of the death of Christ the guilty sinner is actually removed altogether from before God’s face, and we have a standing of righteousness in the risen Christ. 

But I haven’t really got to the intended destination yet. By now you may have forgotten where we started and where I intended to take you. Let me just remind you. We noticed in Rom.8:30 that all whom God justifies are, in divine purpose, already glorified. Therefore, if we can get amongst the company of the justified we can be completely assured of our future and final glorification; that’s why we looked back into Romans to see what Paul means when he talks about being justified, and how it actually happens. 

We have seen we are justified by God’s grace, that’s why we’re justified; we are justified in virtue of Christ’s blood, that’s how we’re justified; we are justified in union with the risen Christ, that’s where we’re justified. But what we need to focus our attention on now is when we’re justified. Over and over again in Romans Paul will tell us, justification is by faith, and so takes place the moment we believe.16 But what does that mean? The word “faith” has been so misused and distorted in our day that we have to sweep away some wrong notions before we get a proper understanding. 

Facts about faith

It has been common for atheists (and sadly, some professing Christians) to define faith in a way that the Bible doesn’t recognise or endorse. Faith, according to many, stands in contrast to reason. For example, Friedrich Nietzsche defined faith in this way: “the will to avoid knowing what is true”17 and says that faith “as an imperative vetoes science”.18 A typically moderate and thoughtful quote from Richard Dawkins is apt here, “Faith is the great cop-out, the great excuse to evade the need to think and evaluate evidence. Faith is belief in spite of, even perhaps because of, the lack of evidence.”19 Christopher Hitchens, in an equally fair-minded way said “Faith is the surrender of the mind; it’s the surrender of reason, it’s the surrender of the only thing that makes us different from other mammals.”20 Penn Jillette weighs in with this, “Religion is faith. Faith is belief without evidence. Belief without evidence cannot be shared. Faith is a feeling.”21 

I don’t want to get off our track here, but let’s just see these quotes for what they are. They are either misunderstandings born of ignorance or misrepresentations spawned by malice, but by no stretch of the imagination can they be thought to be accurate representations of what the Bible means when it speaks about faith.22 All of the people quoted above are divorcing faith in a “religious” context from faith in an everyday context, and this should not be done. The writers of Scripture did not speak about faith because it was a foreign concept shrouded in mystery. They used it because it was a term everyone understood and a faculty everyone used. But the new atheists prefer to view “religious” faith as shutting one’s eyes to the evidence, closing one’s ears to the facts, turning the other way and taking a mad run and jump. However, in their everyday lives they see faith simply as an act or attitude of trust in someone or something. This is precisely what the Bible is calling us to when it calls us to have faith; it is an appeal for us to place our trust in the Lord, and the Bible gives us many reasons and much evidence to allow us to do that sensibly. Atheists are keen to give the impression that as facts increase faith decreases, but when you reflect on the nature of faith in your own everyday life you discover that this is entirely false. Do you have faith in your spouse? Hopefully your immediate response is “Yes, absolutely.” Is that because you don’t know much about your spouse?  Of course not!  Your faith isn’t based on what you don’t know; it’s based on what you do know. You have a vast wealth of evidence and experience to show that your spouse is trustworthy and that your faith is factually based and wisely placed. The same is true in the medical sphere. If you were in need of life-saving surgery you would want to find out something about the surgeon. It is manifestly obvious that if you didn’t know much about him your faith would be very small, not big. The more you hear about him, his expertise, his experience, etc. the more you would have faith in him. Faith increases with evidence and reason, it does not decrease. At the beginning of Paul’s letter to the Romans he gives us facts upon which we can confidently stand. For example:

Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, separated unto the gospel of God, (which He had promised afore by His prophets in the Holy Scriptures,) concerning His Son Jesus Christ our Lord, which was made of the seed of David according to the flesh; and declared to be the Son of God with power, according to the spirit of holiness, by the resurrection from the dead: by whom we have received grace and apostleship, for obedience to the faith among all nations, for His name: among whom are ye also the called of Jesus Christ: to all that be in Rome, beloved of God, called to be saints: Grace to you and peace from God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for you all, that your faith is spoken of throughout the whole world. (Rom.1:1-8)

This is not an apologetics book, but what material there would be for one in these eight verses. I only mention them and pass on. He speaks about the gospel of God which was promised before by the prophets in the Holy Scriptures; the prophecies of the Old Testament stand as irrefutable evidence of the existence of God and the inspiration of Scripture. Consider just three  of  the  many  prophetic  passages  in  the  Old  Testament: Psalm 22 prophesied how Christ would die (hundreds of years before crucifixion was ever devised); Dan.9:24-27 prophesied when He would die, counting it out to the very year, and telling us it would be before the destruction of the temple and the city of Jerusalem; Isaiah 53 prophesied why He would die, as a sacrifice for our sins. These are things that none of these writers would have naturally known or could have luckily guessed. How are these prophecies to be explained? The only explanation that makes sense is the one the Bible itself gives:

[For] prophecy never came by the will of man, but holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit. (2 Pet.1:21, NKJV)

He also makes reference to the Lord being declared the Son of God by the resurrection.23 The truth of the resurrection of Christ is the corner stone of Christianity. Paul elsewhere says, “if Christ be not raised, your faith is vain; ye are yet in your sins.”24 Many people have sought to disprove this fact and have ended up resting on it rather than wrestling against it. The evidence for the resurrection stands without a scratch after all the venomous but vacuous attacks of unbelievers throughout the centuries. There simply is no naturalistic theory that can account for the historical facts. The case stands undented, allowing the Christian to stand undaunted: the Lord is risen indeed (Lk. 24:34)! 

Again, Paul makes reference to the testimony of the believers in Rome. He says their faith is spoken of throughout the known world. A remarkable transformation had occurred that left people shocked. What was it that made such a powerful, positive, permanent change in the lives of these Romans? It was nothing other than the gospel of God. Millions since have been able to testify to the life-changing, soul-saving power of the risen Christ. This shows us that the reality of the claims of the gospel cannot only be examined evidentially, but can be experienced personally. The gospel doesn’t merely promise forgiveness for the past and heaven in the future, it promises new life in the present, so that we can know it is true. 

Further down the chapter Paul speaks about the evidence of creation pointing to the Creator. 

For the invisible things of Him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even His eternal power and Godhead; so that they are without excuse: because that, when they knew God, they  glorified  Him  not  as  God,  neither  were thankful; but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened. Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, and changed the glory of the uncorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible man, and to birds, and fourfooted beasts, and creeping things. (1:20-23)

Paul is saying that in the blaze of God’s glorious creation people are without excuse for their unbelief and idolatry. It is still true today; in fact it is increasingly true. As technology advances, telescopes can see further and microscopes can peer closer than people in past generations ever would have dreamed possible, and their discoveries only uncover more of God’s majestic handiwork. The origin of the universe out of nothing, the fine-tuning of the universe for life, the information in the DNA, the complexity of the cell, and so much more, declare the greatness and glory of God. 

He speaks at the end of chapter 1 and in chapter 2 about the subject of morality. 

Who knowing the judgment of God, that they which commit such things are worthy of death, not only do the same, but have pleasure in them that do them. (1:32)

For when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the law, these, having not the law, are a law unto themselves: which shew the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and their thoughts the mean while accusing or else excusing one another... (2:14,15)

The reality of the existence of right and wrong, good and evil, needs explanation. This realm of objective morality is another proof of God. We all recognise there are some things that are really evil, and that evil is a departure from the way things ought to be, but if we are just collections of chemicals banging around which arose with no purpose, then there is no way things ought to be, there’s just the way things are. Furthermore, if there is no soul distinct from the body, no mind distinct from the brain, and we are 100% material beings, then we are not acting freely, we are reacting deterministically; we are merely doing what molecules do under these conditions. If atheism is true then there is no evil and there is no responsibility, and no one believes that is true. The existence of evil in the world tells us there is a righteous God whose law has been broken. 

So there are five evidences of God found right at the start of Paul’s letter to the Romans, fulfilled prophecy, the resurrection, personal experience, creation and conscience: historical proofs, scientific proofs, existential proofs. Therefore we can safely conclude that, in the Biblical context, faith is not belief without evidence, it is trust, and in the reckoning of the Biblical writers it is trust because of facts, reason and evidence, not in spite of them. Paul was not a man who engaged in or encouraged blind faith. 

We have to be clear on this too, while faith is not anti-intellectual, it is not only intellectual; it is an act of the will as well as an acceptance in the mind. At the beginning and end of the epistle to the Romans Paul speaks about “the obedience of faith” (1:6; 16:26), showing us that the faith that saves is a faith that submits to the Lord. This is made clear in chapter 10 of the epistle. 

Brethren, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for Israel is, that they might be saved. For I bear them record that they have a zeal of God, but not according to knowledge. For they being ignorant of God’s righteousness, and going about to establish their own righteousness, have not submitted themselves to the righteousness of God. For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to every one that believeth. For Moses describeth the righteousness which is of the law, That the man which doeth those things shall live by them. But the righteousness which is of faith speaketh on this wise, Say not in thine heart, Who shall ascend into heaven? (that is, to bring Christ down from above:) or, Who shall descend into the deep? (that is, to bring up Christ again from the dead.) But what saith it? The word is nigh thee, even in thy mouth, and in thy heart: that is, the word of faith, which we preach; that if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised Him from the dead, thou shalt be saved. For with the heart man believeth to righteousness; and with the mouth confession is made to salvation. (10:1-10)

Notice how Paul says the Jews (generally) have not submitted themselves to the righteousness of God, that is, there has not been a bowing of the will in acknowledgement of their own guilt and helplessness, and a dependence on Christ for salvation. Later down that passage he says that salvation comes through confessing Jesus as Lord and believing in one’s heart that God raised Him from the dead. To confess Jesus as Lord is to recognise who He is, the one who came down from heaven (according to verse 6), and bow to Him as such. To believe in the heart that God raised Him from the dead is to rest on the fact that the work is done, nothing needs to be added (see verse 7).25 The last verse of the chapter shows us the contrast:

But to Israel He saith, All day long I have stretched forth My hands to a disobedient and gainsaying people. (10:21)

Rather than believing, Israel is marked by unbelief,26 and rather than confessing (literally speaking the same word) they are gainsaying (literally speaking against).27

So faith is not mere intellectual assent or the belief of historical facts. Many people are confused on this point. They have heard preachers say “Just believe that He died for you”, and they say to themselves, “I do believe He died for me, but I’m not saved.”28 This then leads them to think they haven’t got the right kind of faith or the right amount of faith, and they start trying to really believe it. The problem is they have been given wrong information. The Bible nowhere says that merely (or really) believing He died for you brings salvation. Charles Haddon Spurgeon said, “Saving faith is an immediate relation to Christ, accepting, receiving, resting upon Him alone, for justification, sanctification, and eternal life by virtue of God’s grace.” 

When Paul teaches that justification comes to the sinner by faith he contrasts faith with something so that we can better understand what faith means. He says justification is by faith, apart from the deeds of the law (3:28), to him who does not work (4:5), without works (4:6). Faith stands in contrast to works. We exercise faith when we place our trust in someone or something. It is depending upon another to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves. You have faith in the pilot when you step aboard the plane; you have faith in the surgeon when you commit your case to him and allow him to operate on you; and you have faith in Christ when you depend on Him to save your soul and forgive your sins.29 This leaves us with nothing of ourselves to boast of or glory in. See how Paul emphasises this point:

Where is boasting then? It is excluded. By what law? of works? Nay: but by the law of faith. Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law. (3:27,28)

What shall we say then that Abraham our father, as pertaining to the flesh, hath found? For if Abraham were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before God. For what saith the scripture? Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness. 

Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt. But to him that worketh not, but believeth on Him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness. Even as David also describeth the blessedness of the man, unto whom God imputeth righteousness without works, Saying, Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin. (4:1-8)

Paul argues that faith means boasting is excluded; if you trust another then you get no credit if the thing you trust him to do gets done; you didn’t accomplish it. If there was some work that we had to do, or standard of goodness to which we had to attain, then we would be able to take some credit and do some boasting. But faith eliminates all that. Does a beggar puff out his chest with pride when he receives a gift? Well, faith is the empty hand of the bankrupt sinner that receives God’s gift. 

If we must keep ourselves saved in order to not be lost, the simple conclusion is that we have something to boast about concerning the quality of our performance in comparison to those who have never kept themselves saved. Salvation is ultimately dependent upon us for, in the end, even God cannot save us unless we allow it. But in effect, isn’t this a form of earning our salvation by our own righteousness? And isn’t such a teaching thoroughly rejected in Scripture? Granted, most Christians who believe that salvation can be lost do not think in these precise terms, but if they are trusting in their own performance to keep themselves saved, isn’t this the only logical conclusion?30

In chapter 4 Paul enlarges on this by taking the two greatest figures in Israel’s history, Abraham and David,31 and showing how they both  confirm  the  truth  he  has  just  been  teaching:  God  justifies on the principle of faith.32 The example of Abraham proves it is not by our working, he had been given a promise about having descendants as numerous as the stars. At this stage in life neither he nor his wife had the ability to produce a child, it was going to require a miracle, and Abraham simply believed God; he trusted God to do what he and Sarah could not do. 

It is at this point Paul brings in this wonderful illustration about works and wages. If you are contracted to do 40 hours work each week for your employer, every hour you work you are putting your employer more and more into your debt; he owes you. At the end of the week or the month he gives you your wages. This is not an act of grace on his part, he is just paying his debt; you have earned that money. However, if you were sick and could not work, and that same man came along with the wages and gave them to you, that is not debt, that is grace; you didn’t earn that money, you couldn’t earn that money, yet it is given to you anyway. That’s the way justification works. There is no way anyone of the guilty members of this rebel race can stand before a holy God and say “I have earned your acceptance. I deserve your blessing.” All we have earned is His wrath (2:5,6). All we deserve is to be cut off and cast away from Him forever (6:23). But even though we cannot earn His acceptance or deserve His blessing He offers it anyway. I heard a great illustration of this by the late J Boyd Nicholson. His grandfather lived in a coal mining community in Scotland back in the days when there was no sick-pay. Things were tough and the limited resources of large families were stretched. If someone in the locality was sick and unable to go to work Boyd’s grandfather would go into the mine and do the work, he would then go to the sick man and give him the wages. Likely there would have been some men who would have been too proud to take such charity, but if those who were prepared to humble themselves and take something they couldn’t earn, they would benefit from his work. So it is with the gospel. There are multiplied millions who are too proud to accept what God says about them and accept that they are charity cases. God is a God who justifies the one who does not work for it but simply trusts, and unless and until someone is prepared to accept his helplessness and receive justification as a gift he will never benefit from the offer. Paul says that the people God justifies are ungodly people.33 This is perhaps what brings him to speak about David. 

If the example of Abraham proves justification is not by our works, the example of David proves it is not by our worthiness. The incident with Bathsheba, and all that followed it, makes for very sad reading,34 but nevertheless Psalm 32 is a song David wrote following his repentance, and we find such a man rejoicing in justification. We learn then in the case of Abraham that we are not justified on the basis of how hard we try, and we learn from David that we are not justified on the basis of how good we are. No, the answer to our guilt is not trying harder or doing better. The answer to our guilt is the grace of God and the blood of Christ, and we need to trust in the greatness of God’s grace and depend on the value of Christ’s blood for our acceptance with God. The fact that justification is by faith leads to wonderful assurance, as Paul details in chapter 5. 

Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ through whom also we have access by faith into this grace in which we stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of God. (5:1,2, NKJV)

This is Paul commencing his conclusion to all that has gone before. He has shown that we can’t be justified by law because the law condemns us. But the grace of God and the blood of Christ have intervened, and by trusting in Christ our record of guilt is cleared and we are declared righteous before God. I want to underscore the point that Paul does say that justification happens at a point in time, not over a period of time. It is God declaring us righteous, not making us righteous. Twice over in Romans 5 (verses 1 and 9) Paul says that we have been (aorist tense) justified. True, in 3:24 and 4:5 he does speak about it in the present tense, and the Roman Catholic Church bases its doctrine about justification as a process on this point, but in neither of these references is Paul citing a specific case of justification but rather he is stating how people are justified in 3:24 and about God as the God who justifies in 4:5. It would make no sense to say “having been justified by His grace” when he is not speaking about a specific instance of justification, and it would likewise give the wrong sense to speak of God as the God who justified the ungodly. But when Paul is dealing with real instances of justification, as he is in 5:1,9 (“we” occurs in both verses), he is crystal clear, it is done, we have been justified. So, according to 5:1,2, the person who has put his faith in Christ has been justified (an act in the past, at the moment faith was placed in Christ), he stands in grace (a reality in the present), and he rejoices in hope of the glory of God (a prospect for the future). 
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