Dear friends,

 

I've had a couple people write mentioning that they wished I was still doing the articles.  The newspaper is out of business as far as I know, but I hope they will revive.  At any rate, below you will see a summary of the sermon from this past Sunday.  It deals with the important and often-asked question about our "eternal security."  I try to address the situation of people falling-away from Christ as well as those who are plagued with addictive sins they want to conquer, but don't seem to be able to.

 

Love in Jesus,

Scott

 

Once saved, always saved?
“For it is impossible, in the case of those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to come, and then have fallen away, to restore them again to repentance, since they are crucifying once again the Son of God to their own harm and holding him up to contempt.” (Hebrews 6: 4-6)
The above passage of Scripture is known to be one of the most difficult of passages to interpret.  The difficulty of the interpretation has been no idle issue for me either.  The devil used this text against me for a number of months as a young man thinking about becoming a disciple of Jesus.  While in college, I had come to faith in Jesus.  I had a wonderful experience of God’s love flooding my soul and a sensation of inner peace I had never known.  Not knowing any better, I did not seek out Christian fellowship nor did I practice the spiritual disciplines of prayer or Bible reading.  As a result, the “feelings” of God’s love and peace began to diminish.  After about a month, I no longer felt God’s presence with me.  Why I did not know, but I concluded God was no longer with me.  So, in large part, I went back to my former way of life.
Three years later, living alone and working in Boston, I found myself drawn to begin reading the Bible.  Again in ignorance, not knowing the need for a systematic reading of the Bible, I would just open the Bible at random and begin to read.  On more than one occasion, to my dismay I would find myself opening the Bible to Hebrews chapter 6 and would read, “It is impossible for those who have fallen away to be restored to repentance.”  My heart sinking, I felt discouraged and afraid.  While God had been with me once, I knew I had fallen away.  The Bible seemed to be telling me that there was no hope.
Some months later the kindness of God brought me a new experience of his loving presence.  This time I determined I would not fall away.  So I surrendered as fully as I knew how to God’s authority and control, telling him that I wanted Jesus Christ more than anything else.  From that day, I have continued to follow Jesus.  My own testimony is proof that someone can repent and be restored to God after having fallen away.  Was this not also the experience of the apostle Peter?  Denying Christ three times, having “fallen away,” Peter repented of his sin and was restored to Jesus.
So what does the text in Hebrews chapter 6 mean?  In my opinion, what is being taught in this text is that it is impossible for the Church “to restore them again to repentance.”  It is not saying that an individual cannot repent of falling away, but that the Church has no other solution to offer than that of Jesus Christ.  The Church does not have an array of salvations available, so that if you fall away from one, you can find another.  If someone “apostatizes” from the  faith, there is no repenting the Church can offer—other than the original offer.  The Church knows only one savior:  Jesus Christ crucified, raised, and reigning.  The one who has fallen away from Christ has but one option—to turn back to following after Jesus.  And he MUST return to following Jesus Christ, or he will be lost.  This is clear.  “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).
Now as to the question, “Once saved, always saved?”  I am convinced that the Bible does not answer the question as framed that way.  If the question is “Can I trust that Jesus is sufficient to save me?” then the answer is certainly “yes.”But those who ask this question instead seem to be asking, “Can a person who once joined himself to Christ, but then fell away and never returned, still be saved in the end?”
There are two answers to this latter question.  Provided that the person who fell away does come back to Christ, the answer is “yes.”  But if the one who fell away does not repent, the answer, as far as we can know this side of judgment, is “no.”  We are indeed perfectly safe and secure in Jesus.  But we must stay with Jesus!  The one being rescued from the burning building by the fireman is perfectly safe—provided he stays in the fireman’s arms.  If he runs back into the burning building, he will be lost.
In his parable of the Sower (Mark 4:13-20), Jesus explains that there will be four responses to the preaching of the gospel.  Some people (the seed sown on the path) will not respond at all because they do not understand.  Three other groups of people do respond, but two of them fall away and only one remains to bear fruit for the kingdom of God. The second group (seed sown on rocky soil) falls away because of trouble and persecution and the third group (seed sown among weeds) does not so much “fall away” as wither away.  Their life in God is choked out by “the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth, and the desire for other things.”
Nothing in this parable indicates that these conditions need be permanent.  In other words, those who fall away because of persecution or those who wither away because of worldly distractions can become “good soil”—provided they repent and abandon themselves to following Jesus.  Otherwise they will be lost.
There is no category of person described in the New Testament who once followed Jesus, fell away, but  ultimately is “saved” anyway.  Jesus said, “My sheep listen to my voice.  I know them and they follow me.  I give them eternal life and they shall never perish.  No one can snatch them out of my hand” (John 10:27).  This is the most comforting text in the Bible as far as I am concerned.  It tells me that I am completely safe in Jesus, now and forever.  Yet, we must recognize that Jesus’ sheep “listen to his voice and follow him.”  The promises of God are for those who follow God.
We want to distinguish between “falling away” and sinning.  To fall away certainly involves sin, but it also involves a deliberate leaving Jesus Christ and his ways, a choice to trust and follow him no longer.  It goes by the old fashioned name of “apostasy.”  The hardening effects of sin can lead to this, which is why we are urged to keep very short accounts with sin.  Sinning is like shooting arrows at a target but missing.  “Falling away” is taking your bow and arrows and going home.  How far does one get before he or she has “fallen away?”  Only God knows.  And at any rate, it is an idle argument since in any case we must repent.  I do not doubt that there may be some or many who outwardly at least, seem to follow Christ no longer, but have a “mustard-seed” of faith left in their heart.  As Dallas Willard has said to me, “God will look for any excuse he can find to save someone.”  I trust that is the case.  But it certainly is no way to plan for eternity!  We want to constantly be fresh and repentant in our avid following of Jesus Christ.
Now in terms of the doctrine of election.  This is the Biblical doctrine that states that those who are true followers of Jesus Christ were predestined to be saved, chosen beforehand to inherit salvation and to be conformed to the likeness of Jesus.  God not only chose the elect but chose the timing and the means by which they would come to faith.  Furthermore, their faith itself is a gift of God.  The Scripture says that “Those whom God foreknew He also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.  And those he predestined he also called; those he called he also justified; and those he justified, he also glorified.”  (Romans 8:29-30)  This doctrine is to encourage those who follow Jesus Christ, to assure them that God will persist with them through thick and thin and bring them home to heaven.  But we are not saved by trusting that we are among the elect.  We are saved by abandoning ourselves to Jesus Christ in faith and diligently following after him.  This is why the apostle Peter writes, “Therefore, my brothers, be all the more eager to make your calling and election sure. For if you do these things, you will never fall, and you will receive a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 1:10-11).  What are the things Peter has in mind for us to do to make our election sure?  In the previous verses he spells them out.  “Make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love.”
One last thought for those caught in some form of addiction.  I have in mind here Christian people who yearn to be free of sin, such as alcoholism, drug addiction, and the various sexual addictions.  Great discouragement can come upon these ones as they sin, confess, resolve afresh to not sin, only to find themselves failing again.  When we fall under sin, our job is to get back up.  We trust the mercy and forgiveness of God and continue to follow Jesus.  But is there not a way to live free from addictions and come out of the cycle of sin, confession, fresh resolves, and sinning again?  Yes, there is a way.
Let’s take alcoholism for example.  Christians are not forbidden in Scripture to drink alcohol.  But in my opinion, we will be better off not to drink.  No one ever received harm by not drinking.  Kids drink to “party,” but adults who drink heavily do so to “ease the pain.”  Recognizing this is the starting point to become free of addictions.  We must find out why we are drawn to the addiction.  In most cases it will be because of disquieting feelings that have been given permission to rule our lives.  Fear, anxiety, sadness, loneliness, anger, or just plain old hurt.  Those who drink heavily have discovered that alcohol comforts them—it eases the pain—at least temporarily.  Waking up with a miserable hangover may persuade the drinker to vow “I will never drink again.”  This resolve will stay in place until those feelings of hurt and loneliness (or anger and sadness) reappear.  Because those feelings have been given the right to rule and because the habit of drink has been formed, when those disquieting feelings re-surface, alcohol will be consumed once more.  It is inevitable.
But is there no hope for change?  Of course there is hope.  We have a power beyond ourselves to help us bear with those unpleasant feelings and to give us a desire for something pure and wonderful and healing and full of love that will be a greater attraction than alcohol.  This power and attractive force is the Lord Jesus Christ himself.  Through the regular practice of spiritual disciplines, such as solitude and silence, fasting and prayer, study and memorization of Scripture, and small group support, we become increasingly filled with the love and power of Jesus.  He will become for us “the expulsive power of a greater affection,” to use the words of missionary Frank Laubach.
We abandon ourselves to Jesus Christ, admitting to him that we cannot cure ourselves and that our will power alone is insufficient.  We invite him to take charge over our lives, especially our feelings and habits, and we ask him to teach us how to live.  We learn to rest in his sufficiency. We discover that the disquieting feelings, though unpleasant, are not the end of the world.  We discover that the force of those feelings is not infinite, but diminish as we turn our focus away from our feelings to doing every little thing we do “unto” Jesus Christ.  To our surprise, we also find welcome feelings, such as peacefulness, joy, and contentment.  Our feelings are indeed like the weather—they change.  But increasingly we are able to “dethrone” the pull of disquieting feelings.  And with our feelings in their proper place, supportive, not dominant, we find the ability to form new habits of love.
“Love casts out all fear.”
“Love covers over a multitude of sins.”
“God is love.”  
“Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him.”
“This is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”
