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                       Once Saved, Always Saved?




(A paper by Pastor Andrew J. Wollman; Goshen, IN)

Jesus himself said, “I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish…” but then He goes on to explain what He means by that… “no one can snatch them out of my hand”(John 10:28).  What a beautiful promise from our Lord!  He says something similar elsewhere in John’s Gospel.  One of the first verses I committed to memory: “All that the Father gives to me will come to me, and whoever comes to me, I will by no means cast out”(John 6:37NKJV).  I take great personal comfort in that phrase, because it means a couple of things that are so incredible.  First, it means that I am a gift from the Father to His Son; “all that the Father gives to me…”  Incredible!  The Father gave me, a lowly no good sinner, as a gift to His only Son!  I wonder if you, the reader, might take a moment away from this paper and contemplate the awesomeness of that fact.  It applies directly to you, if you are a believer of Christ.  Just think about it.  You—You!! are a gift from the Father to His only Son!  

And then Jesus basically says, “And if My Father has given you to me, I will never throw you away.  I will never ever discard you or treat you as one to be discarded, or one to give up on.  I will always love you.  No one, not even Satan himself will ever take you away from me.”  This is indeed what He means here.  What a glorious promise for us as Christians!!  What a reason to celebrate!  We need not go through our earthly lives worrying one moment that anyone will be able to take our Lord away from us.  They can beat us up, torture us, get us to say things we don’t mean, but no one, nor any trial or temptation, will ever be able to rob us from His loving arms.  Hear it again: 

“For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38)

Many other verses could be cited along these lines, but the point hopefully has been made.  God desires us to be saved, and once He has saved us, He does everything imaginable to keep us from falling away from Him.  His love for us is so incredible!  


But that is not to say that we can’t fall away.  God only promises us that He will never abandon us, nor forsake us in any way.  He never guarantees that we won’t abandon or forsake Him.  He can’t promise that on this side of heaven, because sin still resides in this world and specifically, in our hearts. 

While God does force Satan to obey Him, and while God will not let “anything else in all creation” separate us from his love, there is one person that God doesn’t force to obey him: our self.  “For it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose”(Phil 2:13).  God does work in us to act according to His will, but we don’t always, do we?  Is that the fault of God or us?  Is God somehow falling short when we don’t follow through?  No, any Christian will admit that we must take the blame.  For God desires only the best for us.  But He has not made us marionette puppets, who simply walk and believe when our “strings”are pulled.  He desires “us to act” according to His will.  Indeed, He has given us the new wills to accomplish this, but still, we’re not perfect.  We sin, and sin often.  

We must never deny this.  To deny it is to slip into the mindset of not needing a Savior as much, or worse yet, at all.  


On the other hand, Scripture says that when we do act according to His will, it is God who deserves the credit and gets the glory.  “For it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.”  So, here again, Scripture once more declares that when I screw up, it is completely my fault, but when I “do good,” it is all glory to God alone.  Not fair?  Hardly.  It is as fair as fair can get.  Because God is counting His righteous action within your heart as if you did it on your own.  Why?  Because of your faith in Christ and His righteousness.  You never trust how good your works are, but how Good Christ’s works are, and therefore you will be presenting perfection every time God looks at you.  As they say in sales, “This is one heck of a deal!”


So, when we succeed in faith—either in holding onto our faith, or in acting out our faith—we credit all the glory to God.  But again, we don’t always succeed, do we?  The question is, in light of the above passages that God will never let anything get in the way of His love for us, then how is it possible that we could ever fall away from faith?  


The answer lies in the will.  Prior to conversion, we have only wills that desire evil and hate God.  This is what God’s Word says.  There is no spark of goodness in us, the sinful mind is hostile to God (Romans 3:12; 8:7).  

But when God comes to us to wake us from our dead sinful state, He implants in us a new will—“He put a new song in my mouth”(Ps.40:3), “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.  And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws” (Ez.36:26-27).  There are many other passages like these to support that although we were once dead in our trespasses and sin, we are given new spirits, so that we can now live, and live anew!  


But then Paul reminds us of our dual nature: “I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good[i.e.faith], but I cannot carry it out[because of my sinful nature].  For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do-- this I keep on doing.”  This is the earthly battle for every Christian.  We are at the same time both sinner and saint.  There’s always a war going on inside of each one of us.  And yet, we need not doubt if we have faith; we can tell faith is present by the words I’ve emboldened above.  Faith does not want to do evil; it wants to do good.  This is how we know faith is present in us.  In spite of what we find ourselves giving into, our faith brings us to repentance.


But what happens when we no longer want to do good and our desire is to do evil.  That is, our desire is to live in sin, and no longer be repentant for it.  Scripture says in such cases, we are no longer in faith.  For faith simply does not exercise itself in unrepentant sin.  This is the action of unbelief.


Is this possible?  Although our own life experiences should be shouting “Yes!  Of course it’s possible!”  And any pastor can tell you of active members who really and truly lived their faith in the church, but then slowly stopped coming, and the light of faith began to smolder, until not even the smoke remained.  But let us turn not to our selves or our own earthly experiences for the answer, but to the infallible Word of God.  God proclaims the danger of having a dual nature for every believer.   


Luke 8:13 Those on the rock are the ones who receive the word with joy when they hear it, but they have no root. They believe for a while, but in the time of testing they fall away.


1Cor.10:12-14 So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don't fall! 13 No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it. 14 Therefore, my dear friends, flee from idolatry. (Here Paul pleads with Christians to trust in God during temptations.  There would be no need to plead, if there wasn’t risk of falling.  Paul is warning against the accolade, “Once Saved, Always Saved,” if you think you are standing firm, be careful lest you fall!”)


Ez. 18:26 If a righteous man turns from his righteousness and commits sin, he will die for it; because of the sin he has committed he will die.


Luke 11:24-26  "When an evil spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, 'I will return to the house I left.' 25 When it arrives, it finds the house swept clean and put in order.

 26 Then it goes and takes seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse than the first."

(The point here is that “when an evil spirit comes out of a man” denotes a conversion.  That man is now righteous, i.e. has faith.  But then the spirit can come back and because of the man’s lack of trust in God, the spirit will overcome him and not only will he lose his faith, but he will be worse off than he was when he started.  The next passage from Hebrews supports this as well.)

Hebrews 6:4-6
 4 It is impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, 5 who have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age,6 if they fall away, to be brought back to repentance, because to their loss they are crucifying the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace. (Notice, God has not stopped loving them.  It’s just that their sin has become so ingrained in them that they are living in perpetual rejection of God’s love.  God, in His mercy, allows us to reject His love if we so desire.  He wants only willing hearts.  And those that were willing once, already know the sweetness of what they’re missing, so they even more will be removing themselves from what they have experienced to be holy.  Peter says virtually the same thing in the next quote.)

2 Peter 2:20-22  If they have escaped the corruption of the world by knowing our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and are again entangled in it and overcome, they are worse off at the end than they were at the beginning. 21 It would have been better for them not to have known the way of righteousness, than to have known it and then to turn their backs on the sacred command that was passed on to them. 22 Of them the proverbs are true: "A dog returns to its vomit," and, "A sow that is washed goes back to her wallowing in the mud."
Romans 11:22  Consider therefore the kindness and sternness of God: sternness to those who fell, but kindness to you, provided that you continue in his kindness. Otherwise, you also will be cut off.

1Cor.9:27  No, I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize. (Paul admits “disqualification” of those once “qualified” is indeed possible.)

Gal.4:19  My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, (Paul is in fear that the Christians in Galatia might fall away because of the influence of the Judaizers, who preached that God’s law (like circumcision) must be followed in order to be saved.  They were denying salvation by grace alone through faith alone as the Scripture teaches, and Paul admits here that they were in danger of believing these false teachers, and therefore losing their faith.)

Gal. 5:4  You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace. (Some of the Galatian Christians had already given in apparently, so Paul tells them that what they once had, now they lost.)

1Tim.1:19  holding on to faith and a good conscience. Some have rejected these and so have shipwrecked their faith.

Hebrews 4:11  Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will fall by following their example of disobedience. (To “fall” assumes that one once “stood up” in the faith.)

Hebrews 10:26-27  If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, 27 but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God.

Rev. 2:5  Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.  (Our Lord Jesus Himself speaks through the apostle John!)

Thus saith the Lord in His Word.  One thing you’ll notice in all these examples is that the blame is always from within the individual sinner.  God keeps His promise that nothing outside of us will ever steal us away from Him, and also, as long as our faith is fed through the means He has given us (Word and Sacrament), God will always through those means keep us in faith.  But we, at any time, can turn away from God if we so desire.  It is part of the sinful nature within to do just that—fall away!  And that is why God pleads and encourages us to make use of His Word and Sacraments.  He says, “Baptism now saves you…take eat, this body was given for you; this blood is poured out for you for the forgiveness of sins…if you remain in my Word, you are truly my disciples.”  His Word is loud and clear.  God will always desire our souls to reside with Him, but He wants our new wills to willingly live in faith.  

He doesn’t keep us in faith against our will, but gives us new wills to keep us in faith.  The old man hangs on to us like a corpse handcuffed to our ankles.  God empowers us to fight the old man hanging on, but again, our trust must be in God, not in the worry that God won’t follow through and keep us in faith.


This is why in all ways, our trust is in His grace, not in our own ability to do this or that.  His grace will get us to church to be fed by His Word; His grace will enable our cars to start or our neighbors to pick us up when the car doesn’t run so that we might be fed with His Body and Blood, which was “poured out for you.”  His grace will continue to keep us in His mercy; but we with sinful natures can reject that grace at any given time, for God has no use for those who don’t willingly love Him for all that He’s done for them.


May God’s grace always keep you in His mercy.  Do not walk away from this paper in fear that you might fall away.  Only know that because it is possible, just as it was for the one time believer, Judas, your hope is never in yourself, but always in Christ alone.  Trust in Him, not in a false notion that you are unable to fall away.  Trust in God that He is powerful enough to enable you to remain in faith.  This is why He provided His means of grace—that you might never fall away!  He has provided for you!  He will never leave nor forsake you.  

Instead, He enables you to remain in your faith.  He does this with His Word which warns you of those things that threaten your trust in Him.  He does this with His very own Body and Blood, which was “poured out for you” that you might never lose faith.  But can you decide, “I’m not going to take communion today; I’d rather play golf.”  Absolutely you can decide that.  And everytime you decide that, your faith weakens.  On the other hand, everytime God succeeds in moving you to the Lord’s table to receive strength and power to fight your sinful nature, the world, and Satan, then God be praised for such an accomplishment!!  Nothing outside of yourself can steal you away from God because God has given you the power to fight all those things.  But He would never have given you such power if it wasn’t going to be a fight!  Don’t put your hope in an untruth such as “Once Saved, Always Saved.”  That can only lead to false comfort.  Put your hope in God and the means of grace He’s given you to fight the good fight of faith.

I’ll end by quoting Luther:

What Christ has begun in you, and what He has already given you, in that He will surely keep you to the end and into eternity, if only you do not willfully fall from it and cast it from you.  For his Word and promise, given you, and His work, which He performs in you, is not changeable like men’s word and work, but sure, certain, and divinely immovable truth.  Since, then, you have such a divine call, take comfort in it and rely upon it firmly.

Remember, your God is faithful, and He will do it! (1Thess.5:24)

