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INTRODUCTION

It may seem slightly odd that someone who knows Dale Moody only
through the printed word and who has had no particular associations with The
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary should take part in this symposium
in Dr. Moody’s honor, when there are doubtless many others who have a bet-
ter claim than I. The basis for my invitation to contribute to this volume is
that Dr. Moody and I share a common interest in the subject of apostasy and
have both written on it. Thus, I have been asked to write on the topic of apos-
tasy and to do so in the light of Dr. Moody’s work. I am well aware that the
topic can easily raise theological hackles, and I trust that what follows will
be taken as an attempt to understand the Word of God in the Scriptures, since
they alone can constitute our supreme authority in faith and in practice.

Perhaps an autobiographical word may be helpful as an introduction to
the subject. In 1969 I published a book entitled Kept by the Power of God
with the subtitle A Study of Perseverance and Falling Away.' The book was

'I. Howard Marshall, Kept by the Power of God: A Study of Perseverance and Falling
Away (London: Epworth Press, 1969).
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a shortened and somewhat simplified version of a thesis I had completed for
the University of Aberdeen six years earlier. I did not find it easy to interest
a publisher, a fact which may indicate that, quite apart from the shortcomings
of the book in itself, the topic was not one of general concern to the theolog-
ical public. The publisher for his part may have regretted his rashness in un-
dertaking the assignment; he did not print a lot of copies and not many of them
were sold, with the result that the book was withdrawn from circulation after
a comparatively short time. Yet it found one ‘‘convert.”” My friend, Profes-
sor Clark H. Pinnock, confessed that my book had exercised a decisive in-
fluence on his thinking in this area, and as a result of his enthusiasm in
exposing the North American evangelical constituency to its arguments the
book was republished with some slight revisions in 1975.2

The line of thought I developed was not, of course, original. The distin-
guished scholar whom we are honoring in this volume had come to-similar
conclusions at an earlier date. He in turn was dependent on the great Baptist
scholar, A. T. Robertson. He has developed his position in one of the chap-
ters of his comprehensive study of Christian doctrine, The Word of Truth.?
Another scholar who has also defended the same general position is Robert
Shank in his books Life in the Son* and Elect in the Son.> A similar position
was taken earlier by scholars of the Arminian persuasion, including John
Wesley.

The reaction of scholars in the strict Calvinist tradition is to reject the po-
sition of writers like Moody and myself. They find the position indefensible
on three grounds.

First, they regard the texts in the New Testament which appear to teach
the final security of the believer as representing the clear and central teaching
of Scripture. They say that other passages which may appear to teach differ-
ently, for example, by suggesting the possibility of apostasy, must be inter-
preted in line with the first texts on the grounds that scriptural teaching by
definition is consistent.

Second, the systematic formulation of Christian dogmatics by Calvinist
theologians leads to a set of basic and mutually related principles which in-
clude the final perseverance of the saints. If one grants that God determined
from all eternity to save the elect, then the final perseverance of the elect fol-
lows logically. Similarly, if it is agreed that Christ offered an efficacious sac-

Ibid., (Minneapolis MN: Bethany Fellowship, 1975).

3Dale Moody, The Word of Truth (Grand Rapids; William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1981) 348-65.

“Robert Shank, Life in the Son (Springfield MO: Westcott Publishers, 1961).
sIbid., Elect in the Son (Springfield MO: Westcott Publishers, 1970).




THE PROBLEM OF APOSTASY IN NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY 67

rifice and wrought a full salvation for the elect, then it is inconceivable that
this salvation does not contain the element of perseverance.

There is a third reason that is also important, although it does not stand
on the same level as the other two. This says that the thought is not congenial
that I, a believer, may possibly fall away from my faith and my hope of ul-
timate salvation. Modern sociological study has shown us how much we need
a sense of security if we are to cope with life and its problems, and the im-
portance of a secure basis for early life in the caring love of parents has re-
ceived the stress it deserves. If we need security on the human level, how
much more do we need to be able to trust in God to keep us for time and eter-
nity. How important it is that in our Christian life we have the security pro-
vided by God, and the knowledge that, whatever we do, nothing can separate
us from his love or thwart his purpose for our lives.

Here, then, are three strong reasons for (1) criticizing a position which
acknowledges the danger of falling away from the faith, and (2) for arguing
that it rests on an unacceptable and false interpretation of Scripture. Some
Calvinists will reject the position more or less out of hand. Others, however,
recognize a genuine problem of biblical interpretation. Here, special mention
must be made of two scholars. The one is Donald A. Carson, whose book,
Divine Sovereignty and Human Responsibility: Biblical Perspectives in Ten-
sion, published in 1981, tackles the problem with particular reference to the
Gospel of John and at a profound and scholarly level.®. The other is Judy
Gundry-Volf, whose dissertation on the problem of perseverance in the writ-
ings of Paul, although not yet published, bids fair to be the most detailed and
acute study of the topic thus far.’

What follows now is an attempt to look again at apostasy from an exe-
getical point of view using Moody’s contribution as a starting point. In the
course of the discussion I shall, for sake of convenience, refer to theologians
who believe in the final perseverance of the elect as ‘‘Calvinists.’” I shall re-
fer to those who do not accept this doctrine in the way in which it was for-
mulated at Dort® as ‘‘non-Calvinists,’” since many of us who are unhappy with
Dort are not happy to be lumped together as ‘‘ Arminians.’’

‘Donald A. Carson, Divine Sovereignty and Human Responsibility: Biblical Perspectives
on Tension (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1981).

"Judy Gundry-Volf, ‘‘Perseverance and Falling Away in Paul’s Thought,’’ (Inaugural-
Dissertation zur Erlangung des Doktorwiirde der Evangelisch-theologischen Fakultit an der
Eberhard-Karls-Universitit zu Tiibingen, 1987).

8At the 1618-1619 church synod held at Dort in the Netherlands the doctrines of the Re-
monstrants (the followers of Jacob Arminius) were condemned in a statement which outlined
five key doctrines of Calvinism: the total depravity of mankind; God’s unconditional election
of those whom he chooses to save; the limitation of the saving efficacy of the atonement to the
elect; the irresistibility of God’s grace in saving the elect; and the infallible preservation of the
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While it is true that an important part of my own upbringing has been in
the Methodist Church, I am by no means a ‘‘dyed-in-the-wool’’ Methodist
and I owe a great deal to Christians in many other churches. My primary loy-
alty is to the Word of God written in Scripture and not to any human denom-
ination or theological group. My concern, therefore, is to establish what
Scripture actually says, and I am grateful for the impulses from theologians
of all camps who open my eyes to see things that otherwise any personal bias
might prevent me from seeing. I hope that it is not inappropriate for me to
regard it as part of my theological task to help other people to shed their
blinders.

SOME MORAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL PROBLEMS

First of all, however, let us mention briefly some of the theological and
philosophical problems that the issue raises.

The upholders of the possibility of apostasy are not of course unaware of
passages in Scripture which promise that God’s people will persevere, but
they make the point that these promises are for those who continue to abide
in Christ and keep on following the Lord. But the Calvinist will ask whether
that is an adequate form of assurance. It is some comfort to know that even
if I turn away from the Lord, I can always turn back to him and find him will-
ing to forgive. But knowing how fallible I am, I want the assurance that I can
never turn away from the Lord to such an extent that I cannot turn back to
him.

And here comes the problem. On the Calvinist view, the possibility of a
return means that the Lord himself must so work in my life that I am pre-
served from the possibility of falling away by his overruling of my sinful will.
Thus we find that perseverance depends on a divine determinism that over-
rules what I myself apparently do in freedom. And so, although the Lord may
let me fall into sin, he never lets me sin to such a degree that I become totally
deaf to his voice. He overrules my will so that I remain faithful. Indeed, he
overruled my will in the first instance, so that I freely turned to him and be-
came a believer.

To be sure, we all believe in the influence of the Holy Spirit in our hearts
to transform our stubborn, sinful wills, and we insist that ‘‘every thought of
holiness, and every victory won are his alone,’” but this way of looking at
things does raise some problems.

elect to final salvation. It is the last of these points which is under discussion in this essay, but
upholders of Dort would insist that all five points stand or fall together. For a brief account of
the Synod see (for example) W. Elwell, ed., Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (Grand Rap-
ids: Baker Book House, 1984) 331f.
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(1) The Calvinist position cannot explain why it is that the converted sin-
ner still sins some times and to some extent, and why God does not sanctify
him entirely at conversion. In effect, God is left deciding to allow the convert
to sin on some occasions (but never to the point of apostasy), and at other
times to do good.

(2) This means that in the end it is not the preaching or reading of God’s
Word or any other external means of warning and persuasion that ultimately
causes our salvation and holiness, but rather salvation all depends on the se-
cret influence of the Spirit of God on our wills in accordance with a divine
plan.

(3)Consequently, the Calvinist view deprives the individual of real will
power. When the person does wrong, it is because evil has control of him,
rather than God. He is reduced to a mere automaton, apparently free to choose,
but in reality at the mercy of the power of evil or the power of good. How-
ever, the believer does not know this, and perhaps it does not matter, because
he acts as though he were free. The Calvinist can thus insist that divine de-
terminism and human freedom are compatible. However, this view does seem
to deny the reality of the personhood of God’s creatures. Above all, it does
not do justice to those passages in Scripture which clearly show that God treats
people as free agents, able to decide for themselves.

(4) The Calvinist position also has serious consequences for the doctrine
of God, for it considers the individual’s conversion purely an arbitrary act of
God. The convert had been a sinner because sin had taken control of him—
he had been dead in trespasses and sins from the time of his conception. But
God acted to take control of his life and to deliver him from sin. However,
no reason can be assigned as to why God chooses some individuals and re-
jects others (or, if you prefer, passes them by). Thus the problem is that God
appears to be capricious in granting his love. He may be steadfast in his love
to the elect, but his choice of the elect is arbitrary. Of course, one may reply
that God is free to show or to withhold mercy as he chooses, and so he is. But
is it just to show mercy only to some? Shall not the judge of all the earth do
right?

(5) Finally, there is a philosophical problem in that this view presents God
as the prisoner of his own predestining purpose. Were it merely a case of God’s
determining what other persons do, the problem would not be so great. In
fact, however, predestination affects not only what God’s creatures do but
also what he himself does in relation to them. God decides whether or not he
will act to save them. A solution to this problem may be to say that within
God purposing and acting occur simultaneously since God is outside time,
and therefore the idea that God first purposes and then acts is a mistaken one.
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But the determinist view does seem to me to make God the prisoner of his
own will.?

The effect of these comments is to suggest that in the concept of predes-
tination (whereby everything we do is predetermined) the basis of final per-
severance contains moral and logical difficulties and leads to antinomies.

On the other hand, the non-determinist view also has problems. It does
not explain how it is that God undoubtedly moves us at times by the working
of his Spirit independently of our own wills. Also, it has to come to terms
with those passages in Scripture which suggest that salvation from start to fin-
ish is the work of God who acts according to his own will. The non-deter-
minist position also shares with the determinist view the problem of explaining
the relation of God to evil.

Thus there are problems for both Calvinists and for non-Calvinists. I be-
lieve that these difficulties are inherent in any attempt to explain both the ac-
tions of God, who is not bound by time and space, and the way in which his
actions impinge upon the world he created. Even though we cannot under-
stand in principle how the eternal God functions to cause events in this world,
I have the impression that the Calvinist has the greater set of problems. How-
ever, [ am not philosopher enough to take the matter any further, and there-
fore I would not want overly to emphasize the fact that I find the greater
difficulties in the Calvinist position.

WARNINGS AND ENCOURAGEMENTS TO PERSEVERE

I therefore turn to the area where I feel more at home, namely asking what
the New Testament says. A brief review of the textual material discussed by
Moody affords a good starting point for this investigation.

In regard to the Gospels Moody is content to appeal to Luke 8:9-15. He
is on strong ground in this passage. The interpretation of the Parable of the
Sower indicates that there are people who receive the Word but do not per-
severe or continue in faith. Commentators have seen two ways to apply the
lesson of the parable. On the one hand, it may be seen as a warning to its
hearers to beware of the temptations to give up believing and to stand firm
against them. On the other hand, it may be seen as an explanation for the dis-
ciples of what will happen to different groups of people who respond to their
mission. Either way we have a clear warning against the danger and therefore
the possibility of accepting the Word and falling away.

There are various ways of avoiding this conclusion.

°For a fuller discussion of some of these points, see C. H. Pinnock, ed., Grace Unlimited
(Minneapolis: Bethany Fellowship, 1975).
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(1) It can be argued that the presence of this and similar warnings in
Scripture is part of the means by which God effectually keeps believers from
falling away. The purpose of a warning such as this is not to describe actual
cases of believers falling away but to describe the fate of hypothetical apos-
tates in such terms that all believers who hear will be persuaded to remain in
the faith. In other words, one of the means by which God enables his elect to
persevere is through warning them in ways like this.

Now, if one holds that these warnings work in this way, one must also
hold that God creates in the elect the correct response to these warnings and
that his hidden action in the heart is what leads to perseverance in the end of
the day.

But where is the evidence that this is the actual intent of Scriptures such
as the present one? And is it not unreal to paint a picture of the fate of hy-
pothetical apostates when such people do not and cannot exist?

(2) It can be argued that the descriptions of people who fall away are in
every case descriptions of people who had never in fact believed. They may
have accepted the message with joy, but they did not believe. However, this
explanation comes to grief on the wording in Luke. The presence of the word
‘‘believe’” in verse 13 and the contrast with verse 12 indicate that these are
people who believe for a time. It is necessary, therefore, to claim that a dis-
tinction may be drawn between real and temporary or half-hearted belief. Or
the distinction is between those who merely believe on a human level and those
in whose hearts the Spirit kindles true belief. However it be expressed, this
interpretation would be that such passages as the present one do not describe
the elect but rather those whose faith was never of the saving variety.

Of these alternatives the second would appear to be the easier to defend.
But let us note clearly what is happening. What this exegesis amounts to is
that Luke teaches that a person will not be saved unless his faith is marked,
positively, by holding fast the Word, bearing fruit and demonstrating endur-
ance, and, negatively, by not ceasing to believe in times of temptation or by
not yielding to temptations. In other words, the parable is about the attitudes
that believers must show: they are commanded to persevere, and they are told
that, if they do not, they will be lost, just like those people who never be-
lieved at all. Thus, in the end of the day it will be seen that they did not have
saving faith, since their faith did not last and was not strong enough to over-
come temptation. It would appear, however, that up to that point they did be-
lieve.

The parable says that saving faith is persevering faith. But this surely car-
ries the implication that at any given moment it is impossible to say of a per-
son that he has saving faith; the only proof of saving faith is that the person
persevered in the faith and died believing. (We can ignore the problem of
people who died at a point when it was not possible for them any longer to
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demonstrate conscious faith. No one is going to deny salvation to such peo-
ple)

If we put the point in thisway, we have stated precisely what the defender
of the possibility of apostasy is stating. For the parable does not teach that
people will infalibly perseverein faith; it simply describes the fact that there
are people who do. Certainly | cannot look at my faith at this moment and
say, "Yes, sofa my faith haslasted, withstood temptation and brought forth
fruit, and therefore | can be confident of my future salvation,” for | do not
know what tomorrow will bring—at least so far asthis parable is concerned.

The Calvinist interpreter, then, is saying: people who do not bring forth
fruit and persevere show that they were not of the elect and that they never
had saving faith. A typica presentation of the position is: "Men must hold
themselves responsible to persevere; but if they do so, it is God's grace up-
holding them; while if they fal away, they demonstrate that they were not
true disciples in thefirst place."*® The non-Calvinist says: if people wish to
atain to final salvation, they must persevere in faith, and only at the end will
it be seen whether they persevered. For the Calvinist there isaquality in the
initial faith which guarantees perseverance (or, God who inspired the faith
will enable it to persevere), so that we can say that such aperson was and is
"a true disciple." The non-Calvinist, while not disputing that one can dis-
tinguish broadly between nomina and true believers, insists that persever-
ance isnot o much aquality inherent in true faith at the point of conversion,
asit issmply the lastingness of faith that is shown from moment to moment
throughout the Chrigtian life.

Thus one can read the parable from aCalvinist perspective. But one must
insist: (a) that this perspective is not necessary for understanding the parable
in itsdlf; (b) that the parable (and similar teaching) does not prove the Cal-
vinist interpretation.

Hence such a parable as this does not teach fina perseverance. To the
Calvinist and the non-Calvinist believer alike it says: seethat you persevere!
Of itsdf it does not convey to the believer the assurance that he will persev-
ere. We shdl find that thisistrue for the "warning" passages in general.

Moody briefly notes two passages in Acts which favor hisposition. One
isthe Ananias and Sapphira story (Acts 5:1-11). However, | do not think that
any conclusions regarding the ultimate fate of the two sinners can be drawn
from this passage. The Acts 20:30 text is awarning to the church that fierce
wolves will draw disciples away after them. Again, the Calvinist may claim
that those who are drawn away were not "true" disciples, but in order to do
S0 it is necessary to demonstrate that Luke (or Paul) distinguishes between
true and seeming disciples.

Car son, Divine Sovereignty and Human Responsibility, 195; italics aremine.



