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DEDICATION

To every believer who has ever looked honestly at the distance between who they are and who Christ is — and refused to look away.

To the ones who have tried and fallen and gotten up and tried again. To the ones who are fighting for every step. To the ones who have been in the church so long they forgot to come home. To the ones who came from the far country and are still learning what home feels like.

You are sealed. You are held. The blood has covered what the flesh just did. The hands have not opened. The goal is still ahead of you.

Now — abide. Walk. Go again.
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A note on the writing process: the research, theological positions, pastoral judgments, and convictions in this book are entirely my own, developed over thirty-five years of ministry and study. In preparing this manuscript, I made use of AI writing assistance to help shape and format the Socratic dialogue structure. The ideas are mine. The process used available tools. I mention this not as a disclaimer but as a matter of honest dealing with my readers.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Note to the Reader
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This is not a typical book about the Christian life. There are no numbered steps, no thirty-day programs, no guaranteed results if you follow the formula correctly. What you are holding is a conversation — a long, honest, sometimes heated conversation between five people who care deeply about one question: What does it actually mean to be a New Creation living in flesh stained with sin, and what do we do about it?

The format is Socratic dialogue — a conversation guided by questions rather than driven by lecture. Socrates, the ancient philosopher, sits at the table not as a theologian but as a guide. He holds no doctrinal position of his own. His job is to ask the question that everyone else is dancing around, to slow the conversation when something important has just been said, and to keep four very different people moving toward a destination rather than circling the same arguments indefinitely.

The four people at the table with Socrates represent four genuine and seriously held theological positions on how a believer is conformed to the image of Christ. They are fictional characters — but each one is built from the bones of a real historical tradition and a real historical voice: John Owen for the Reformed and Puritan position, John Wesley for the Wesleyan-Holiness position, Andrew Murray for the Keswick and abiding position, and the Provisionist cooperative grace position that I hold and have held for more than thirty-five years of pastoral ministry.

Two kinds of discussion are happening simultaneously throughout this book. The five at the table are working through the doctrine — arguing, agreeing, pressing, discovering. And four real human lives are being examined in the light of that doctrine: Marcus, Rachel, Thomas, and Lydia. You will meet them before the first dialogue begins. They are the reason the theology matters. They are the people in the pews, in the offices, in the living rooms — genuinely saved, genuinely struggling, genuinely asking what to do next. Both the doctrine and the lives matter. Neither is decoration.

A word about how to read the back-and-forth. The dialogue is meant to be read the way you would listen to a real conversation — tracking not just what is said but what is happening beneath what is said. When Socrates interrupts, something important just happened. When two characters unexpectedly agree, pay attention to where they are standing when they agree. When the table gets quiet, sit in the quiet for a moment before turning the page.

This book will not resolve every disagreement between these four theological positions. It is not meant to. What it is meant to do is give every person who reads it — whatever soil condition they are currently in, whatever far country they came from — a clearer picture of what God is doing in them and what their genuine part in that work actually is.

Bring your own honest experience to this table. That is all that is required.

Dennis R. Piearcy
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The Ground Rules of the Table
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Before anyone sits down, Socrates speaks.

* * *
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I have convened many conversations in my time, and I have learned that a conversation without rules is not a conversation — it is a contest. And a contest produces a winner and a loser, which is precisely what we do not need here. What we need is something rarer: a genuine encounter between serious people who disagree, governed by a commitment to following the argument wherever it leads.

Before we begin, five rules. I will hold everyone at this table to them, including myself.

Rule One

Speak from your own conviction, not just your tradition. I am not interested in what John Owen said or what John Wesley wrote or what Andrew Murray believed, except insofar as those voices have shaped what you yourself actually believe and why. The tradition is your background, not your shield. Tell me what you think — and why you think it.

Rule Two

Respond to what was actually said, not to what you expected someone from that tradition to say. I have watched too many conversations fail because each person was arguing against a position no one at the table actually held. Listen before you answer. If you are not sure you heard correctly, ask. Refuting a position your opponent does not hold is not a victory — it is a waste of everyone’s time.

Rule Three

Follow the argument where it leads, even if it is uncomfortable. We are not here to protect our positions — we are here to find what is true. If the argument leads somewhere you did not expect to go, go there. If it leads somewhere that requires you to acknowledge a weakness in your own position, acknowledge it. Intellectual honesty is not weakness. It is the only road to genuine understanding.

Rule Four

When you agree, say so. Agreement is not weakness and it is not betrayal of your tradition. It is how we know we are making progress. The person who cannot agree with anything their opponent says has decided to win before the conversation begins — and that person is not welcome at this table.

Rule Five

I reserve the right to stop the conversation and ask everyone to slow down. When something important has just been said — something that deserves more than a quick rebuttal and a pivot to the next argument — I will stop the table. We will sit with it. We will not rush past what matters simply because we are uncomfortable.

Those are the rules. Now — sit down. We have a great deal to talk about.
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Meet the Characters at the Table
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Socrates — The Questioner and Guide

The ancient philosopher needs no introduction — but his role at this particular table does. Socrates holds no theological position of his own. He is not Reformed, not Wesleyan, not Keswick, not Provisionist. What he is, is relentlessly curious and constitutionally incapable of letting a bad argument go unchallenged or a good one go unnoticed. He will probe. He will expose contradiction. He will name what is happening beneath the surface of what is being said. He will slow the table when something important deserves more than a passing acknowledgment. And he will keep four very different people moving toward a destination rather than circling the same ground indefinitely.

He is not neutral — he cares deeply that truth is found and that it lands in a real life. But he will not find it for anyone. He knows about Marcus and Rachel and Thomas and Lydia, and he will bring their lives to the table whenever the theology needs a face.

Christian — The Provisionist Pastor

Christian is a Southern Baptist pastor with more than thirty-five years of expository ministry. He has preached through most of the New Testament and sat with enough struggling believers to know that a theology which cannot survive contact with real life is not worth much to anyone. He preaches from the New King James Version exclusively.

His position is this: he is positionally clothed in Christ — blood-washed, complete, and settled. He is a genuine New Creation living in flesh stained with sin. He is sealed by the Spirit, held in Christ’s hands and the Father’s hands, working out his salvation through abiding in Christ and walking in the Spirit — not in fear but in safety and hope. He does not lie awake wondering whether he is truly elect or whether he might lose his salvation. Those questions are answered. The energy that other positions spend on those questions, he has redirected entirely into the walk itself.

He claims much of the Puritan’s pastoral method — the careful diagnosis of specific sins, the prescription of specific means of grace, the deep seriousness about remaining corruption — while standing on cooperative grace ground rather than sovereign election ground.

Nathaniel Ward — The Reformed Puritan Pastor

Nathaniel is a Presbyterian pastor from a historic New England congregation — third generation ministry family, educated at a Reformed seminary steeped in the Westminster Confession. His study walls are lined with the Puritans. He keeps a spiritual journal, examining his own soul weekly for evidence of mortification and growth. He has counseled hundreds of people through what John Owen called the dangerous and soul-destroying effects of unmortified sin.

His conviction is straightforward: the New Creation is real, but remaining corruption is equally real and equally dangerous. You do not drift into Christlikeness. You kill sin deliberately, daily, by the Spirit’s power working through strenuous and specific effort. His particular burden is assurance — the Calvinist’s fear of false profession — and he has spent decades helping people examine whether their faith is genuine. He draws primarily from John Owen’s Mortification of Sin, Communion with God, and On the Holy Spirit.

Eleanor Grace Whitfield — The Wesleyan-Holiness Teacher

Eleanor is a pastor’s wife and lay theologian from a Wesleyan-Holiness congregation shaped by camp meeting revivals and John Wesley’s class meeting accountability format. She grew up hearing testimonies of entire sanctification at summer camp meetings and experienced her own crisis of entire consecration in her thirties — a definitive moment after which she testifies the inward pull toward sin was fundamentally different.

She believes the blood of Christ is powerful enough to cleanse not just the guilt of sin but the bent toward it — and she will press every person at the table on why they are settling for less than what the blood has purchased. She draws from Wesley’s A Plain Account of Christian Perfection and his Sermons on Several Occasions. She carries the Wesleyan concern about apostasy and has had to work through what genuine assurance looks like within her framework.

James Calloway — The Keswick Contemplative Pastor

James is a nondenominational pastor with deep roots in the nineteenth century Keswick Convention tradition — the annual British gathering that shaped Andrew Murray, Hudson Taylor, F.B. Meyer, and Handley Moule. He spent two years at a Christian retreat and spiritual formation center before entering pastoral ministry. His preaching is warm, unhurried, and saturated with abiding language.

He believes the Christian life is fundamentally about receiving, not achieving — the New Creation life is Christ’s life expressed through the surrendered vessel. He is gently but persistently suspicious of striving in both Nathaniel’s mortification language and Christian’s walking language. He draws from Andrew Murray’s Abide in Christ, With Christ in the School of Prayer, and Humility. He carries his own quiet fear — whether his surrender is complete enough — and has had to learn to keep his eyes on Christ rather than on the quality of his own yielding.
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A Word About the Texts and Traditions
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All Scripture in this book is quoted from the New King James Version. This is not accidental. The NKJV preserves the formal equivalence and dignity of the Received Text tradition while remaining accessible to the contemporary reader. When the characters at the table quote Scripture, they quote it exactly as it appears in the NKJV.

Three historical voices anchor the three non-Provisionist positions at the table. They are not characters in the dialogue — they are the theological fathers whose work has formed the characters who are. They are referenced throughout and introduced briefly here.

John Owen (1616–1683)

English Puritan theologian, pastor, and Vice-Chancellor of Oxford University under Oliver Cromwell. Owen is widely regarded as the greatest English theologian of the seventeenth century and the Puritans’ most rigorous analyst of the Christian soul. His Mortification of Sin remains the most demanding treatment of how the believer actively engages remaining corruption. His Communion with God describes the believer’s fellowship with each Person of the Trinity as the heart of the Christian life. His On the Holy Spirit grounds all sanctification in the Spirit’s person and work. He appears throughout the dialogue through Nathaniel Ward.

John Wesley (1703–1791)

Anglican clergyman, founder of the Methodist movement, and the greatest evangelical theologian of entire sanctification. His A Plain Account of Christian Perfection is the fullest and most careful statement of his doctrine of perfect love — the possibility that the carnal nature can be so cleansed by grace that love becomes the governing and dominant reality of the inner life. His class meeting system created the template for small group discipleship accountability still used in countless churches today. He appears throughout the dialogue through Eleanor Grace Whitfield.

Andrew Murray (1828–1917)

South African Dutch Reformed pastor, prolific devotional writer, and the greatest popularizer of the Keswick abiding tradition. His Abide in Christ remains the definitive devotional treatment of John 15 and the believer’s union with Christ through sustained remaining. His Humility presents Christlikeness as the natural fruit of the abiding life. His With Christ in the School of Prayer connects abiding and intercession. He appears throughout the dialogue through James Calloway.

A note on the Puritan tradition of soul care: the Puritans were the first systematic pastoral counselors in church history — diagnosing specific conditions of the soul, prescribing specific remedies from Scripture and the means of grace, and taking the individual’s particular struggles with far more seriousness than most of their contemporaries. This tradition appears across the dialogue as a resource that multiple characters draw from — particularly Christian and Nathaniel — from different theological ground.
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Meet the Four: The Prodigals We Will Walk With
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Before the dialogue begins, you need to know four people. They are not at the table — but they are the reason the table exists. They are the people the theology is for. They will appear at the beginning of every section, and the five at the table will return to them whenever the argument needs a face.

There are two ways to be a prodigal. You can leave the father’s house and travel to the far country where everyone can see you are gone — where the waste is visible, the pigpen is real, and the bottom is undeniable. Or you can stay in the father’s house your entire life — in the pew, in the kitchen, in the committee meeting — and never truly come home. Jesus told us about both kinds. We are going to walk with four people — two who left visibly and two who never left the building — and watch what happens when all four of them finally come home and begin the long journey of becoming like the Father they returned to.

The far country takes different forms for different people. For some it is the world that told them truth is personal, authority is oppression, and the body is theirs to spend however they choose. For others it is the world that told them correct doctrine, conservative values, and faithful church service were close enough to the real thing that they never noticed the difference. Both are far countries. Both produce prodigals. Both are reached by the same Father running down the same road. And both kinds of prodigal have specific things to unlearn when they come home — not just specific sins to put off, but specific frameworks of belief and identity that the Spirit is going to have to work through as genuinely as He works through anything else.

* * *
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Marcus

The Prodigal Who Went Far Away — Male

Marcus grew up on the edges of church — a mother who believed, a father who didn’t, a house divided by that fault line in ways that left him with enough religion to feel guilty and not enough root to hold him. By his late teens he had moved into a world that offered him a complete alternative framework: truth is what you make it, authority exists to be questioned, the body is yours to spend however you choose, and anyone who tells you otherwise is trying to control you. He did not walk away from faith so much as he walked toward a world that made faith seem irrelevant and a little embarrassing.

The far country for Marcus was specific: substances that started as freedom and became necessity, relationships that were never really about love, a decade of choices that compounded on each other until the consequences were larger than he could manage alone. The world that had told him he was free had delivered him to a pigpen he had helped build one autonomous choice at a time. He came to Christ at thirty-four in a hospital waiting room — his own name on the wristband, nobody in the chairs beside him. The prayer was not eloquent. The theology was thin. But something happened that night that Marcus cannot explain and does not try to. He simply says: I came home.

He is two years in now. The new birth is genuine — he knows it in his bones. But he carries the full weight of a world that shaped him before he knew it was doing it. The grooves are deep. The old life has old friends and old pulls that know exactly where to find him. He is learning what abiding means from scratch — nobody in his world taught him — and walking in the Spirit is something he is figuring out one stumbling step at a time. He carries an enormous gratitude and a genuine fear: not that God has let him go, but that the grooves might be too deep to ever run in another direction. He does not yet know that the grooves of grace run deeper than anything the flesh carved. He is going to find out.

What Marcus needs from the table: A theology that is honest about how deep the flesh goes and how real the fight is — but that gives him ground to stand on after he loses a round. Safety and hope not as permission but as foundation.

* * *
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Rachel

The Prodigal Who Went Far Away — Female

Rachel’s far country was not substances or obvious rebellion. It was the search for love in every place that could not give it. She grew up in a home where love was conditional and approval was scarce, and she moved into a world that offered her a different story: your identity is yours to construct, your body is your own, relationships are about what you get from them, and the shame you feel is a religious lie designed to keep you small. She believed it — not because she was foolish, but because the alternative required trusting a Father she had not yet met.

She spent her twenties trying to fill the space with relationships that took more than they gave and left her progressively less of herself. The far country’s promises about identity and empowerment turned out to be the cruelest lie of all — because they were delivered in the language of freedom while producing a bondage that went all the way down to who she believed she was. She came to Christ at twenty-nine through a woman at work who loved her without agenda for two years before Rachel could believe that was real. The conversion was quiet but genuine — a slow thawing rather than a dramatic crisis.

She has been a believer for eighteen months and is still learning that the New Creation declaration applies to her specifically — that the old things that passed away include the identity the far country built, the shame of what she did and what was done to her, the voice that tells her she is too broken for the new thing to fully take hold. She is making progress. She is in a women’s discipleship group. She reads the Word with a hunger that surprises her. But abiding is complicated for Rachel because it requires receiving love she spent her whole life reaching for and never finding — and learning to simply stay in the presence of Someone who is not going to leave is harder than it sounds when leaving is all you have ever known.

What Rachel needs from the table: A theology that speaks to identity and not just behavior — that addresses the shame layer beneath the sin layer — and that gives her a portrait of the New Creation strong enough to argue down the voice of the old one.

* * *
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Thomas

The Prodigal Who Never Left the Building — Male

Thomas never left. That is the thing that makes his story harder to tell and harder to recognize. He was in church every Sunday from the time he could walk — raised right, taught well, confirmed at thirteen, deacon at thirty-two. He knew the Bible with genuine competence. He served with genuine faithfulness. He gave with genuine consistency. From every angle that the church uses to assess such things, Thomas was exactly what a Christian man was supposed to look like. His world reinforced this at every turn: right doctrine, right values, right politics, right behavior. The conservative Christian culture he inhabited did not lie to him the way the far country lied to Marcus — but it offered him something equally dangerous: the assurance that doing the right things was the same as being the right thing.

He came to genuine faith at forty-one. Which means he spent twenty-eight years inside the father’s house in the far country of religious performance — building a life of spiritual competence that was not the same thing as knowing the Father, serving a church he loved without ever having genuinely abided in the Christ the church was built around. The reckoning came quietly — not a crisis, not a collapse, but a Sunday morning when he sat in the third pew from the front and realized with terrible clarity that the sermon was describing a relationship he had never actually had. Everything he had done had been real. None of it had been that.

He has been genuinely saved for three years now and the journey is disorienting in ways he did not expect. The habits of religious performance are deeply grooved — he still reaches for activity when intimacy is what is needed, still manages when he should be abiding, still leads when he should be following. His older brother disease shows up as a subtle resentment toward people like Marcus whose dramatic conversion seems to produce more visible grace than Thomas’s quiet decades of faithful service ever did. His fear is not that he will lose his salvation — it is that he wasted the years he cannot get back, and that the performance habits are so deeply grooved he cannot always tell when he is genuinely abiding and when he is just doing the religious equivalent of what he has always done.

What Thomas needs from the table: A theology that speaks to the prodigal who never left — that names the far country of religious performance honestly — and that shows him what genuine abiding looks like for a man whose entire spiritual vocabulary has been built around doing rather than being.

* * *
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Lydia

The Prodigal Who Never Left the Building — Female

Lydia has been in church her entire life and has the service record to prove it. Sunday school teacher for fifteen years. Meals for every family in crisis. First to arrive, last to leave. The kind of woman every church depends on and almost no church stops to ask how she is actually doing. She grew up in a world that honored this — the conservative Christian woman who holds things together, who says yes, who sacrifices, who serves. It was not a lie exactly. Service is a good thing. Faithfulness is a good thing. But the world she inhabited never taught her the difference between serving from fullness and serving from a need to earn what she already had. She said yes so many times and so automatically that she stopped noticing she was doing it. It was just who she was.

She came to genuine faith at thirty-eight during a season when her body finally said no before her will did — a health crisis that removed her from every committee and class and kitchen rotation for four months and left her alone with a Bible and a silence she did not know what to do with. In that silence something happened. She realized she did not know how to simply be with Christ — only how to work for Him. She realized the serving had been filling a space that was meant for something else entirely. She realized she was the older sister — in the house, faithful, present, giving — and profoundly, quietly, invisible-to-herself lost.

She has been genuinely walking with Christ for two years now and she is learning that abiding is not the opposite of serving but the source of it — and the difference between the two is everything. Her older sister disease still surfaces as exhaustion when she serves from emptiness, as comparison when Rachel’s story of dramatic grace gets more tears than Lydia’s quiet decades of faithful showing up, and as a bitterness she is only beginning to name honestly because it was dressed so convincingly as concern for the church. Her fear is that she has not surrendered enough, prayed enough, been faithful enough — that there is some deeper level of consecration she keeps missing. She is going to learn that what she has been missing is not more effort but the rest she has been afraid to take.

What Lydia needs from the table: A theology that speaks to the woman who has been serving in the father’s house without ever sitting at the Father’s feet — that names the difference between religious activity and genuine abiding — and that gives her permission to rest without guilt and serve from fullness rather than from fear.
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Introduction
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The Question That Brought Us to the Table

Socrates speaks.

* * *
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I have a question. It is not a complicated question — not in its surface form. But I have found, in long experience with serious people, that the questions which appear simple are usually the ones with the most underneath them. So I will ask it plainly and then we will spend the rest of our time together discovering what is actually underneath it.

Here is the question: You have received Christ. Something genuine happened. You were told you are a New Creation — that old things have passed away and all things have become new. You were told you are sealed by the Spirit, held in Christ’s hands and the Father’s hands, clothed in His righteousness, covered by His blood. You believe this. And yet —

You still sin. You still struggle. The flesh still makes its argument every morning and some mornings it wins. Some seasons the fruit is thin. Some years the distance between who you are and who Christ is feels larger rather than smaller. Some believers in your church look nearly nothing like the Christ they profess. Some of them look remarkably like Him. And the difference between the two does not always correlate with how long they have been saved or how much they know or how hard they have tried.

What is happening — and what do we do about it?

That is the question that has brought five of us to this table. And I will tell you from the beginning that we do not all agree on the answer. The four people sitting with me have each spent decades thinking seriously about this question and have arrived at genuinely different conclusions about the mechanism of conformity to Christ’s image, the role of the believer’s will in that process, the ceiling of what sanctification can achieve in this life, and what to say to the person sitting in your office who has tried everything and still keeps falling.

The disagreements are real and I will not pretend otherwise. But I have also found, in long experience with serious disagreements, that the areas of genuine agreement are equally real and equally important — and they are usually discovered only by people who are willing to sit at the same table long enough to get past the positions to the people holding them.

Before I introduce the four at this table, I want you to know about four others.

Marcus came to Christ two years ago from a world that had told him truth was personal, authority was oppression, and the body was his to spend however he chose. He spent a decade in a far country that delivered exactly what it promised — freedom — and then showed him what that freedom cost. He is two years in and the grooves of the old life run deep. He is fighting for every step.

Rachel came to Christ eighteen months ago from a world that promised her identity and love and delivered devastation instead. She came back carrying wounds that go deeper than sin — they go to the question of who she is. She is learning, slowly and with great courage, that the New Creation declaration might actually include her.

Thomas has been genuinely saved for three years — after spending twenty-eight years in the far country of religious performance inside the father’s house. He was the deacon, the faithful attender, the correct believer, the dependable servant. He came to genuine faith on a Sunday morning when he realized the sermon was describing a relationship he had never actually had. He is three years in and the performance habits are only beginning to loosen.

Lydia has been genuinely walking with Christ for two years — after spending thirty-eight years in the far country of faithful service inside the father’s house. She came to genuine faith during four months of illness that removed her from every activity and left her alone with a silence she did not know how to fill. In that silence she discovered she did not know how to simply be with Christ. Only how to work for Him.

These four people will be with us throughout this conversation. They are the reason the theology matters. Every time the argument threatens to become purely abstract, I will bring one of them back to the table. Because the question we are asking is not an academic question. It is the question Marcus is asking at six in the morning when the old pull comes. It is the question Rachel is asking when the shame voice gets loud. It is the question Thomas is asking when he cannot tell if he is genuinely abiding or just doing the religious version of what he has always done. It is the question Lydia is asking when she says yes to the committee meeting again and does not know why she cannot stop.

Now let me introduce the four at the table.

Christian is a Southern Baptist pastor with more than thirty-five years of expository ministry. He holds what is called the Provisionist position — cooperative grace, genuine free will, the believer genuinely choosing to abide and walk. He will tell you he is sealed by the Spirit, held in Christ’s hands and the Father’s hands, and that this security does not produce passivity — it produces the ground from which genuine effort becomes possible. He claims much of what the Puritans said about the soul while standing on different theological ground. He is the one I expect to be most useful to Marcus and Rachel and Thomas and Lydia — which is why I will press him hardest.

Nathaniel Ward is a Presbyterian pastor from a historic New England congregation who has spent his life inside the Reformed and Puritan tradition. He will tell you that the dominion of sin is broken but remaining corruption is real and dangerous, that you kill sin deliberately and specifically, and that John Owen is still the clearest guide to what that actually looks like. He carries his own weight — the Calvinist’s burden of assurance — and it has made him one of the most honest people I have sat with.

Eleanor Grace Whitfield is a Wesleyan-Holiness teacher who experienced entire sanctification in her thirties and has been pressing every believer she meets toward the same ever since. She is warm and hopeful and not naive. She believes the blood has purchased more than most people are living in. She will press the table on that — gently, persistently, and with more pastoral experience than most people give her credit for.

James Calloway is a contemplative pastor whose roots go deep into the Keswick Convention tradition and the work of Andrew Murray. He will tell you the answer is less effort and more surrender — that the branch does not produce fruit by trying but by staying. He is the quietest person at the table. He is also, I have found, the one most likely to say the thing that changes the direction of the entire conversation.

The ground rules are posted. The chairs are set. Marcus and Rachel and Thomas and Lydia are waiting for an answer.

We begin.
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Section One
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The Ground We Are Working With

Primary Text: Matthew 13:1–23

The Parable of the Four Soils

Historical Voice: The Puritan Tradition of Soul Diagnosis

* * *
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Socrates Orientation 

Socrates speaks directly to the reader before the dialogue begins.

We are not here to debate who is saved. That question is settled before anyone sits down at this table, and it is settled before we look at a single one of our four people. Marcus is saved. Rachel is saved. Thomas is saved. Lydia is saved. The seed is real in all four of them. The Spirit has sealed them. The hands of Christ and the Father hold them. That is not what we are here to examine.

What we are here to examine is this: if you have spent any time at all among the people of God — and every person at this table has spent decades among them — you know that genuinely saved people look remarkably different from one another. Some are bearing fruit that is unmistakable and sustained. Some are struggling to produce anything at all. Some run hot and cold with the seasons of life. Some seem perpetually choked by a life they cannot quite lay down. The seed is the same. The sower is the same. The soil is different.

Jesus described all of this in a story about four kinds of ground. Most people who preach this parable — and I have heard it preached many times, in many forms — use it to distinguish the saved from the unsaved. The first three soils are the lost. The fourth is the found. It is a clean and understandable reading. There are good reasons for it.

We are going to look at both readings this morning — the traditional one and the one this table is going to use. We are going to examine them honestly before we decide which lens serves the question we are actually asking. Because before we can talk about how Marcus gets from where he is to where he is going — before we can talk about how any genuinely saved person conforms to the image of Christ — we need to agree on what we are actually looking at when we look at them.

Where we are going: By the end of this conversation the table must agree on what we are actually looking at when we look at a genuinely saved person who is not bearing the fruit their salvation was meant to produce. The diagnosis must come before the remedy. And the four soils are the best diagnostic map Jesus ever gave us.

* * *
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Marcus, Rachel, Thomas, and Lydia 

Marcus is two years in and the old soil is still packed hard in places. The Word goes in on Sunday and he means every response — but by Wednesday the old pull is loud again and he cannot always explain what happened to Sunday. He is good soil fighting to stay good soil.

Rachel is eighteen months in and is learning that the rocky places in her — the places where the shame lives, where the old voice is loudest — are exactly where the root needs to go deepest. She runs hot and cold depending on how much the old voice has been winning. She has more root than she knows.

Thomas has been genuinely saved for three years and is only now realizing that decades of religious activity produced a surface that looked exactly like good soil and functioned, in terms of genuine fruitfulness, like wayside ground. The Word went in every Sunday for twenty-eight years and came back out changed into something manageable and correct and entirely untransforming.

Lydia is two years in and discovering that the thorns in her soil are not the obvious ones. They are the good things — the service, the responsibility, the need to be needed — choking the fruit of genuine abiding. She cannot always tell the difference between the fruit of the Spirit and the fruit of her own determined faithfulness. They can look remarkably similar from the outside.

* * *
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The Dialogue 

SOCRATES: Before we go any further, I want to read you four verses. Matthew thirteen, verses three through eight. “Behold, a sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seed fell by the wayside; and the birds came and devoured them. Some fell on stony places, where they did not have much earth; and they immediately sprang up because they had no depth of earth. But when the sun was up they were scorched, and because they had no root they withered away. And some fell among thorns, and the thorns sprang up and choked them. But others fell on good ground and yielded a crop: some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.” Four soils. Four outcomes. Most of you have preached this passage. I want to know — before I tell you how we are going to use it — what do you do with the first three soils? Are they saved or lost?

NATHANIEL: The traditional reading is straightforward. The wayside hearer hears the Word but does not understand it — Satan takes it away. There is no reception, no root, no genuine response. The rocky hearer responds emotionally but has no root — falls away at the first persecution. The thorny hearer is choked by worldly concerns and produces nothing. All three represent different conditions of the unregenerate heart. The good soil is the genuinely saved person — and even there, the variation in fruitfulness has been discussed at length in the Reformed tradition.

ELEANOR: I agree with Nathaniel on the traditional reading. Jesus himself explains the first three soils in a way that suggests no genuine saving work has occurred. The wayside person does not understand. The rocky person has no root in himself. The thorny person produces no fruit to maturity. These look like descriptions of people who were never genuinely born again.

SOCRATES: Fair. And that is a defensible reading with a long history behind it. Christian, I notice you have been quiet. What do you do with the first three soils?

CHRISTIAN: I want to offer a different reading. Not to dismiss the traditional one — it has genuine exegetical support and I understand why it is the default. But I want to ask whether it serves the question we are actually sitting here to answer. Because if we use this parable only to distinguish saved from unsaved, we have used it as an evangelistic tool and set it aside. What I want to do is use it as a pastoral diagnostic — a map of the conditions that genuinely saved people can be in. And I think the text supports that.

NATHANIEL: You are saying the rocky hearer and the thorny hearer are genuinely saved?

CHRISTIAN: I am saying that genuinely saved people can be in rocky soil conditions and thorny soil conditions — and that the parable describes those conditions accurately enough to use them as a diagnostic. Paul calls the Corinthians carnal — babes in Christ — in First Corinthians three. They are not unbelievers. He is writing to the church. They are genuinely saved people whose soil condition is producing very little fruit. In First Corinthians fifteen, he says a man’s work may be burned up at the judgment but the man himself saved — yet so as through fire. That man produced nothing that survived. But he is saved. The seed was genuine. The soil condition was wrong.

ELEANOR: I see the point. And there is something important in it pastorally. I have sat with people who were genuinely saved and genuinely fruitless — and calling them unsaved did not help them. It just confused them.

SOCRATES: James, you have been listening carefully. What do you make of the two readings?

JAMES: What strikes me is this — in the traditional reading, the first three soils represent people who are outside the father’s house. In Christian’s reading, they represent people who are inside the father’s house but in very different conditions. And the question we are here to answer is not about the outside. Marcus and Rachel and Thomas and Lydia are all inside. The question is what their ground is like — and what needs to happen in it.

SOCRATES: That is exactly right. James has named what is at stake. If we use the traditional reading, we look at Marcus and say: good soil. He is saved. Full stop. If we use Christian’s reading, we look at Marcus and say: good soil, but what kind? Thirty-fold? Sixty-fold? A hundred-fold? And what is the difference — and how does a person move from thirty toward a hundred? That is the question this table exists to answer. So — for the purposes of this conversation, we are going to use Christian’s reading. Not because the traditional one is wrong, but because this one serves the question. Agreed?

NATHANIEL: Agreed, with the caveat that the traditional reading has genuine exegetical weight and we are not dismissing it — we are choosing a frame.

ELEANOR: Agreed.

JAMES: Agreed.

CHRISTIAN: Agreed. And grateful.

SOCRATES: Good. Now let us look at the four soils as four conditions of the genuinely saved believer. I want each of you to speak to one of them — and I want you to speak specifically. Not in the abstract. In Marcus. In Rachel. In Thomas. In Lydia. Nathaniel — the wayside soil. What is happening in that condition, and what does it look like in a genuinely saved person?

NATHANIEL: The wayside ground is packed hard. The Word goes in — or rather, it lands on the surface — and it does not penetrate. In a genuinely saved person, this condition looks like Thomas. He heard the Word every Sunday for twenty-eight years. He processed it correctly. He could repeat it, teach it, defend it. But it never penetrated to the place where transformation happens. The ground was not hostile to the Word — it simply never allowed the Word to go deep enough to do its work. Owen would say the Word was received in the understanding but never reached the affections. The head was engaged. The heart was bypassed.

CHRISTIAN: And the Puritan diagnostic tradition is exactly right about that. The question Owen would ask Thomas is not “Are you saved?” — that is settled. The question is: What is preventing the Word from reaching the affections? What has hardened this ground? And what specific thing needs to happen for it to break up? That is soul care. That is diagnosis before remedy.

SOCRATES: Nathaniel and Christian are agreeing. I want to slow down here because this does not always happen and it is worth noticing. Both of you are reaching for the Puritan diagnostic tradition — examine the specific condition of the ground, name it precisely, before prescribing anything. But you are reaching from different ground underneath. Nathaniel, what breaks up the wayside soil?

NATHANIEL: The plow of the Word, applied specifically and with conviction. God uses the preached Word, the Spirit’s conviction of specific sin, and often suffering — to break up ground that has been packed hard by years of surface engagement. For Thomas, the illness that removed everything was the plow. For someone else it might be a sermon that finally landed in the right place. For another it might be a loss that stripped away the performance layer and left him alone with the truth. The ground does not break itself. Something has to turn it.

CHRISTIAN: I agree entirely on the mechanism — the Word, the Spirit, suffering as God’s plow. Where I want to add something is on the ground beneath it. Thomas’s ground broke up when he genuinely chose to stop managing the Word and let it manage him. The plow came from outside — but the ground had to stop resisting it. That is a genuine act of his will, not a sovereign production of it. And it matters that it is genuine — because if it is not genuine, Thomas is not actually coming home. He is just adjusting his performance.

NATHANIEL: And I would say that genuine choice was itself
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