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      False Assurance

      Free Grace theology gives false assurance of eternal life to many people who profess faith in Christ but then show no evidence in their pattern of life.

      A. The result of the weakened Free Grace gospel is many unsaved people.

      The weakening of the gospel message that I discussed in the previous chapter should be a major concern for evangelical Christians today. In spite of the fact that some people come to genuine saving faith under Free Grace preaching, I am deeply concerned that such a weakened gospel message, which lacks any call for people to repent from their sins, will result—and has resulted—in many unsaved people who think they are saved. But they are not.

      If you ask them if they are sinners in need of salvation, they will agree. If you ask them if they believe that Jesus died to pay the penalty for their sins, they will agree. They heard that teaching in a church one time and decided that they thought it was true. They “changed their minds” about sin and about Christ and about their need for salvation. Intellectually they believed those things to be true facts about history and about themselves, and on this basis some Free Grace pastors and teachers have assured them that they are saved.

      But they have never truly repented from their sins. They are still lacking a necessary component of genuine saving faith, according to frequent and repeated New Testament presentations. They still lack genuine repentance, and so they have never had genuine New Testament faith. They are not born again. They are lost because of a weakened gospel message.

      Such people often wonder what is wrong with their Christian lives. Why do they not have the joy that they see in Christians around them? Why does the Bible never seem to make much sense? Why is prayer not very meaningful?

      Many of these people do not even go to church anymore, but they still think that they are saved, because, if you were to ask them, they would say that they think it is true that they are sinners in need of salvation, and they think it is true that Jesus died to pay for their sins. Therefore some Free Grace advocates have told them that they were already saved. Forever. And that is all they needed to hear. Now they can’t be bothered to go near a church. If a Free Grace pastor warns them that they are going to lose heavenly reward, and that they are “not living up to who they truly are,” they will just reason that everybody is going to be happy in heaven anyway, so why care? And they persist in their lives of sin. And they are lost.

      B. New Testament epistles frequently warn churchgoers that some of them might not be saved.

      The remedy for this situation, according to the New Testament, would be to ask churchgoers (and those who claim to be Christians but don’t go to church) to examine their lives to see if there has been a genuine change as a result of being born again. Authors of the New Testament epistles repeatedly write to various churches telling them that some patterns of conduct are evidence of being born again, but other patterns of life are inconsistent with the way a born-again Christian will act. They frequently warn people that if there has been no change in their pattern of life, they might not yet be truly saved.

      It is important to recognize that these warnings were written not to people outside the church but to people who would be listening to the New Testament epistles as they were read aloud in New Testament churches. The New Testament authors do not hesitate to warn their readers that some who are among them might not be saved. I expect that this is an unpopular teaching in many circles today, but I cannot see the New Testament as teaching anything else.

      The best-known passage on this subject is James 2, which says that “faith without works is dead”:

      What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him? If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things needed for the body, what good is that? So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead. (James 2:14–17)1

      If a person has no good works, if there is no change in his life, then he has “dead faith”—and verse 14 implies that that kind of faith cannot save a person, because James expects the answer no when he asks the question, “Can that faith save him?”2

      There are several other passages that likewise address listeners in congregations where these epistles were being read aloud. These additional passages also challenge churchgoing people to be sure that they have genuine, saving faith, not merely superficial intellectual agreement with the facts of the gospel:

      Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. (1 Cor. 6:9–11; Paul contrasts “the unrighteous” and “the saints” as two different groups in vv. 1–2)

      Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves. Or do you not realize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you?—unless indeed you fail to meet the test! (2 Cor. 13:5)

      Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. (Heb. 3:12)

      And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his commandments. Whoever says “I know him” but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him, but whoever keeps his word, in him truly the love of God is perfected. By this we may know that we are in him: whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked. (1 John 2:3–6)3

      No one who abides in him keeps on sinning; no one who keeps on sinning has either seen him or known him. (1 John 3:6)

      No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed abides in him, and he cannot keep on sinning because he has been born of God. By this it is evident who are the children of God, and who are the children of the devil: whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God, nor is the one who does not love his brother. (1 John 3:9–10)

      We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brothers. Whoever does not love abides in death. (1 John 3:14)

      C. The Free Grace view says that people can become complete unbelievers and still be saved.

      In contrast to the emphases of the verses cited above, Free Grace advocates do not want to challenge people who say they believe in Christ to examine their lives in this way. They claim that we are adding “works” to faith if we say that good works and continuing to believe in Christ are necessary results of saving faith. This leads Zane Hodges to argue, for example, that someone can profess faith in Christ and then later completely deny the Christian faith and become a total unbeliever, yet that person is still saved.4 Hodges says that when John the Baptist sends a message to Jesus, saying, “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?” (Luke 7:19), this proves (according to Hodges) that at that point in time, “John the Baptist is not believing. . . . John the Baptist does not believe that Jesus is the Christ, the son of God. . . . But he had not lost the gift of eternal life.”5

      Hodges also says, “Nowhere does the Word of God guarantee that the believer’s faith inevitably will endure. . . . The failure of one’s faith is a grim possibility on the field of spiritual battle.”6 A little later he says, “When we trust Him, He guarantees that we possess eternal life (John 6:47)—that we will not come into judgment (John 5:24)—that he will raise us up at the last day (John 6:39–40). And even if we stop believing all this, He remains faithful!”7

      Joseph Dillow says,

      It is possible for a born-again person to fall away from the faith and cease believing. He is called a carnal Christian and will be subject to severe divine discipline. . . . What he forfeits when he “falls away” is not his eternal destiny but his opportunity to reign with Christ’s Metochoi [partners] in the coming kingdom.8

      This refusal of the Free Grace movement to ask people to consider whether they are truly saved—based on continuing in faith and seeing evidence in their good works—is seen in the way they talk about how Christians can gain assurance. For example, the doctrinal statement of the Grace Evangelical Society reads as follows:

      Assurance of everlasting life is based only on the promise God makes in His Word that everyone who believes in Jesus Christ alone possesses everlasting life (John 5:24; 1 John 5:9–13). Good works, which can and should follow regeneration, are not necessary for a person to have assurance of everlasting life (Eph. 2:10 ; Titus 3:8).9

      A similar view of assurance is seen in David Anderson’s book Free Grace Soteriology, where he advocates giving “absolute assurance” to a brand-new believer:

      We believe a person can have absolute assurance that he is born again the moment he believes. We can give him this assurance, not because of a change in his life that we can feel or see, but because we believe without doubt the promises of God that offer eternal life as a free gift to anyone who believes in Jesus Christ as the son of God and Savior from his sins.10

      D. Free Grace teaching about assurance makes a fundamental category mistake.

      This entire line of argument about assurance involves a fundamental category mistake. All Protestant theologians would agree that our assurance that Christ’s work has earned salvation for sinners and that all who trust in Christ will be saved should be based fully and entirely on the testimony of God in Scripture and what Scripture teaches us about the finished atoning work of Christ. That is how we are to learn about something that has happened outside of us, long before we ever lived: Christ died and paid the penalty for our sins.

      But that is not the question here. The question is not:

      How do I know that Christ has died for people’s sins and that he will save all who believe in him?

      The question is, rather:

      How do I know that I have truly believed?

      Reading Bible verses about the atoning work of Christ tells me nothing about whether I have believed or not. Therefore, saying that assurance of my salvation must be based only on Scripture and the finished work of Christ is simply a category mistake. It does not address the category of personal belief: How do I know that I personally have believed?11 And here the New Testament gives several verses telling me about various evidences that I have believed, verses that talk about how I can know that I have come to know God, that I am born of God, that I have faith, that I have passed from death to life, and so forth. Such verses include:

      Therefore, brothers, be all the more diligent to confirm your calling and election, for if you practice these qualities [virtue, knowledge, self-control, steadfastness, godliness, brotherly affection, love] you will never fall. (2 Pet. 1:10)

      And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his commandments. Whoever says “I know him” but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him, but whoever keeps his word, in him truly the love of God is perfected. By this we may know that we are in him: whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked. (1 John 2:3–6)

      We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brothers. Whoever does not love abides in death. (1 John 3:14)

      Several other verses show patterns of conduct that are characteristic of unbelievers and characteristic of believers. Here are some of these verses:

      Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. (1 Cor. 6:9–11)

      Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. (Gal. 5:19–23)

      Do not be deceived: God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will he also reap. For the one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption, but the one who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life. (Gal. 6:7–8)

      Sometimes Free Grace supporters will agree that all true believers will have some good works in their lives, but they qualify this by saying that for some Christians, there may not be any evident works, just works that are known secretly to God. But this response does not really address the question of assurance either, because if the works are not evident, they cannot be used as a basis for assurance that anyone is truly born again. The verses that I have just quoted all speak of evident patterns of conduct,  and so they give no basis for saying to someone, “I see no evident good works or evident change in conduct in your life, but since you professed faith in Christ, you can be sure that you are saved, and therefore you must have some good works that are not evident to anyone.”

      When Free Grace supporters ask, “Is it not possible that a true believer would fall into a time of disobedience and apparent unbelief?” my reply would be, “Yes, that is certainly possible, but while such a person remains in a state of disobedience and apparent unbelief, we should not give that person unqualified assurance of salvation but should warn that person that he or she does not appear to be saved.”

      I do not differ with Free Grace supporters over the question of whether a true Christian can fall into a time of disobedience, but over the question of whether, during that time, the person should be assured that he or she will be eternally saved. Prolonged and willful patterns of disobedience and explicit professions of unbelief in Christ give evidence that the person is in fact not saved, as these New Testament verses repeatedly emphasize.12

      Yet we must also be clear that the historic Protestant position does not make evidence of a changed life the only basis for assurance. The internal testimony of the Holy Spirit, who “bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom. 8:16), gives another basis for assurance, as does the leading of the Spirit, for “all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God” (Rom. 8:14). Another basis for assurance is a deep inner sense of reliance on Jesus Christ for salvation rather than reliance on oneself, for Scripture says, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life” (John 3:36), and, “Whoever believes in the Son of God has the testimony in himself” (1 John 5:10; see also many “whoever believes in him” verses such as John 3:15, 16, 18; 6:35, 47; 7:38; 11:25; Rom. 9:33; 1 Pet. 2:6).

      Other verses base assurance on continuing in faith, such as Hebrews 3:14: “We have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original confidence firm to the end”; 1 Peter 1:5: “. . . who by God’s power are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time”; and Colossians 1:22–23: “. . . in order to present you holy and blameless and above reproach before him, if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel that you heard.” Still others speak of the fruit of one’s life as evidence of salvation; see Matthew 7:15–20: “You will recognize them by their fruits” (see also Gal. 5:22–23 on the fruit of the Spirit).13

      Such verses genuinely address the question, “How do I know that I have believed and that I have been born again?” Verses that speak about the fact that Christ died to pay for people’s sins do not address that question. And just dismissing the question, as Hodges does, by saying that “people know whether they believe something or not,” does not address the question.

      These verses and others mentioned earlier in this chapter (see pp. 86–87) present a composite picture of assurance that comes from various kinds of evidence in a person’s life (or “fruit”). But the Free Grace view is far different. Joseph Dillow, for example, says that a lack of fruit in a person’s life cannot provide a basis for denying the validity of the person’s faith:

      Closely related to the question of faith and knowledge is the question, “How is a saved man to be distinguished from one who professes to be saved but in fact is not?” . . . We do not discern this by an examination of his fruits or an assessment of his grief over sin or a measurement of his desire to have fellowship with God. Rather, the presence of a false profession is to be discerned by asking questions that will reveal whether a man understands the gospel and has Christ as the conscious object of faith and whether he believes it. . . . Certainly the lack of fruit in a person’s life raises the question, Does he possess the Spirit at all, or if he does, has he quenched Him? But just as the presence of fruit cannot prove whether a person is a Christian, neither can its absence deny it.14

      In order to show that evidence of a change in life should not be used as a basis for assurance, Free Grace advocates sometimes ask, “How many good works does one have to do in order to be assured of salvation?” Or, “How much evidence of a changed life is necessary for assurance?” For example, David Anderson says that if someone has “a list of ways to test your experience to see if you have the necessary proof to be assured of your salvation,” that “such tests only stir up doubt, confusion, or self-deception.” He goes on to say,

      If keeping His commandments is the test, then I must ask:

      1. How many do I have to keep?

      2. How long do I have to keep them?

      3. Do I have to keep them perfectly?

      4. Are some more important than others?

      5. Will He grade on a curve?

      The believer quickly becomes disoriented on a sea of subjectivity.15

      These questions give the impression that Free Grace supporters are looking for something like a mathematical formula by which one can be certain of salvation (How many? How Long?). And when no quantifiable answers are given to these questions, Free Grace advocates claim that, based on a non–Free Grace view, no one could ever have assurance of salvation.16 Bing writes that “the subjective nature of submission as a requirement for salvation would make assurance unobtainable to the scrutinized life.”17

      But these questions fail to understand how the Bible talks about assurance. It says, “The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom. 8:16), but the testimony of the Holy Spirit can hardly be measured on a numerical scale. It says that one way to “confirm your calling and election” is to supplement your faith with virtue, knowledge, self-control, steadfastness, godliness, brotherly affection, and love (2 Pet. 1:5–10), but it would be impossible to put a numerical value on those qualities in our lives. No numerical measurement can be assigned to walking as Jesus walked (1 John 2:6) or keeping his commandments (1 John 2:3, 4; 3:22, 24; 5:2–3).

      Therefore, the proper answer to the question, “How many good works does one have to do in order to be assured of salvation?” is, “Some.” To be more specific, some change of life gives a basis for some measure of assurance, and a greater change of life gives a basis for a stronger assurance. Scripture does not encourage us to demand more specificity than that. A simple diagram might help to clarify the question of assurance (see Diagram 3.1).
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      As Diagram 3.1 indicates, the evidence that a person has actually believed in Christ falls along a spectrum from weak to strong. God alone knows with absolute certainty everyone who is saved and everyone who is lost, for “the Lord knows those who are his” (2 Tim. 2:19), but we can perceive stronger or weaker outward indications of what is actually in someone’s heart, both our own hearts and those of others.

      In the shaded middle of the spectrum, where people give mixed evidence in their profession of faith and in their conduct of life, we simply have to say that we do not know whether the person is saved or not—the evidence is mixed. One example would be a young man who had understood the gospel clearly and had made a convincing profession of faith in Christ as a teenager but now in his twenties has no affiliation with any Christians or with any church and says he is unsure if he ever really trusted in Christ. But he also gives no strong evidence of unbelief in his personal conduct. A Free Grace supporter would not hesitate to say that this person is clearly saved, based on his earlier profession of faith, but I would say that the New Testament does not allow us to give him any assurance of salvation, for we simply do not have adequate evidence to indicate if he is a believer or not.

      If such a person came to me and asked if I thought he was saved, I would say that I don’t know but that he should seriously consider some of the warning passages in the New Testament such as, “Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God” (Heb. 3:12); and, “My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and someone brings him back, let him know that whoever brings back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins” (James 5:19–20). His failure to seek any affiliation with other Christians also gives reason to soberly consider this verse: “They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would
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