The Gospel Call

Election – Freedom of the Will – Perseverance

The Articles of Faith of the Free Will Baptists contains four articles on these subjects:  9 ELECTION, 

10 FREEDOM OF THE WILL, 11 SALVATION FREE, 12 PERSEVERANCE.  These will be given in the discussion below.

The Treatise of the Faith of Free Will Baptists has two chapters and an appendix that will also be given later:  Chapter 8, The Gospel Call and Chapter 13, Perseverance of the Saints.
The subjects of election, freedom of the will and the security of the believer have always been some of the most controversial issues among church people.  There are extremists on all sides of these topics who will not tolerate the opposing views.  It is my personal opinion that most people are not so far apart on the subjects as some would have us believe.

Concerning election and free will there is a divine side in salvation referred to as “election, the chosen, the called and the elect.”  There is also the human side in salvation called “whosoever will, as many as, receives and chooses.”  The result of both of these truths was stated by Henry Ward Beecher as “The elect are the whosoever wills and the non-elect are the whosoever won’ts.”

The conflict in these views is the ideas of predetermined salvation verses freedom of the will.  Has God given man the choice to choose or to reject His gift or has God predetermined each individual’s fate?  The two major views on this are called Calvinism and Arminianism.  Calvinism is named for John Calvin, a French theologian who lived from 1509-1564.  Arminianism is named for Jacobus Arminius, a Dutch theologian who lived from 1560-1609.

Both of these groups believe that “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life” (John 3:16).  The difference lies in the cause of that belief; does God allow man to choose or cause man to choose?

Each of these views can be summarized in five points:
1) Total Depravity verses Free Will

The Calvinist view is that man is unable of himself to believe the gospel and be saved.  This comes partly from Romans 3:10-12, “As it is written, There is none righteous, no, not one:  There is none that understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God.  They are all gone out of the way, they are together become unprofitable; there is none that doeth good, no, not one.”  The idea is that sinful man is bound by a sinful nature so much that he will not (can not) choose good over evil in the spiritual realm.  Therefore, for anyone to be converted God must intervene and spiritually deliver that person.  The Westminster Confession is the statement of faith of the Reformed denominations.  Chapter 9 (Of Free Will), section 3 says, “Man, by his fall into a state of sin, has wholly lost all ability of will to any spiritual good accompanying salvation:  so as, a natural man, being altogether averse from that good, and dead in sin, is not able, by his own strength, to convert himself, or to prepare himself thereunto.”

The tenth article of the Free Will Baptist Articles of Faith says, “FREEDOM OF THE WILL. The human will is free and self‑controlled, having power to yield to the influence of the truth and the Spirit, or to resist them and perish.”

Arminians also believe that man in his sinful state will not naturally seek God.  Jesus said, “No man can come to me, except the Father which hath sent me draw him: and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:44).  In the sixteenth chapter of John, Jesus promised the Holy Spirit would come after his resurrection and ascension.  The eighth verse of that chapter says, “And when he is come, he will reprove the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment.”  This we call the convicting power of the Spirit.  The Spirit will call and God has given each person the ability to either accept or to reject the call:
John 3:14-17, “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of man be lifted up:

15 That whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal life.

16 For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.

17 For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved.”

2) Unconditional Election verses Election based on Foreknowledge
Unconditional Election believes that God chose certain individuals to salvation before the foundation of the world and rested solely on His own sovereign will.  His choice of individuals was not determined by any good quality of that person but by His choice alone.
“This effectual call is of God’s free and special grace alone, not from anything at all foreseen in man, who is altogether passive therein, until, being quickened and renewed by the Holy Spirit, he is thereby enabled to answer this call, and to embrace the grace offered and conveyed in it” (Westminster Confession, X, II).
The ninth Article of Faith of Free Will Baptists states, ELECTION. God determined from the beginning to save all who should comply with the conditions of salvation. Hence by faith in Christ men become His elect.

Arminians believe, “The Lord is not slack concerning his promise, as some men count slackness; but is longsuffering to us-ward, not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).  Therefore the Lord has given man the choice.

God is omniscient.  He has perfect knowledge and knows everything, Job 37:16, “Dost thou know the balancings of the clouds, the wondrous works of him which is perfect in knowledge?”  He knows everything about man, “But the very hairs of your head are all numbered” (Matthew 10:30).  “The Lord knoweth the thoughts of man, that they are vanity” (Psalms 94:11).
The elect spoken of in Scripture are those whom God foreknew who respond to His call.  He also foreknew all who would exercise free will and refuse His plan of redemption.  Peter wrote in his first epistle, “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to the strangers scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia,  [2] Elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father . . .” (1 Peter 1:1-2a).

There is an open invitation to come to the Lord, “Seek ye the Lord while he may be found, call ye upon him while he is near:  Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts: and let him return unto the Lord, and he will have mercy upon him; and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon” (Isaiah 55:6-7).
3) Limited Atonement verses General Atonement
Limited atonement means that Christ died only for the elect.  He died, enduring the penalty of sin, in the place of certain specified sinners.
Some Calvinists have trouble accepting this point of reformed belief.  They see the atonement of Christ being unlimited in its scope.  These are called “four point Calvinists.”

The Arminian view is that Christ’s redeeming work made it possible for anyone to be saved.  All who believe on Christ may be saved.
The eleventh Article of Faith of Free Will Baptists says, SALVATION FREE. God desires the salvation of all, the Gospel invites all, the Holy Spirit strives with all, and whosoever will may come and take of the water of life freely.

4) Irresistible Grace verses Free Will
This belief is that there is a general call to salvation made to everyone who hears the gospel; but the Holy Spirit extends to the elect a special inward call that inevitably brings them to salvation.  The internal call (which is made only to the elect) cannot be rejected; it always results in conversion.  Irresistible grace is the belief that when God extends grace to a person, they have no chance or will to reject it.
Chapter thirteen of the Faith of Free Will Baptists (The Gospel Call) says, “The call of the Gospel is co-extensive with the atonement to all men, both by the word and strivings of the Spirit, so that salvation is rendered equally possible to all; and if any fail of eternal life, the fault is wholly his own.”

“And he (Jesus) said unto them, Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature” (Mark 16:15).

“Who will have all men to be saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth” (1 Timothy 2:4).
“Then Peter opened his mouth, and said, Of a truth I perceive that God is no respecter of persons:  But in every nation he that feared him, and worketh righteousness, is accepted with him” (Acts 10:34-35).

In the above four points of each belief there are Calvinists and Arminians who agree with all the points mentioned.  There are also Calvinists/Arminians who only agree with some of the points and either disagrees or is not fully convinced of the other points.  In other words, there are a whole host of differing views on these subjects.  For instance, a view known as hyper-Calvinism believes that God saves the elect through His sovereign will with little or no use of the methods of bringing about salvation such as evangelism, preaching and prayer for the lost.  The belief is that man has no responsibility in the work of salvation; therefore, the ones who hold this view have no desire to evangelize the lost.
Most Calvinists, however, believe that even though God is sovereign over the universe, including the salvation of men; the Bible emphasizes that God’s means of saving the lost is the proclamation of the gospel, “How then shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? and how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard? and how shall they hear without a preacher?  And how shall they preach, except they be sent? as it is written, How beautiful are the feet of them that preach the gospel of peace, and bring glad tidings of good things!” (Romans 10:14-15).  They believe that we are ambassadors for Christ and are to invite people to be reconciled to God, “Now then we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech you by us: we pray you in Christ's stead, be ye reconciled to God” (2 Corinthians 5:20).
Whereas hyper-Calvinists believe God does all the work in salvation and man has no responsibility to evangelize, there are Arminians who place too much emphasis on man’s place in evangelism and not enough on God and the gospel.  Sometimes Arminians are caught looking at other churches, business models and such trying to find how to “hook” people into church.  If there are not any converts coming to Christ through the efforts put forth then something must be wrong with how the invitation is packaged.  Prayer and the gospel must be an essential part of any evangelistic effort.
5) Perseverance of the saints verses Perseverance of the saints
Perseverance is the view of the Calvinists, they teach that believers "can neither totally or finally fall away from the state of grace, but shall certainly persevere therein to the end, and be eternally saved" (Westminister Confession, XII, I).
Arminians also teach perseverance.  Jacob Arminius taught in his "Five Articles" that God had, from eternity, decreed to eternal life those who would persevere in their faith, and to eternal death those who should die impenitent.  The Twelfth Article of the "Articles of Faith" of the Free Will Baptists states, "All believers in Christ, who through grace persevere in holiness to the end of life, have promise of eternal salvation."
Generally what all of these are saying is that a Christian will act like a Christian; not that Christians won't sin and sometimes live so as to deserve chastisement from the Lord, but that sin should not be the trademark of a Christian. A believer won't constantly live a self-serving life continually dwelling in sin and continually failing to give praise to the Lord.

Is there anyone who believes that Christians should act like sinners?  No, but there are those who believe that Christians can live constantly in sin and still be saved.  This view is called unconditional eternal security.  These believe that a Christian need not meet any conditions whatsoever to remain in a saved state once he has been regenerated.  That should he once again give himself over to the lust of the flesh, he may suffer chastisement, loss of rewards; and if he does not repent of his sins, could even die a premature death, but he would not be lost. 

The extreme view of eternal security was expressed by R.B. Thieme, “It is possible, even probable, that when a believer out of fellowship falls for certain types of philosophy, if he is a logical thinker, he will become an ‘unbelieving believer.’  Yet believers who become agnostics are still saved; they are still born again.  You can become an atheist; but if you once accept Christ as savior, you cannot lose your salvation, even though you deny God.”
Most people who hold the view of eternal security don’t agree with that statement, but it does serve to show the difference between perseverance and unconditional eternal security.  The doctrine of perseverance teaches obedience is the inevitable manifestation of true faith.  Not that we are perfect; but that we would desire to obey the Lord rather than dwell continuously in the world, “Unto the pure all things are pure:  but unto them that are defiled and unbelieving is nothing pure; but even their mind and conscience is defiled.  They profess that they know him, being abominable, and disobedient, and unto every good work reprobate” (Titus 1:15-16).

The doctrine of perseverance teaches that genuine faith is manifested by obedience to God. One of the signs we have of the assurance of our salvation is that we want to be obedient, "And hereby we do know that we know him, if we keep his commandments.  He that saith, I know him, and keepeth not his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him" (1 John 2:3-4).  The renowned Reformed preacher, Charles Spurgeon, said, “Although we are sure that men are not saved for the sake of their works, yet we are equally sure that no man will be saved without them.”
Another view of eternal security is known as conditional eternal security.  That doesn’t mean this group believes a person could lose their eternal security; rather it means they also believe (like the strict Calvinists) that if a person is truly saved they will show signs of it.
Chapter 13 of the Treatise of the Faith of Free Will Baptists says, There are strong grounds to hope that the truly regenerate will persevere unto the end, and be saved, through the power of divine grace which is pledged for their support; but their future obedience and final salvation are neither determined nor certain, since through infirmity and manifold temptations they are in danger of falling; and they ought, therefore, to watch and pray lest they make shipwreck of their faith and be lost.

An appendix added to the Treatise of the Faith of Free Will Baptists in July 1969 gives the Free Will Baptist view of perseverance:

1.  We believe that salvation is a present possession by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ as Savior and that a person’s eternal destiny depends on whether he has this possession.  This we hold in distinction from those who teach that salvation depends on human works or merit.

2.  We believe that a saved individual may, in freedom of will, cease to trust in Christ for salvation and once again be lost.  This we hold in distinction from those who teach that a believer may not again be lost.

3.  We believe that any individual living in the practice of sin (whether he be called “backslider” or “sinner”) must be judged by that evidence to be lost should he so die in his sins.  This we hold in distinction from those who suggest that pernicious doctrine that a man may live in sin as he pleases and still claim Heaven as his eternal home.

4.  We believe that any regenerate person who has sinned (again, whether he be called “backslider” or “sinner”) and in whose heart a desire arises to repent may do so and be restored to favor and fellowship with God.  This we hold in distinction from those who teach that when a Christian sins he can not repent and be restored to favor and fellowship with God.
It is my belief the ones who hold the view of perseverance (Calvinists, conditional eternal security, Arminians) are not so far apart on their views.  Only those who believe unconditional eternal security are substantially different from the others.  Perseverance teaches the believer will persevere in faith until the end.  Those who hold the Calvinist/conditional eternal security view believe that if a professor of Christianity does not persevere in faith, that person never had true faith, in other words, was never a Christian, "They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would no doubt have continued with us: but they went out, that they might be made manifest that they were not all of us." (I John 2:19).  Arminians also believe that there are instances when a person professes Christianity without ever actually being saved.  Arminians also believe if a person does not persevere in faith until the end, it is possible that person became an apostate, rejected the faith, and is now lost, “I am the vine, ye are the branches: He that abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing.  If a man abide not in me, he is cast forth as a branch, and is withered; and men gather them, and cast them into the fire, and they are burned” (John 15:5-6).
The result is the same for both the Arminian and the Calvinist; whoever does not persevere in the faith is lost!  Whether that Person once had saving faith and lost it (Arminianism), or never had saving faith to begin with (Calvinism), both systems agree that the lack of persevering faith means the individual is lost in sin.  Both agree that " . . . thereby we do know that we know him, if we keep his commandments" (1 John 2:3).

