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Abstract:  When discussion between Arminians and Calvinists focuses on the economic revelation of redemption, the means of faith and the Christocentric nature of salvation, their differences on election and security recede into a theoretical background as common ground emerges in theology and practice.

The relationship between the early Stone-Campbell Restoration Movement and the Baptists is historic.  The Restoration Movement was born tethered to the Baptist movement, especially the Regular Baptists of Virginia, Ohio and Kentucky.  Their relationship has sometimes been appreciative, often hostile and always stormy.

The Regular Baptists were fundamentally Calvinist in theology.
  The Stone-Campbell Movement was not, though its relationship with Calvinism is also historic.  It is essentially a free church Reformed movement without the TULIP.  Its first leaders (Barton W. Stone, Alexander Campbell and Walter Scott) were Presbyterian.  Their religious cultures and ideas were shaped by Reformed theology.
  Indeed, it appears that Alexander Campbell still believed the Reformed doctrine of election in 1817, and his father, Thomas, was still willing to call himself a “Calvinist” in 1828.
  Nevertheless, they eventually rejected the TULIP.  Stone rejected it in the context of his revivalism, Campbell in the light of his definition of faith, and Scott in favor of an evangelistic agenda that called for a response of faith.

Their main issue with Calvinism was the nature of assurance.  Because both Stone and Campbell had spent time on the proverbial mourner’s bench waiting for some special sign of their election, they rebelled against any notion that people should wait for an inward work of the Spirit before they secured their assurance through trusting in Christ.  Scott inaugurated a method of invitation (“Arise and be baptized for the remission of sins” instead of “praying through” on the mourner’s bench) that accentuated the active role of faith in the conversion moment.  The Stone-Campbell Movement rejected Calvinism primarily because it did not provide assurance and left people who believed in Christ waiting at the mourner’s bench for God’s special call.  Instead they called penitent believers to be immersed for the remission of sins and to rest assured in the grace of God’s work in Christ which baptism pledged to them.

According to these early leaders, the TULIP prevented seekers from obtaining assurance except by their own subjective experiences for which they waited in agony and doubt.  Consequently, the favorite target of early Reformers was the effectual calling of the Holy Spirit (as understood by the Regular Baptists).  The Reformers called for faith and when faith was professed, they immersed those believers in the full assurance that God would remit theirs sins as he had promised.  The TULIP, in their perspective, undermined that assurance.  Instead, they emphasized the ability of all hearers to respond to the gospel, the active role of faith, and the role of baptism as an empirical assurance of God’s promise to believers.

Theologically, the intersection of Baptists, Calvinists and the early Stone-Campbell Movement is located in the nature of assurance.
  This evidences itself in two major ways.  The first is the origin and nature of faith in relation to the work of the Holy Spirit.  The second is the function of immersion in the conversion narrative.  The TULIP, though not the only factor, deeply shapes how one addresses those theological questions.  In turn, it will shape how one answers the pressing existential questions of assurance:  When was I saved?  How do I know I am saved?  How do I stay saved?

The task of this study is to explore the doctrines of election and perseverance among those of the Stone-Campbell Movement in the context of the existential concern for assurance. First, representative views on election and perseverance will be surveyed.  Second, some broad biblical-theological principles will be introduced that will provide a launching point for a proposal beyond the impasse.  Third, major differences will be compared and contrasted in the hopes of proposing a way beyond the impasse.

Stone-Campbell Historical Theology

Election

The historic perspective, articulated by Walter Scott in the early years of the Stone-Campbell Movement was that the “disciples themselves were never spoken to on this matter as persons who had believed, because they were elect, but rather as those who were elect because they had believed.”
  Faith is the means of election and the “principle” of election is that those in Christ are elect.  Christ is the Elect One and all persons must be found in him “before they are elect.”
  Scott opposes the Calvinism in which he was born.
  His main concern is soteriological.  Election is not dependent upon the arbitrary choice of the hidden will of God, but rather is offered to human beings through the gospel.  Faith, as “a power of action in human nature,” is available to all through the gospel invitation.
  According to Scott, one does not preach election, but one preaches Christ and people are elect by faith in Christ.

Those of the Stone-Campbell Movement have generally followed Arminian lines of discussion regarding election.  We have never given much attention to the topic and what attention we have generated has been polemical and reactive.  It is rare to see a positive exposition of election, especially in the first 150 years (1809-1959).  Nevertheless, where we have spoken, we have clearly been Arminian, and we have either opted for a corporate (general) election or the election of individuals through God’s foreknowledge.

Corporate Election.  God elected the way of salvation, or the plan of salvation, but he did not elect specific individuals.  He predestined a class:  he predestined all those who are in Christ.  This has been popularly represented as God predestines the “plan, but not the man.”  Election is corporate, not individual. This appears to be Walter Scott’s understanding.
  J. W. McGarvey is also a major representative.
  God elects the church, but not the individual, unconditionally.
  The most well-known defender of this approach to election is Robert Shank.

One variation of this understanding denies that God foreknows the future.  In order to preserve human freedom, God chooses not to know the future (or that God cannot know the future).  Since, according to this position, whatever God foreknows must necessarily happen, the action cannot be free or contingent.  Consequently, God does not know who will be saved or who will be lost.  He has elected no individual person.  He has only determined to save as many as he can through Jesus Christ.  T. W. Brents popularized this understanding as well as the denial of absolute omniscience. 

Individual Election.  While the former position is the most dominant, the original vision of Arminius himself is embraced by some.  Representatives are scattered throughout the history of the Stone-Campbell Movement, including Moses Lard,
 James A. Harding,
 and Roy H. Lanier, Sr.
  Its most recent defender is Jack Cottrell.
   In his commentary on Romans Cottrell argues that Rom 8:29 envisions the predestination of persons rather than a plan.  Specifically, “God foreknew those who would love him.”

In addition, there is a faint minority position that only views election in terms of service.  Romans 9 consistently (though not unanimously) is interpreted in terms of temporal election to service rather than soteriological.
  Cottrell argues this extensively in his recent commentary.
  But others have extended this hermeneutical move to all election.  Consequently, all election is election to service and nothing is soteriological in character.  Though I have heard this verbally on several occasions, I can only document one published account.  Benjamin Franklin, an Indiana preacher and editor in the mid-19th century, apparently held this view.  He argues that there are “no elect” are in the New Testament “but the apostles and prophets” who are the object of Paul’s discussion in Eph 1:4-12 and John 17:2-20.
  They are elected to divine service but this does not guarantee their salvation.

Assurance

Since assurance has always been a critical concern for those among the Stone-Campbell Movement, what it means to stay saved has always been a topic of discussion.  While we have normatively thought that people are saved by grace through faith at baptism,  heirs of the 19th century movement disagree about how assurance is maintained once one is saved.  A common stock phrase, derived from Rev 2:10, is that one must be faithful unto death.  

But what does it mean to be faithful?  The answer to that question is a watershed.  It separates “grace-oriented” believers who seek assurance through faith from “works-oriented” believers who seek assurance through faithful obedience.
  It is important to understand the difference between these two groups, not only for the understanding of assurance but also in the way in which the two groups understand the salvific significance of immersion.

Assurance Through Faith.  The means of assurance is faith as a submissive orientation to the will of God.  Faith is directed toward Christ, yearns for his will and seeks his will.  Faith is a trusting willingness to obey even though we do not always obey or even do the best we can.  James A. Harding (d. 1922), the co-founder of Lipscomb University and the namesake of Harding University, is an example of this approach.

Fundamentally, faith is viewed as a means of salvation and works as evidence of faith.  Works are secondary but important (even necessary).  But they demonstrate faith rather than constitute righteousness.  They testify to the life of faith.  If faith is a means of salvation (and thus assurance), works are the means of faith.  This would be the standard Reformed conception that faith is the root and works are the fruit.  Both are important, but they must be properly correlated.  Works bear witness to the genuineness of faith, but faith is the critical means of both salvation and assurance.

Assurance Through Works.  The means of assurance is works of obedience.  Obedience becomes a means of salvation rather than just an evidence of faith.  One’s salvation is measured by the “perfection” of their works.  Saving righteousness depends, in some sense, upon works of righteous obedience.  Indeed, the works of righteousness themselves constitute part of the righteousness by which one stands before God.  Therefore, one is only assured if there is a sense that one’s life is “right.”

Consequently, the measure of assurance is the measure of works, that is, their quality, number and comprehensiveness.  Works do not simply serve as evidence of faith, they are the righteousness of salvation.  They do not simply testify that we are “right” with God, but they make us “right” with God.  Works, in this view, have an independent value.  It is not simply a “faith that works,” but it is rather “faith and works” where they stand in equal relation to each other as means of salvation and assurance.

Two Attitudes Toward “Calvinist” Theology

Condemnation.  The general attitude among those of the Stone-Campbell Movement has been condemnation.  Calvinism, according to the rhetoric, destroys assurance, undermines ethics, and slanders God.  Most would probably see Calvinism as a damning heresy.  A recent example among the Churches of Christ (a cappella) would be the 1998 Houston College of the Bible Lectureship entitled Calvinism.
  Generally speaking, “Calvinism” has an ugly ring in the ears of the vast majority of people in Churches of Christ. 

Adiaphora.  Others, however, see Calvinism more as a theory than a damnable heresy.  As a theory, it might be a strongly held opinion, but that does not disrupt fellowship between believers as long as the opinion does not lead to sin (an immoral lifestyle).  McGarvey is an example:

In like manner, I can imagine a man believing some lies in religion, which, though they may injure him some, and I suppose there are very few that would not, might yet fall far short of proving fatal to him. I think that the doctrine of election as taught in the old creeds is false in the extreme; but I think that many a man has believed it all his life, and then gone to heaven when he died. What, then, is the distinction? It is to be traced out by remembering that there is only one thing that can keep men out of heaven, or keep them estranged from God in this life. That one thing is sin. Nothing else does or can stand between God and any man. If the belief of a lie, then, leads a man to commit sin, it will prove fatal unless that sin shall be forgiven. It was thus with the young prophet. The lie which he believed led him to disobey God. His disobedience was the immediate cause, while the belief of a lie was only the remote cause of his death.

McGarvey’s perspective was probably the dominant one in the 19th century, except where the assurance of salvation was at stake (as in discussions of baptism), but his opinion has been overwhelmed by a hostile attitude toward Calvinism in the 20th century.

Biblical Themes

Several biblical themes provide a framework for articulating a common ground that can propel us beyond the impasse.  This study makes no claim to any theological ingenuity or originality here.  Quite the contrary, these theological principles are common ground between believers.  It is precisely because this is true that they may provide a way to unpack a common theological framework.  

Divine Initiative

Whatever the doctrine of election means, it at least insists that God took the initiative in the redemption of fallen humanity.  God made the first move.  We love because he first loved.  We believe because he first acted.  We are redeemed because he accomplished redemption for us.  

Initiative involves not merely the first act (as if God acted first and then passively sits back to see how we respond).  God continuously acts as he unrelentingly pursues a people for himself.  God’s love pursues us, engages us and moves us.  

Further, this entails that all boasting is negated.  We have nothing about which to boast except what God has done in Jesus.  Election means that God has removed all grounds for human merit and has located the ground of salvation in his gracious and loving acts.  

Christocentrism

Christ is the Elect One (Ephesians 1).  God chose Christ as the savior of the world.  He is God’s chosen vessel for redemption.  Both Calvin and Arminius emphasized this point, and it has been powerfully renewed in the 20th century by Karl Barth.  Election is Christocentric since Christ is God’s Elect One.

Whatever election we have, we are elect because we are in Christ.  Before we become steeped in the theoretical underpinings of election, we must not lose sight of this foundational soteriological insight:  God has chosen us in Christ because he has chosen Christ.  We are only elect through Christ.  His election is logically and ontologically prior to our own.  We cannot think biblically about election if we do not first acknowledge that our election depends on the election of Christ.

Economic Revelation

The election of Christ, of course, is a revealed point.  We only know that God has acted decisively in Jesus as the Elect One because God has revealed himself in history and interpreted his actions in Scripture.  We only know our election in Christ because God has revealed his Elect One.  

Paul makes this point in 2 Tim 1:8-11.  God “has saved us and called us to a holy life,” and the ground of this salvation and calling is not our own works, but God’s “purpose and grace.”  We know this grace by God’s decisive act in Jesus.  Even though it was hidden before creation, “it has now been revealed through the appearing” of Jesus. 

Debates about the “secret” will of God are unprofitable exactly because that will is “secret.”  We know our election through the revelation of God in Christ.  God has revealed his election through Christ and we have no other access to it.  Consequently, we ought to think about election within the salvation history of God’s story, that is, within the revealed history of God in Israel and Christ.  Thinking about the election of God in terms of the “eternal” mind of God is speculative, but thinking about divine election in the light of Jesus Christ is rooted in God’s historical revelation.  

We perceive our own election only through the revelation of that election in Christ.  When we step outside of or seek to go beyond this historic revelation, we enter worlds, which our minds have created rather than what God has revealed.  Election and assurance are economically tied to Christ.  There the focus should begin and end.

Means of Faith

Faith is the means of both justification and sanctification.  When we make justification dependent upon sanctification, then we begin a never-ending journey since we will never be sure whether our sanctification is sufficient (in terms of its depth, amount, comprehensiveness and quality).  When we sever the relationship between justification and sanctification, we become antinomian and discredit the role of sanctification as evidence of justification.  The way to avoid legalism on the one hand and antinomianism on the other is to see faith as the principle that unites justification and sanctification.

We are justified by faith and we are sanctified by faith.  Faith is the means by which we are accounted righteous before God and faith is the means by which the Spirit transforms us.  Faith is both the means of salvation and the means of assurance.  We are elect, then, through faith in Christ.  Faith functions as an instrument, not as a meritorious act.  It is the means by which we come to know our own election.  

Beyond the Impasse?

Election

Traditional Arminianism.
  Election is the effect of faith.  There is an election independent of faith, and this is God’s own election of Jesus Christ.  God took the initiative to redeem and elected Jesus Christ to save the world.  In that sense election is not the effect of faith, but in the application of redemption, faith functions as a means by which election is known. It is also a cooperative, dynamic relationship between God and humanity.  Faith is synergistic in the sense that God yearns for reciprocal and authentic relationship between himself and his people.  In this sense election is the effect of faith where faith functions as a means to election.  God has elected Christ, and we are elect in Christ through faith where faith is understood as a free response to God’s gracious work in Christ.

The difference between Arminianism A and Arminianism B (see below for categories) is the role they assign to works.  Arminianism A believes that faith alone is the principle and means of election, but B believes that works are also a means of election.  The former affirms a faith that works, but the latter affirms faith and works as the means of election.

Traditional Reformed.  Faith is the effect of election.  People come to faith because they are elect and no one else comes to authentic faith.  Election decrees faith; or election selects those who will have faith and God gives them faith by his own free grace and initiative.  God is the sole cause of faith and faith comes irresistibly to those whom God has elected.  This is the common ground of Calvinism.

The difference between Calvinism C and Calvinism D is the role of perseverance.  Calvinism C believes that perseverance is necessary—only the elect persevere and all the elect will persevere in faith.  Calvinism D believes that the elect do not necessarily persevere though they are elect through a moment of faith at some point in their lives.

Theoretical Reconciliation?  Is there a theoretical construct that can encompass both?  Can we retain the priority of election and human responsibility for faith together?  Can faith both be a sovereign gift of God irresistibly given to the elect and also a human act of trust in God’s offer of salvation?

Some will live with mystery here.
  Some will seek to remove as many cognitive difficulties as possible through compatibilism though recognizing mystery remains.
  Others believe that a solution can be found in some theoretical construct such as Molinism.
  I will not pursue these here except to say that perhaps some theological construct can reconcile the biblical tensions so that both Calvinism and Arminianism are preserved.  I do not see it at the moment, but I would not deny it to the infinite God and I would not discourage attempts to seek it as long as the historic work of God in Christ is still primary.

Each can accept certain nuances in the other.  Arminians, for example, can say that election is the cause of faith in some senses (divine initiative and the enabling work of the Spirit).  Calvinists can say that election is the effect of faith in some senses (faith as a means of salvation and faith as the revelation of election).  But there is still a fundamental chasm.  Perhaps it comes down to the question “why do some believe and others do not?”

Calvinists want to avoid any hint of human merit by construing faith as an irresistible gift to the elect.  God graciously elected them to believe.  Thus, faith is wholly located in God’s electing grace and sovereign work.  This preserves God’s glory and it excludes all human boasting.  This is the motive that drives Calvinism’s doctrine of election.

Arminians want to avoid locating the damnation of any human being in the “secret” will of God.  Arminians answer the question “why are some lost” with “because they did not believe.”  The reason why some believe and others do not should not be located in the intent of God, for he is, in a revealed sense, willing that all believe.  Calvinists rightly argue that the damned are damned because of their own sin and that, were it not for the grace of God, everyone would be damned.  But even though it is humanity’s fault that they are damned, the Arminian cannot see why, on the Calvinist understanding of things, it is not God’s fault that everyone does not believe.  If the question the Arminian seeks to answer is “why are some lost?,” the further question they want the Calvinist to answer is “why does not everyone believe?”  The Arminian motive, then, is to absolve God of responsibility for unbelief.  The Arminian seeks to preserve the faithfulness of God to his own relentless love.

Theoretically, then, reconciling these opposing positions is not possible.  Both have a biblical emphasis and laudable motives.  As long as Calvinists stress human responsibility and as long as Arminians stress divine sovereignty, perhaps we can live with the biblical tension as a mystery beyond our finitude.  But is there a practical theology that preserves both without resolving the theoretical tension?  

Assurance

Faith:  Instrument of Justification and Sanctification

	Theological Points
	A
	B


	C
	D

	Faith And Works
	Yes
	No
	No
	No

	Faith That Works
	No
	Yes
	Yes
	No

	Faith Without Works
	No
	No
	No
	Yes


Arminian Camp.

Assurance through Works.  The focus of assurance is not only faith, but works.  We are assured through faith and works.  An imperfection in the nature, number and quality of the works undermines the assurance of faith.  Obedience is necessary, not just as an evidence of faith, but as a part of the constitution of faith itself.  Works are not merely evidential, but they are instrumental.  Obedience is necessary as a means of justification/sanctification as opposed to faith alone.  Works, as the obedience of faith, stand alongside of faith in equal importance.  Thus, moral imperfection in one aspect of sanctification condemns the believer.  This is position “A” in the above chart.  One contemporary example among those of the Stone-Campbell Movement is William Woodson.
  While there may be some Southern Baptists that fit this category, I am not aware of any significant advocate such a position.  

Assurance through Faith.  The focus of assurance is not the number, quality and types of works.  Rather, faith is exhibited in a willingness to seek God’s will in all things and to trust in Christ alone for salvation.  This faith is not alone but is active.  It is a faith that works.  Nevertheless, faith is the means of assurance.  Where there is no faith, there is no assurance.  When unbelief crowds out faith, then there is no salvation since grace is through faith.  This is the position “B” in the above chart.  Contemporary examples of this position among those of the Stone-Campbell Movement are Rubel Shelly and myself.
  Some Southern Baptists, such as Dale Moody and Frank Stagg, would fall into this category.

Reformed Camp.

Perseverance of the Saints.  This is the traditional Reformed understanding of assurance as seen in Calvin and the Puritans, and it appears to be the traditional Southern Baptist position as well.
  Only those who persevere in faith are elect and all the elect will persevere.  Authentic saints (elect ones) will persevere and die in faith.  Their persevering faith is evidence of their election and the evidence of their faith is good works.  Works are viewed as evidential rather than instrumental.  Consequently, the understanding of faith is the same as that of position “B” above.  This Reformed position is designated as “C” in the above chart.  Some contemporary examples of this position among Southern Baptists would include Thomas Schreiner, Adrian Rogers, and the Founders Conference.

Eternal Security (or, “Once Saved, Always Saved”). If any have genuinely and authentically believed at some point, whether they continue to persevere in faith or not, whether they ever evidence faith again or not, they are eternally secure.  They have eternal life by virtue of that one moment of trust in the past.  Johannine realized eschatology is especially important for this perspective, particularly the present possession of eternal life in John’s writings.  Consequently, works are not only unnecessary as means of assurance and salvation, but also as evidence.  One can be eternally secure even if their lives are filled with evil works, much less lacking good works.  This position is designated by “D” in the above chart.  It is the advocacy of the Grace Evangelical Society.
  Some of its historic advocates have been associated with Dallas Theological Seminary.
  Some prominent Southern Baptists, such as Charles Stanley, defend this position.

Shared Convictions.

The above chart illustrates the shared convictions of positions B and C.  While neither B or C can theologically approve of A and D on the relationship between faith and works, B and C can live harmoniously with each other.  The difference between B and C is illustrated below, but on this specific issue they share a common ground in opposition to A and D.  This shared conviction provides a good basis for dialogue.  

Common Ground

Theological Common Ground.

Election Revealed in Christ.  God’s election (whatever it may be) is revealed in Jesus Christ.  The election of God is, in this sense, historically conditioned.  It is tied to the history of Jesus Christ.  He is the elect one, and all those in him are elect.  Election, then, should first be understood in relation to Jesus rather than in relation to the eternal decrees.  Election should function as part of our Christology rather than our “theology proper.”  Calvin understood this.  He placed his discussion of election in the context of assurance.  Beza, who came after him, and Reformed theologians in general, placed the doctrine of election in the doctrine of God in conjunction with Predestination and the Divine Decrees.  We can move beyond the impasse to some degree if we again see Election in its christologically revealed history rather than in the eternal decrees of God.  In other words, we need to view election through the lens of redemptive history (salvation history) rather than through the metaphysic of an eternal divine decree within the immanent Trinity.

Faith as Means of Election.  The instrumental nature of faith is a given in Protestant theology.  Faith contains no merit.  It is, as Luther said, the beggar’s hand that receives what God freely gives.  We can find common ground here even though Arminians and Calvinists might disagree about whether faith is the cause or the effect of election.  We can agree it is the means of election and that faith is the evidence of election

The Common Ground.  Thus, Christ alone through faith alone is at the center of the doctrine of election.
   Theological common ground is possible here where we would find none in debating the speculative order or nature of the divine decrees before creation dawned.  We do not have access to that eternal mind, but we do have access to the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, and we are confident of our election in Christ through faith.

Practical Common Ground.

Both B and C agree that those who persevere in faith are elect.  We may disagree about the theory that lies behind this statement, but we will not disagree with the statement.  We may disagree about whether the elect persevere because they are elect or whether they are elect because they persevere.  Whatever the theory, those who persevere are elect.  D can agree with this statement as well, though they would add that all who have believed are elect whether they persevere or not.  Even A might agree with this statement though they would add “works” to faith.  

Yet, because D and A have these caveats, common ground with them ends here.  Difficult practical questions remain about living together when one theology insists that even those who do not persevere may be elect (D) and where another theology insists on a kind of perfectionism (A).  The former subtly (and unintentionally) undermines holiness, while the latter subtly (and unintentionally) undermines grace.  The former have assurance without evidence and the latter have little, if any, assurance despite evidence.

Nevertheless, practical common ground is maintained when the church maintains its holiness and disciplines those who do not persevere.  Even D disciplines members, but they do so without making a judgment about their election.  Practically, then, even those who believe in “eternal security” maintain holiness boundaries in the local church.  Where discipline breaks down due to “eternal security,” however, that practical common ground is lost.

Practically, then, the key question for election and assurance is our historic relation to Jesus Christ.  While some Augustinians in the history of theology have focused the question in terms of "Am I elect?," most have recognized that this is not the proper question.  No one can see into the hidden will of God to discover in the abstract whether they are elect or not.  Calvin believed that one who tries this "Am I elect?" question “casts himself into the depths of a bottomless whirlpool to be swallowed up; then he tangles himself in innumerable and inextricable snares; then he buries himself in an abyss of sightless darkness...Consequently, if we fear shipwreck, we must carefully avoid this rock, against which no one is ever dashed without destruction."

The key question is:  do you trust in Christ?  Calvin correctly says that the question is not, “Am I elect?,” but “Do I trust Christ?”  Calvin spoke of Christ as “the mirror wherein we must, and without self-deception may, contemplate our own election.”
  Faith is the means of election, and our only access into the electing decision of God is through faith.  Through faith I see my election, and here B and C, agree.

Assurance, then, is christological:  I am elect as I trust in Christ as the elect one.  Election "from below" is mediated through faith in Christ.  Here Augustinians and Arminians can agree. "If Pighius asks me how I know I am elect,” Calvin writes, “my answer is that Christ is, to me, more than a thousand testimonies."
  Only in Christ are we elect and pleasing to God and so it is to him that we must turn. He is the Elect One and mediates election.  The critical issue is "do we trust Christ?"  According to Calvin, Christ is the mirror of our election and when we look at Christ through faith we see our own election.

Conclusion:  Can We Live with the Theoretical Differences?

In conclusion, let me raise two points that focus this study.  First, it builds on I. Howard Marshall’s suggestion that practical agreement between Calvinists and Arminians exists.  Second, it calls for a theological method that seeks unity through reflection on the economic realities of redemption rather than reflection on the eternal decrees of God. 

Commenting on the differences between Calvinists and Arminians over the warning texts, Marshall writes:

If a person is in the former group, he has still to heed the warning:  only by so doing can he show that he is one of the elect.  In other words, the Calvinist ‘believer’ cannot fall away from ‘true’ faith, but he can ‘fall away’ from what proves in the end to be only seeming faith.  The possibility of falling away remains.  But in neither case does the person know for certain whether he is a true or a seeming disciple.  All that he knows is that Christ alone can save and that he must trust in Christ, and that he sees signs in his life which may give him some assurance that he is a true disciple.  But these signs may be misleading.

It comes down to a question of assurance.  Whoever said, ‘The Calvinist knows that he cannot fall from salvation but does not know whether he has got it’, had it summed up nicely.  But this can be counterfeit and misleading.  The non-Calvinist knows that he has salvation—because he trusts in the promises of God—but is aware that, left to himself, he could lose it.  So he holds to Christ.  It seems to me the practical effect is the same.

This “practical effect” is crucial.  It is not only pragmatics, but it is the historic situation of the church in the history of redemption.  This is where the church lives.  We trust in Christ alone for our salvation by grace alone.  We know our present salvation and we know the faithfulness of God to those who persevere in faith.

As Carson points out, despite the practical similarity, the “underlying structures” for the Calvinist and the Arminian are quite different.
  But it is precisely these “underlying structures” that are matters of inference and are not rooted firmly in the history of redemption.  These “underlying structures” project us into the eternal mind of God rather than locate us in the historic redemption God worked in Jesus Christ.  

This study calls for a theological methodology that lives within the economy of redemption, within salvation history without speculating about the mind of God.  When we leave speculation and theory outside of the discussion and focus on God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, we can live together in theological and practical harmony by affirming that God initiated our redemption out of pure grace, that he elected us in Jesus Christ, that Jesus Christ is the mirror of our own election and that persevering faith is the means of both recognizing that election and continuing in the assurance of that election.  

This is especially true for B and C.  We can live together if we focus on the economic revelation of redemption though we may still disagree about the theory that lies behind the origin of faith.  The only major difference is the theory of election. 

In fact, this is exactly where Thomas Schreiner concludes his discussion.  He finds the Arminian position that “believers can and do lose their salvation much more biblically coherent” but because he sees such a strong emphasis on “unconditional election” in Scripture that he cannot adopt it.
  It is the doctrine of election that marks the watershed.
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