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The Salvation Debate 
 
 

Is eternal life really a free gift? If so, why do good works matter at all? Is it possible for a true 
Christian to live a sinful lifestyle, or even to deny the faith?  

 
The Salvation Debate 

• What does a person need to do to receive eternal life? Provide biblical support.  
• What is the meaning of the word “faith”? 
• Do your answers to the above questions have any practical significance for your relationship to God? For 

your parenting? For your marriage? Other relationships?  
• How would you respond to somebody who claims to be a Christian yet is living a lifestyle of sin (e.g. openly 

gay)?  
• How would you respond to a person who once professed faith in Christ but who now denies it? Is that 

person a Christian or not?  
Two Key Issues 

• What is the meaning of saving faith? (Simple belief vs. commitment or change of lifestyle). 
• Should we expect true Christians to continually persevere in holiness in order to be certain of their 

salvation?  
Four Points of View 

• Roman Catholic/Church of Christ – Works are necessary to EARN eternal life.  
• Arminian – Works are necessary to KEEP eternal life.  
• Calvinist/Lordship Salvation – Works are necessary to PROVE eternal life.  
• Free Grace – Works are an expected and normal RESULT of eternal life, but are not inevitable.  

Lordship Salvation 
“Saving faith is no simple thing. It has many dimensions. ‘Believe on the Lord Jesus’ is a massive command. It 
contains a hundred other things. Unless we see this, the array of conditions for salvation in the New 
Testament will be utterly perplexing.”  —John Piper, Desiring God,  51  
“These are just some of the conditions that the New Testament says we must meet in order to inherit final 
salvation. We must believe on Jesus and receive him and turn from our sin and obey him and humble 
ourselves like little children and love him more than we love our family, our possessions or our own life.  
This is what it means to be converted to Christ. This alone is the way of life everlasting.”   
—John Piper, Desiring God, 52  
"As I see it, a lukewarm Christian is an oxymoron; there's no such thing. To put it plainly, churchgoers who 
are 'lukewarm' are not Christians. We will not see them in heaven.” —Francis Chan, Crazy Love, 83-84  

Free Grace 
“Saving faith is reliance upon God for salvation.  It does not include within its compass the determination of 
the will to obey, nor does it include a commitment to a life of works.  To believe is to be persuaded and be 
reliant and includes nothing else.”  —Joseph Dillow, The Reign of the Servant Kings  



“An insistence on the necessity or inevitability of perseverance in good works undermines assurance and 
postpones it, logically, until death. But this denial of assurance clashes directly with the clear intent of the 
Gospel proclamation. It flies in the face of the offer of eternal life made by the Son of God Himself.”   
—Zane Hodges, The Gospel Under Siege, 13  

Areas of Agreement 
• Salvation is by grace through faith alone in Jesus.  
• Sin is the problem necessitating salvation.  
• Progressive growth in holiness is normal and to be expected.  

Areas of Disagreement 
• The nature of saving faith (simple trust in Jesus vs. commitment).  
• The degree to which a life of works is evidence or proof of one’s salvation.  

Critical Passages 
• Salvation by grace through faith alone: John 3:16; 5:24; 20:30-31; Acts 16:30-31; Romans 1:16; 3:28; 4:5; 

11:6; Ephesians 2:8-9  
•  Discipleship requires commitment and perseverance: Mt 10:37-42; Lk 14:25-34; James 2:14-26; Hebrews 

6:1-8; 10:26-39 
• Christians will be judged for their works: 1 Cor 3:10-15; 2 Cor 5:10; Romans 14:10  

Key Points 
• The biblical requirement for eternal life is always faith in Jesus.  
• Faith and belief are synonymous terms in the Greek language.  
• Repentance is used in certain contexts to indicate conditions to be met before belief in Jesus can occur 

(e.g. Acts 17; Acts 2).  
• Faith is not mere intellectual assent, but is instead trust in the work of Christ for eternal life. It is not a 

commitment to change one’s life. 
• A Christian’s works will determine whether he receives reward, but not whether he receives eternal life (1 

Cor 3:10-15; Luke 19:11-27; 2 Tim 2:11-13; James 1:12; 2 Tim 4:8).  
• We have numerous illustrations of genuine believers who failed spectacularly (Solomon, Moses, the 

church at Corinth, 1 Tim 1:18-20). 
• Progressive growth in holiness is expected and normal. Sin or apostasy is evidence of a serious problem 

(Eph 2:10; Romans 6:1-14; 8:1-8).  
• Sin has very real consequences in this life (James 1:15; Heb 12:14-17; 1 Cor 5:3-5; 1 Jn 1:6).  

Practical Ramifications 
• Always preach the Gospel (2 Tim 4:1-2).  
• Salvation is appropriated through faith in Christ, not through an emotional experience or a prayer 

(Ephesians 2:8-9). 
• If somebody denies Christ or cannot articulate faith in Jesus, assume he is not a Christian.  
• If somebody says she has believed but is living a sinful lifestyle, approach her as a Christian in need of 

discipline or exhortation. 



• Always ground assurance of salvation in the finished work of Jesus and not in a person’s good works (1 
John 5:11-13).  

• Consider why a Christian is in sin: lack of discipleship, physical or psychological problems, rebellion, 
isolation from community, etc. Respond accordingly.  
 


