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[This article was written May 2003 in view of several questions on the matter.  While this does not cover the whole scope of related doctrinal topics, it should provide an adequate introduction for disciples.]

After being a disciple for almost 15 years my understanding of “falling away” has changed and grown, mostly because of the mistakes I’ve made along the way.  I know that many of us feel the same way. And while our basic perceptions should certainly be unchanging because they come from the Bible, some things do change over the years - the way we react, the depth of our insight, and the manner by which we talk about certain themes, including “falling away.”  In this article I hope to solidify our grasp on this fundamental topic, while encouraging healthy, mature discussion.

Terminology trouble

It struck me one time that there seemed to be different “types” of falling away. Compare these two passages from the NIV NT.
MT 26:31-34 Then Jesus told them, "This very night you will all fall away on account of me, for it is written:

" `I will strike the shepherd,
and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.'

But after I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee." Peter replied, "Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will."I tell you the truth," Jesus answered, "this very night, before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times."

HEB 6:4-6 It is impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age, if they fall away, to be brought back to repentance, because to their loss they are crucifying the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace.
The first passage seems to be talking about a temporary lapse on the part of the Twelve. The second passage implies a kind of rebellious attitude toward the Spirit. 

Thus, the idea of falling away is not just about “not attending church” or even “leaving the fellowship”. It is something more, and it is a broad topic in itself. We have been quite shallow in our understanding of and our approach to “falling away”. From what I see, falling away involves a range of negative responses towards God. These responses can go from momentary drifting to unbending apostasy.


Challenges in translation

Simply put, the Bible was written in three languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, and Koine Greek) that are very different from English or Pilipino. One of the challenges of translation is to come up with “modern” terms for concepts defined in the original languages. The problem is not with the Bible per se, but with human limitations especially in the area of linguistics.

In order to express a concept, the Bible may use different terms for a single entity. This allows our weak, human minds to grasp divine concepts better. For example: 
Jesus is described as the Anointed (Ps 2:2), Author of salvation (Heb 2:10), the Capstone (Mt 21:42), the one Chosen by God (1Pe 2:4), the Consolation of Israel (Lk 2:25), Lamb of God (Jn 1:29) and Faithful and True (Rev 19:11). He has dozens of other names.

The disciples were denoted by the terms “believers”, “saints”, “Christians”, “those sanctified”, and “brethren”. This increases our appreciation of each other.

The church is described as a “body”, a “family”, a “flock”, and a “temple” (among other names).
The same can be said about falling away.  The fact is around 20 Greek words are employed to describe falling away. 

When we look at some other translations, we are aided in our understanding of Matt 26 and Heb 6.

Matt 26:31
KJV - …All ye shall be offended because of me this night…
NASB - …You will all fall away because of Me this night…
LB - …Tonight you will all desert me…
TEV – This very night all of you will run away and leave me…
JB - …You will all lose faith in me this night…
NEB - …Tonight you will all fall from your faith…
NLT – Tonight all of you will desert me…
Heb 6:6
KJV - If they shall fall away, to renew them again unto repentance…
NASB - and then have fallen away, it is impossible to renew them again to repentance
LB – and then have turned against God. You cannot bring yourself to repent again if…
TEV – And then they fell away! It is impossible to bring them back to repent again, …
JB – and yet in spite of this have fallen away – it is impossible for them to be renewed…
NEB - …and after all this have fallen away, it is impossible to bring them again to repentance;
NLT - …and who turn away from God. It is impossible to bring such people to repentance again.
It seems that from our limited listing, only the NIV and NASB use the exact same terms for both cases of lapsing and apostasy. Most other translations make a distinction between the “falling” in Matt 26 and Heb 6. In any case, it is always helpful to read different translations and also compare how the Greek words for ‘falling away’ are translated.   Furthermore, the context should help us to see the gravity of the ‘falling’ action described.


What we know and do not know
· We know that a disciple’s decision to become a Christian should (ideally) be for life. Disciples should “put the hand to the plow” and never look back (Lk 9:62 cf. with Lk 17:32). We do not know who will really stay faithful for life.
· We know that it would be better not to be baptized than to take the step and then fall from grace (2 Pet 2:20-22).
· We know that a person who is saved can still lose their salvation. Jude 21 implies we need to do our part. Phil 2:12 says we need to obey with reverence, “working out” our salvation. James 5:19-20 shows that a Christian can wander from the truth. 
· We know that Jesus talked about an “unforgivable sin” in Matt 12:22-37. The context is the challenging of the Pharisees. The healing was clearly of God. Their hearts had become evil (vv33-37). The unforgivable sin is an unyielding hard heart. This goes in line with Heb 6:4-6.
· We know that commitment is important (Heb 10:24-25 v25 “let us not neglect our meeting together”-NLT) and that it is proper to have a church roster of members. We do not know God’s name-by-name membership roster in heaven.
· We know that it is hard for someone who leaves the fellowship to stay faithful (1 Cor 15:33), but we do not know exactly when God takes the Spirit away from someone (cf. Ps 51:11-12). They are not lost when we cross them out of a roster.  Neither are they lost because they are removed from a roster.
· We know that there is a “point of no return” (Heb 6:4-6, 10:26-29) but we do not know for each person when he/she has reached that point. We can only keep warning people as the writer of Hebrews did.
What we can do
1. Educate the church on “falling away” and all its nuances 
2. Warn those who are lax in their faith 
3. Streamline our terminology 
4. Create a pro-active plan for faithfulness 
