MMCC Statement on Falling Away
From the MMCC Staff and Teaching Committee, Aug 2003
In the last 2 months, the Staff and Teaching Committee have sorted out past and present issues regarding the teachings and practices of "falling away".  In our effort to set biblical starting points for our faith, we have identified some previous problems and now suggest solutions based on study of Scripture. 

Previous Problems

Some of the issues that have come up before are:

                     The need for clear biblical teaching on "falling away"

                     The connection between falling away, faithfulness, and commitment

                     The cases of harshness or arrogance of certain leaders or members in some ministries

                     The lack of the fear of God in some disciples

                     The questions and concerns of isolation and migrating to other countries

                     The lack of a standard for counting out someone from membership

 

The Way Forward

 

In coming to deeper convictions about this topic, we have decided on the following:

1.       For the Staff to have personal reflection on their role as ministers and shepherds.

2.       For the Shepherding Committee to set up deacons in every region with a view to establishing elders

3.       For Philippine churches to be united on the following:

a.       Deepening our understanding of "falling away" in its contexts and original language

b.       Repenting of harshness or insensitivity, especially when dealing with certain kinds of sins

c.       Striving for a biblical pattern for counting someone out of the membership

d.       Changing our terminology towards more biblical lines

e.       Having greater concern for people's needs in general and the factors that hurt a Christian's faithfulness

 

The meaning of falling away

The concept and terminology of "falling away" is clearly in the Bible.  The challenge, as we will see, arises because of the different ways these words are used in the New Testament.  But in all these cases, it is always the faith of a person that is the concern.  The term falling away generally denotes a turning away from God or unfaithfulness to God (1 Tim 1:18-20, cf Ps 78:8).   There are different "types" or "stages" of falling away in the Bible.  If we compare 2 two passages from the NT such as Matt 26:31-34 and Heb 6:4-6, we see that falling away can mean a temporary lapse or a rebellious attitude.



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.'
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.
 
Thus, the idea of falling away is not just about "not attending church" or even "leaving the fellowship".   Falling away refers to negative responses towards God which endangers salvation. These responses ultimately deny or destroy a person's faith, leading to unbending apostasy.  
 

No single word can completely describe falling away.  The fact is around 20 Greek words are employed to describe falling away.  This should probably add to the seriousness of detecting and preventing oneself from "falling away". So then these are the things a disciple should be aware of:

 

          That God expects faithfulness from each Christian (Col 1:22-23, Ro 1:8, 2 Pet 1:5-9, cf 2 Cor 10:15, Rev 2:13)

          That falling away in the Greek language has many "types" or "stages" and that all these involve negative responses toward God.  (For further study, please see articles in www.upca.mainpage.net)

          That it is possible to lose your salvation.  There are dozens of warnings regarding this (see Heb 10:26-27, 2 Pet 2:21 cf Ez 18:24).

 

What we know and do not know

· We know that a disciple's decision to become a Christian should be for life. Disciples should "put the hand to the plow" and never look back (Lk 9:62 cf. with Lk 17:32). 

· We know that a person who is saved can still lose their salvation. Jude 20-21 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. After healing a man, Jesus challenged the Pharisees. The healing was clearly of God and the Pharisees' evil hearts were exposed (vv33-37). The unforgivable sin is rejecting Christ out of an unyielding hard heart. This goes in line with Heb 6:4-6. 
· We know that it is hard for someone who leaves the fellowship to stay faithful (1 Cor 15:33, Heb 3:12-14), but we do not know exactly when God takes the Spirit away from someone (as in the plea of Ps 51:11-12). They are not lost just because we cross them out of 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. We can only keep being warned as in Hebrews.

 

Direction for the church

 

1.      The church must understand "falling away" and its meaning.  It is a turning away from God that can surely end in losing one's salvation.
 
Falling away can basically affect 3 areas:

          our personal relationship with God -- QTs, prayer life, understanding of God, etc.

          our righteousness -- purity, sinful nature, guilt patterns, etc.

          our doctrinal beliefs -- understanding of the gospel and other Bible truths

 

These three areas are of course connected and related to each other.

 

Whereas in the past more responsibility was oftentimes placed on the shoulders of the discipler or BT leader, we wish to change this mindset.  Every person is responsible for their soul (Phil 3:13; 2:12, Heb 4:12-13) before God the Judge.  Every Christian should do his/her best to "stay saved" (Ro 2:7, 1 Cor 9:24)  This does not lessen the responsibility of shepherds; it only increases ones fear of God in light of individual accountability (Ps 2:11).

 

More efforts will be done to keep people faithful.  The Shepherding committee will do extensive study and adjustments to this end, but each one should make the efforts necessary to protect their walk with God.

 

2.      We will refine our terminology 
 
In the past, a "fall away" is someone who no longer attends church or who is counted out of the membership.  Those, we now refer to as "counted out".  When a person is not a member anymore and removed from the membership roster, they are "counted out."

 

"Falling away" is a general term which means serious denial or drifting from God.  When a person reaches an unrepentant "point of no return" as in Heb 6:4-6 or Heb 10:26-29, they are considered 'apostate' (RSV), 'contemptuous' (Phillips Version), or 'rebellious' (Jerusalem Bible).  We may also say they are "truly fallen away" in the full sense of the word.

 

"Restoration" is something all disciples need.  It is a general term for being strengthened, esp. after falling into sin or being hurt by sin (Gal 6:1-2 cf Ps 23:1-3).

"Restored back into the fellowship" will be used to refer to disciples taken back into the membership roster after being counted out.  This can also be referred to as "restored into the membership" or "restored to the fold".

 

Along with these refinements, it is still important for the disciple to always act out of the fear of God, protecting our faith.  In Phil 2, Paul admonishes us to "work out" our "salvation with fear and trembling". Other versions render this as "with a proper sense of awe and responsibility" (Phillips Version) and "obeying God with deep reverence, shrinking back from all that might displease him" (Living Bible).

 

3.      We will be united in counting people out of the fellowship
 
The church has been given authority to become ambassadors for Christ (2 Cor 5:18-20).  Because of our message people either accept or reject God.  Likewise, the church has the responsibility to protect the purity and maintain the standards of those called out into the light (Eph 5:6-10, 1 Tim 6:20-21 cf 2 Tim 1:13-14, 2 Pet 3:17).  What is needed is a united effort of the Staff, Bible talk leaders, and all other brothers and sisters.  In the future, an eldership will be set to decide on major issues, but meantime we will have the ff. general surrounding conditions to prevent the problems of the past.  
 

A. Suggested guidelines before a person is "counted out" of the membership of the church:

 

          The most involved persons are informed (e.g. the person, discipler and/or d-group, relatives who are disciples, immediate leaders, other concerned BT leaders, mature disciples, & staff)

          Whenever helpful, the house church or sector is asked to pray for them

          The BT and closest relationships agree on a timetable for the person as well as plans

          If there is no repentance still or if they decide to leave the fellowship, they are counted out of the membership

          Central membership system is updated (with admin)

 

This is all part of our effort to guard the atmosphere and holiness of God's church and do what is best for a person who is not showing the Lordship of Christ in their life anymore.  
 

B. In addition, a person can be "counted out" of the membership of the church as in (A.) above, and also shunned or avoided because of major/destructive sin or divisiveness through false teaching. The incest case in 1 Cor 5 is one example.  Some other examples (not exhaustive) are:

1.    Sexual immorality (includes homosexuality, adultery) 1 Cor 5:11

2.    Greed (apparently excessive materialism and promoting materialism) 1 Cor 5:11

3.    Idolatry (corresponds to first century practice of false religious systems, occult, etc.) 1 Cor 5:11

4.    Slander (causing division, spreading of lies, trouble-making lifestyle)

5.    Drunkenness (habitual, unrepentant intoxication from liquor or drugs)

6.    Swindling (gross cheating, includes business cheating, excessive borrowing without repayment)

7.    Spread of false teaching (false teaching in a central area of doctrine, deliberately destroying other people's faith) 1 Tim 1:20

 

For sure, a person's sin must be grave and habitual, and ensnaring others to demand strong discipline.  Also, a lifestyle of disregard for God and the Bible must be evident.  If, after given time, a person refuses to repent of grave sin or does not show sincere effort, some sort of ultimatum must be given.  Usually the absence of repentance means that the person continues to think that sin is "all right", "understandable", or "not my fault".  In some cases it may be that the person continues to lie or spread wrong accounts.

 

We anticipate that extreme discipline like this will be a rare event and done only to protect the church, not to shame or humiliate the former member. Normally, exhorting, admonition, and rebukes should straighten out a disciple's drift from God. (A study of Matt 18:15-18, Titus 3:10, Rom 16:17, 1 Cor 5:11, and Jude 19 should clarify this. More material on this is available at the MMCC web site links.)

 

In this case (B.), a person is removed from the membership roster and extra direction may be given to the sector or to certain disciples to avoid the person.  The heart behind this discipline is mainly to protect the flock because of the nature of sin committed by the person.

 

Suggested guidelines before a person is "counted out and shunned" with special direction:

          The above pattern in (A.) plus talks with more top leaders providing channels for repentance

          Further talks with those closely or emotionally involved with person

          Prayer and fasting by staff involved; discussion of the specific direction (e.g. who they cannot fellowship with & until when; if not allowed to go to service, why and until when, possible channels or lifelines, next talk, etc.)

          Explanation to the group/sector involved when necessary

          If needed, a letter to Philippine churches stating the issues and decision

 

We pray that these suggested steps will create healthy and biblical patterns in our ministries when counting someone out of the membership.  Furthermore, we remind the church that Satan is still the enemy, that sin is still the problem, and that sin issues among brothers and sisters should still be dealt with seriously (Matt 18:15-17) and spiritually (Gal 6:1-2).

 

Within these processes we are asking more disciples to be involved in strengthening others, praying for others, and giving suggestions to the staff and Shepherding Committee.  For specific cases and questions about those who have left the fellowship, kindly approach the staff concerned.  The staff is more than willing to help heal any wounds from the past.  
 

A Q&A sheet will follow this statement and will be posted on the MMCC website.  We hope that these directions will spur us all to prayer and many healthy discussions.  We are more than willing to gain more input for greater understanding and maturity in these areas. 

 

Vision for the church

Our vision is 

          for the church to grow in its faith and learn to protect its faith

          for disciples to help each other stay faithful for life, growing in the fear of the Lord

          for those who have left the church to see the open door for coming back to the fold
