Session Six

Once Saved, Always Saved

Abide
The Eucharist, Grace, and Staying in Christ

Part One: Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim. The group discovers that the New Testament holds two things at once: nothing outside
us can separate us from Christ, and we are repeatedly warned not to fall away. Both sets of texts are read
tonight, together.

Catholic Touchstone. The Church condemns despair and presumption in the same breath. A Catholic
is not asked to live in fear. He is asked to live in hope, which is a different thing and a harder one to
counterfeit.

Read this before you plan the session. This is the session most capable of wounding someone. If
anyone in your group struggles with scrupulosity, anxiety, or a history of religious fear, tonight can do
real damage, and the damage will not always be visible in the room. Lead with the security texts, mean
them, and return to them at the end. Do not let the session close on the warnings. If someone seems
shaken, do not press them in front of the group; follow up privately afterward and point them toward
confession and, where it is warranted, a good confessor or spiritual director rather than more argument.

What You Need to Know

Both sets of texts are real and a serious reader has to account for both, so present both.

The security texts. No one shall snatch them out of my hand, and no one is able to snatch them out of
the Father’s hand (John 10:28-29). Nothing in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God
in Christ Jesus (Romans 8:38-39). He who began a good work in you will bring it to completion
(Philippians 1:6). Sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, the guarantee of our inheritance (Ephesians 1:13-
14). Catholics should quote these with delight. They are ours.

The warning texts. It is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened
and then commit apostasy (Hebrews 6:4-6). If we sin deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the
truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins (Hebrews 10:26-29). You are severed from Christ, you
who would be justified by the law; you have fallen away from grace (Galatians 5:4). I pommel my body...
lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified (1 Corinthians 9:27). Let anyone who thinks
that he stands take heed lest he fall (1 Corinthians 10:12). And in John 15, the branch that does not abide
is thrown away and burned.

The bridge text is Romans 11:20-22, where Paul tells Gentile believers to stand fast through faith, not to
become proud but to fear, and adds the condition explicitly: provided you continue in his kindness;
otherwise you too will be cut off. Note that the branches he is warning are not hypothetical unbelievers.
They are the ones standing.
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What the Church holds, stated exactly

Perseverance to the end is itself a gift of grace, not an achievement. The Church teaches that we can and
should have a firm hope of salvation, and she also teaches, following the Council of Trent, that no one
can know with the certainty of faith that he is among the elect apart from a special revelation. Do not
soften that; it is a genuine difference from the Reformed position and pretending otherwise is dishonest.

And immediately alongside it: CCC 2091 and 2092 name both despair and presumption as sins against
hope. A Catholic who lives in terror of damnation is not being more faithful than one who lives in
confidence. He has fallen into the opposite error, and left alone that error pulls toward despair, which is
a sin against hope. Say that as a warning about a direction, not as a verdict on a frightened person:
scrupulosity is usually an affliction rather than a sin, and it calls for a steady confessor rather than a
rebuke. Say that out loud tonight, more than once.

0Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

“But when a righteous man turns away from his righteousness and commits iniquity... none of
the righteous deeds which he has done shall be remembered.” Ezekiel 18:24

And the same chapter says the reverse with equal force at verse 21: when a wicked man turns away from
all his sins, he shall surely live. Ezekiel 18 is the Old Testament’s sustained argument that the door
swings both ways, and that God’s posture toward the returning is not reluctance but eagerness. Read
verse 23 aloud tonight: God takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked.

Voices of the Church

Voice of the Church
St. Augustine

On the Gift of Perseverance (summary)

Augustine argues that perseverance to the end is not something the believer supplies but a gift God
gives, and that this is precisely why it must be prayed for rather than presumed upon.

Note how this reframes the whole dispute. For Augustine, perseverance being a gift is not a reason for
anxiety; it is a reason to ask.

Summary of the work’s argument; no chapter number printed.

Voice of the Church
St. Cyprian of Carthage
On the Lapsed (summary)

Writing after a persecution in which many Christians had denied the faith to save their lives, Cyprian
refuses two easy answers. He will not pretend nothing happened, and he will not say the lapsed are
beyond return.

His pastoral judgment is the Church'’s pattern: the fall was real, and the door is open. If your group has
anyone who has been away and come back, this is the Voice to dwell on.

Summary of the work’s pastoral argument; no section number printed.

Voice of the Church
The Council of Trent
Session 6, 1547

The council taught that the justified should have firm hope in God’s help, and also that no one can know
with the certainty of faith, apart from special revelation, that he has obtained the grace of God or is
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among the predestined.

Print this rather than paraphrase it away. It is a real difference from the Reformed doctrine of
assurance, and stating it plainly is more persuasive than blurring it.

Historical; the session and the substance of its teaching are securely attested.

Catechism Connection
+ CCC 1821 on hope: we hope for the glory of heaven, and hope is expressed and nourished in prayer.
+ CCC 2091-2092 name despair and presumption as the two sins against hope. Read both paragraphs aloud.
« CCC 162 on persevering in faith, which must be nourished and can be lost.

+ CCC 1861 on mortal sin, and note carefully that the Church entrusts judgment to God’s mercy rather than
declaring any individual damned.

Thread Watch
Leader only.

- THREAD A, the Abiding Question. Tonight the group should feel the question sharply: what does it take
to stay? Do not answer it. Session Seven answers it, and the answer is not effort of our own
manufacture. Staying is receiving, and the receiving is real cooperation carried by grace: keeping his
commandments is how John 15 says a branch abides, not a fee it pays to stay on the vine.

+ Watch the room. If tonight produces fear rather than seriousness, you have run it wrong, and Session
Seven will have repair work to do.

Session Goals
- 1. Every participant can quote at least two security texts with warmth.
- 2. Every participant can name at least three warning texts addressed to believers.
« 3. The group discovers Romans 11:22 and its condition.
« 4. Every participant knows that despair and presumption are both sins against hope.

+ 5. Nobody leaves afraid. If anyone does, follow up this week.

Timed Plan
+ Opening prayer and Win: 10 minutes.
- The security texts, question 3: 15 minutes. Begin here deliberately.
« The steelman and question 4: 25 minutes.
 The warning texts and Romans 11, questions 5 and 6: 25 minutes.

+ Question 7 on hope, then Send and closing: 15 minutes. Do not cut question 7 under any circumstances.

THE OBJECTION BENCH

Leader only. Deploy what the room needs, skip the rest. Do not hand this page out. The matching Take-Home carries a
shorter version in the participant’s own words.

"If you can lose it, it was never grace."

A gift can be genuinely given and genuinely refused afterward without becoming a wage. Marriage is freely
given and can be abandoned; that does not make it earned.

Ask what the objection implies about the warnings. If falling away is impossible for the truly saved, then
Hebrews is warning people who were never in danger, which is a strange thing for Scripture to spend two
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chapters doing. Expect the reply that the warnings are the means God uses to keep the elect. Answer it from
the second person and the tense: Paul tells standing believers in Romans 11:20-22 that they stand by faith
now and will be cut off unless they continue, and Galatians 5:4 says you have fallen away from grace, which
is hard to say of a man who never had it.

"Those warning passages describe people who were never really saved."

This is the serious version and it is answered in the steelman. Note in advance that Hebrews 6:4 describes
them as having been enlightened, having tasted the heavenly gift, and having shared in the Holy Spirit.

"So Catholics can never have any assurance."

Wrong, and correct it warmly. The Church teaches firm hope, and names presumption and despair as the two
errors. What she declines is the certainty of faith about one’s own final perseverance.

Practically: a Catholic in a state of grace, going to confession, receiving the Eucharist, and trying to love God
has every reason for confidence and no reason for terror.
"My friend says she knows she is saved and she seems happier than most Catholics."

Do not dismiss this. It is often true and it is worth being honest about, because badly catechised Catholics
really do carry unnecessary fear.

The answer is not to make her doubt. It is to make sure our own people know that the Church forbids despair
as firmly as she forbids presumption, and that confident hope is the commanded posture.
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Part Two: Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer
Lord Jesus, you hold us and you also call us. Give us tonight both your security and your seriousness, and
keep fear out of this room. Amen.

Win
1. Has anyone ever told you they know for certain they are going to heaven? How did that land?

2. When you think about your own death, what is the honest first feeling?

Build

THE FLOOR Start here and end here: nothing outside you can take you from Christ. That is Scripture and it is
Catholic teaching.

Read aloud: John 10:27-30, then Romans 8:38-39.
3. What do these promise, exactly? Say it in your own words.

ANSWER (share after the discussion)

That no one can snatch us from his hand, and that nothing in all creation can separate us from the love
of God in Christ.

Let the group enjoy this. Do not rush to qualify it. Catholics own these verses and many Catholics have
never heard them preached as theirs.

One observation to hold for later, offered lightly rather than as a gotcha: Paul lists death, life, angels,
principalities, powers, height, depth, and anything else in creation. Ask the group later what kind of
thing is on the list.

The Steelman

THE DEPTH Read in full.

The strongest form of the objection.

Christ says he gives them eternal life and they shall never perish. Never. If a person can receive
eternal life and then lose it, the word eternal has been emptied, and the promise is worth nothing
more than the recipient’s stamina. Paul says he is sure that nothing can separate us. Paul says the
Spirit is a seal and a guarantee. And he says the one who began the good work will finish it, which
is a statement about God’s reliability rather than ours.

The warning passages describe apostates who were never genuinely converted. St. John says as
much: they went out from us, but they were not of us, for if they had been of us they would have
continued with us. Falling away reveals what was always true rather than destroying something
that was there.

And the warnings are not an embarrassment to this position; they are part of it. God keeps his
people through means, and one of the ordained means is the warning itself, which is why a
warning can be entirely serious and still never fail of its purpose in those who are truly his.
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Hebrews 6 describes real covenant privilege: to be enlightened, to taste the heavenly gift, to share
in the Holy Spirit is to stand inside the covenant community and to feel its powers, and Scripture
itself speaks of those who believe for a while and in time of testing fall away. John 15 and Romans 11
are read the same way. A branch can be attached to the vine or grafted to the root, drawing on the
visible life of the covenant people, without ever having been united to Christ by living faith. So the
warnings do their work exactly where they are meant to, in the elect, who hear them, fear, and
continue, while those who shrug them off show in the end what they always were.

And consider the fruit. Assurance produces gratitude, freedom, and obedience out of love.
Uncertainty produces exactly what Catholic history is full of: scrupulosity, indulgence-hunting, and
deathbed terror. A doctrine is known by what it grows.

4. What must a Catholic grant? And what does the argument not account for?

ANSWER (share after the discussion)

Grant the promises entirely; they are ours and we should say so first. Grant also that Catholic practice
has sometimes produced fear, and that this is a real failure. Do not defend it.

What it does not account for: the warnings are addressed to believers, in the second person, by apostles
who expected to be obeyed. Hebrews 6:4 describes people who were enlightened, tasted the heavenly
gift, and shared in the Holy Spirit. Galatians 5:4 says you have fallen away from grace, which is difficult
to say of someone who never had it. And Paul says in 1 Corinthians 9:27 that he himself could be
disqualified.

On 1John 2:19: it is a real text and it plainly says what the objection says. But it describes a particular
group of departed teachers, and it has to be held with Romans 11:22, where Paul warns standing
believers that they will be cut off unless they continue. Both are Scripture.

Now return to Romans 8. Ask what kind of thing is on Paul’s list. Death, life, angels, rulers, things
present, things to come, powers, height, depth, anything else in all creation. Every item named is a
power outside us, and Paul’s question in verse 35 is who shall separate us. Be honest about the limit of
this: Paul closes with anything else in all creation, and we are creatures too, so this is not a proof that
the self is exempt. The point is narrower and it holds. Paul is denying that any hostile power can tear us
away from the love of God; he is not addressing what Romans 11:22 and Hebrews address, which is a
believer who stops continuing in God’s kindness. The weight of the Catholic case rests on those warning
texts and on our real cooperation with grace, not on an argument from silence in Romans 8.

On the fruit argument, concede and correct. Scrupulosity is real and is a distortion. The Church names
despair a sin against hope, which means the fearful Catholic is not being rigorous; he is in error, and
needs a confessor rather than an argument.

Live discovery. Give the group Romans 11:17-22 and ask them to identify who is being warned and what
the condition is.

5. What did you find?

ANSWER (share after the discussion)

Gentile believers, currently standing, are warned not to be proud but to fear, and told they stand fast
only through faith. Then the condition: provided you continue in his kindness; otherwise you too will be
cut off.

The branches being warned are grafted in already. That is the whole force of it.
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6. Read John 15:1-6. What happens to a branch in the vine that does not abide?

ANSWER (share after the discussion)
It is taken away, thrown out, withers, and is burned. And the branch in question is in the vine to begin
with; that is what makes it a branch.

Hold this. It is the text Session Seven is built on, and next week it will read very differently.

7. Read CCC 2091 and 2092 aloud. What are the two sins against hope?

ANSWER (share after the discussion)
Despair and presumption. Both. The Church treats living in terror as an error, not as prudence.

Say plainly to the room: if tonight has made anyone afraid rather than serious, that is a misreading of
the session and of the faith. A Catholic in a state of grace, confessing, receiving the Eucharist, and trying
to love God has every reason for confidence.

End here. Do not let the session close on Hebrews 6.

Send
8. Which do you personally drift toward, presumption or fear?

9. What is one thing that helps you stay, that you have been neglecting?

Live It This Week
- Read Romans 8:31-39 out loud once a day, as a statement about yourself.

- Make an examination of conscience this week, and go to confession if you are aware of grave sin or if it
has genuinely been a long time. This is where tonight lands in practice: not a way of managing worry,
but the place where what we read about actually gets dealt with. If you are someone who tends toward
scrupulosity, do not add a confession because of this session. Take it to one regular confessor and follow

what he tells you.
- Read Ezekiel 18:21-23 and notice what God says he takes no pleasure in.

- Keep praying for your person by name.

Closing Prayer
Father, you hold us more firmly than we hold you. Give us the gift of perseverance, since it is a gift, and
keep us from both carelessness and fear. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Memory Verse

“For I am sure that neither death, nor life... nor anything else in all creation, will be able to
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Romans 8:38-39
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Part Three: Leader Reference Card

- Ezekiel 18:21-24, the door swings both ways

+ John 10:27-30, no one shall snatch them

+ Romans 8:31-39, nothing in all creation (memory verse at 38-39)

- Philippians 1:6 and Ephesians 1:13-14, the good work and the seal

+ 1John 2:19, they went out from us (steelman)

- Hebrews 6:4-6 and 10:26-29, the warnings

- Galatians 5:4, fallen away from grace

« 1Corinthians 9:27 and 10:12, disqualified, and take heed lest he fall
+ Romans 11:17-22, provided you continue (live discovery)

- John 15:1-6, the branch that does not abide

Catechism: CCC 162, 1821, 1861, 2091-2092.

Patristic and conciliar: St. Augustine, On the Gift of Perseverance. St. Cyprian, On the Lapsed. Council
of Trent, Session 6, 1547.
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