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“This book is a masterpiece, and I do not say that lightly. Since 
Octavius Winslow wrote his magnificent book, Personal Declen-
sion and Revival of Religion in the Soul in 1841, not much has seen 
the light of day on the vital subject of backsliding, to which every 
believer is prone and from which every child of God needs deliver-
ance. This excellent work, so helpfully spiced with quotations 
from the Puritans, needs to be read over and over again. I heartily 
commend it.”

Martin Holdt, Pastor, Emmanuel Baptist Church,  
Johannesburg, South Africa; editor Reformation Africa South

“Solidly written in the vein of older classics on this subject by 
authors like Richard Sibbes and Andrew Fulller, this new work 
by Dr. Beeke provides a helpful approach to what is a perennial 
problem for the church. For inevitably there are wounded in the 
spiritual war in which we are engaged, and this work outlines the 
best means of bringing balm and healing to their souls. Highly 
recommended.”

Michael Haykin, author; Professor of Church History and 
Biblical Spirituality; Director, The Andrew Fuller Center for 
Baptist Studies, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“Getting Back in the Race is a thorough treatment of the 
difficult subject of backsliding. It bears all the classic hallmarks of 
Joel Beeke’s writings: it is thoroughly scriptural, warmly pastoral, 
saturated with the best of Puritan wisdom, and relevant for all 
Christians. Any of us may drop out of the race; Joel Beeke will help 
us prevent that happening by showing why it does happen and how 
it can be overcome. May this book help us to stay the course all the 
way to the finishing line!”

Iain D. Campbell, Minister, Point Free Church; 2012 
Moderator, Free Church of Scotland General Assembly

“The strength and beauty of Getting Back in the Race is that 
Joel Beeke’s characteristic clarity, biblical fidelity, and unflinching 



care as to detail and pastoral wisdom is obvious on every page. This 
book is an honest and sometimes chilling exposition of the serious-
ness of backsliding; at the same time, it unfailingly breathes the air of 
grace and hope. Timely and judicious, a book to read, re-read.”

Derek W. H. Thomas, Minister of Preaching and Teaching, 
First Presbyterian Church, Columbia, SC; Distinguished 
Visiting Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, 
Reformed Theological Seminary; Editorial Director, Alliance 
of Confessing Evangelicals

“‘Don’t settle for being a spiritual shrimp,’ argues Dr. Beeke. 
The pity is that too many modern Christians are opting for shrimp-
ishly small degrees of grace. Indwelling sin drags the careless 
believer down into guilty backsliding. This book is a prescription 
for the believer who feels his guilt. Here is medicine from the Bible 
ornamented with choice quotations from the great Puritans. These 
are healing fountains for backslidden saints.”

Maurice Roberts, Minister of Greyfriars Congregation, 
Inverness, Scotland; former editor, Banner of Truth magazine

“Once again, Christian believers young and old are indebted 
to Joel Beeke. Dr. Beeke writes on a subject we hear much too little 
about, backsliding, and does so with biblical clarity, theological 
insight, yet always with a pastor’s heart. Only too easily can even 
well-taught Christians find their hearts growing cold and their zeal 
for Christ’s honor flagging. Dr. Beeke, like the spiritual physician 
he is, exposes to us the reasons why backsliding happens and how 
God in his grace maps out for us the way back to spiritual health. 
This is a book for all Christians, certainly not only for those who 
are in the sad state of backsliding. Prevention is always better than 
cure. Relevant biblical passages abound and choice quotes from 
the history of the church illuminate the text. This is a book every 
Christian should read and every pastor commend.”

Reverend Ian Hamilton, Minister, Cambridge Presbyterian 
Church, Cambridge, England
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Introduction

RUNNING WITH 
ENDURANCE

At the height of World War II, the enemy Axis 
powers controlled all of Europe from France westward, 
plus portions of Africa, Asia, and China. The Russian 
Allies were under siege in Moscow and had already lost 
Kiev. It seemed the unthinkable was happening: the 
exhausted Allies were losing their war against a merciless 
foe. 

In October 1941 the English Prime Minister, Winston 
Churchill, spoke to his countrymen, and indeed to the 
entire free world. The substance of his message was clear: 

“Never, never, never give up!” Churchill called his people 
to persevere, and persevere they did unto victory, four 
long years later.

As in military conflict, so in the ongoing war that is 
the Christian life: perseverance like that of a marathon 
runner is a necessity—even, and especially, in the face of 
what seem to be daunting odds. Of course, in one sense 
this spiritual war is not to be compared to World War II, 
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for the stakes are far higher. This is a war of which another 
Englishman, William Gurnall (1616–1679), said, “the 
cruelest [war] which ever was fought by men, will be 
found but sport and child’s play to this. Alas, what is the 
killing of bodies to the destroying of souls?”1 For this is 
nothing less than the warfare between Satan and the saints 
of God. It is a war of eternal consequence.

In this war too, we hear our Commander in Chief call 
us to follow him to the end and never, never, never give 
up. That’s a tough assignment: following Christ is, in fact, 
more than a marathon. It’s more like an “Ironman,” the 
spiritual equivalent of swimming two and a half miles, 
biking 112 miles, and running 26 miles without a break. 
Christians—all Christians—must go the distance against 
great odds.

How do we do that? How do we keep up the pace? 
It’s one thing to begin the Christian life, but quite another 
to persevere in it. It’s one thing to repent and believe the 
gospel, but quite another to go on repenting and go on 
believing. The miracle of Pentecost in Acts 2:4 is great, 
but in some ways, Acts 2:42 is even greater: “And they 
continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellow-
ship and in breaking of bread, and in prayers.” My father 
often said to me, “Remember, it’s relatively easy to begin 
ministry in the church; the challenge is to maintain it—to 
persevere in zeal for it.”

Haven’t you, too, discovered that in some ways it can 
be harder to go on believing as a Christian than to become 
one in the first place? Haven’t you, too, found it hard to 
persevere in faith when trouble or opposition arises, or 
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when faced with the demands of daily life in such a world 
as this? Perhaps even now you are fearful. Perhaps you 
are afraid that you will fall into a defeatist attitude, saying, 

“I can never measure up to the demands of discipleship, so 
what’s the use of trying? The poverty of my faith and my 
weakness in the face of temptation is terribly discourag-
ing. How can I go on believing that ‘God is light’ even in 
the darkest night? How can I persevere in paying the high 
cost of faithfulness, enduring affliction and opposition 
and loss for the gospel’s sake?”

Every Christian faces numerous discouragements 
in striving to follow Christ. Our knees go weak and our 
hands hang down when we face personal failure, when 
others let us down, or when providence denies our desires. 
Disappointment can lead to discouragement, and discour-
agement may end in doubt, fear, and even despair. We feel 
weak and tired, emotionally and spiritually, and we are 
tempted to throw in the towel. Why should we persist in 
confessing a faith that is despised and hated in the world? 
It all seems pointless and hopeless. We say with Asaph, 

“Verily I have cleansed my heart in vain” (Psalm 73:13). 
But we must press on, firm in the confidence that we 

run alongside other believers, that we run a well-trodden 
course, and that we run with God’s inexhaustible assis-
tance and support. J. C. Ryle (1816–1900) said, “We have 
a race to run,” and went on to explain that every true 
Christian must endure great opposition:

 
Without there will be fightings, within there will 
be fears; there will be snares to be avoided, and 
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temptations to be resisted; there will be your own 
treacherous hearts, often cold and dead and dry and 
dull; there will be friends who will give you unscrip-
tural advice, and relations who will even war against 
your soul; in short, there will be stumbling-blocks on 
every side, there will be occasion for all your diligence 
and watchfulness and godly jealousy and prayer, you 
will soon find that to be a real Christian is no light 
matter.2

But the Lord does not call us to go where he has not 
gone before. We are called to endure what Christ endured 
before us, to follow the course he has already taken. 
Hebrews 12:1–2 says, 

Let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth 
so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race 
that is set before us, looking unto Jesus the author 
and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set 
before him endured the cross, despising the shame, 
and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God.

There’s the key: “looking unto Jesus.” The more we 
fix our eyes on the glory of the one who died and rose and 
now sits at God’s right hand, the more we will press on to 
meet him. John Bunyan (1628–1688), himself no stranger 
to hardship, said, “When men do come to see the things of 
another world, what a God, what a Christ, what a heaven, 
and what an eternal glory there is to be enjoyed; also, 
when they see that it is possible for them to have a share in 
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it, I tell you it will make them run through thick and thin 
to enjoy it.”3

But when we lose sight of Christ because of our sin, 
or Satan’s lies, we grow tired and weak. We begin to lose 
our bearings, drift out of the way, or else give up too soon. 
Let’s take a lesson from American swimmer Florence 
Chadwick (1918–1995). While I am not the first to tell her 
story, it is well worth recounting here. In her prime, she 
swam the English Channel in record time. But when she 
attempted to swim the 26 miles from Catalina Island to 
the coast of California, a thick fog set in after fifteen hours 
in the water. She could no longer see her goal, so she grew 
discouraged. Finally, an hour later, she asked to be pulled 
out by the people in boats accompanying her. Imagine 
her dismay when she discovered that she was only one 
mile from her goal! Two months later she tried again, and 
the same fog set in. But this time she fixed in her mind an 
image of the shore ahead of her, and pressed on to reach 
her goal.

When sin or unbelief or false teaching make it hard 
to see Jesus, Christians grow discouraged, become weak 
in faith, and may begin to turn away from the Lord. Like 
a swimmer in the fog, our own sins constantly block our 
view of the glorious goal, so we are tempted to abandon 
the pursuit entirely. This turning away from Christ is 
often called backsliding: a drawing back from God, from 
our profession of faith, and from our commitment to 
follow Christ. To backslide is to relapse into unbelief, sin, 
and spiritual numbness. Backsliding is an act of disloyalty 
and a form of rebellion. It can happen to an individual, a 
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family, a church, even a whole denomination. Backslid-
ing can leave people in a weakened spiritual condition for 
years before they recover. It can even lead to final apostasy, 
giving up and walking away from the Lord forever.

The purpose of this book is to awaken Christians to 
the reality of backsliding, to help us recognize it when 
it starts, to show where it may lead, and to empower 
believers—those who are in the grip of backsliding, or 
those in a position to help the afflicted—to get back into 
the race by the grace of God. We will first analyze the 
spiritual disease of backsliding, then proceed to the divine 
cure.4

This book will also introduce you to the vast body 
of helpful literature on backsliding and spiritual experi-
ence in general. Christian writers of the seventeenth, 
eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries gave considerable 
attention to the problem of backsliding. Many of their 
books continue to be printed today. Strangely, treatment 
of this topic has become quite rare among recent authors. 
Therefore, I hope to introduce you to some of the old 
writers of the Reformed and Puritan traditions who 
handle spiritual experience with biblical wisdom. Follow 
the footnotes of this book like bridges to other valuable 
books.

I encourage you to read this book with prayer. Pray 
that the Holy Spirit would illuminate your mind to see 
the truth, and bring your heart captive to love for the 
truth. Pray also for your church and other Christians, that 
God would heal all our backsliding (Hosea 14:4).

I believe in both the preservation of the saints by God 
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and the perseverance of the saints before God. True, our 
perseverance is a fruit of God’s preservation, but that 
perseverance is still ours, a fight we must fight and a race 
we must run. It doesn’t happen objectively outside of us; 
it happens subjectively, by grace, within us and through 
us. Trusting in God, looking to Christ, and relying on the 
help of the Holy Spirit in using the spiritual disciplines, 
we must run the race and we must finish the course. We 
are no mere spectators, nor can we remain on the sidelines. 
Every Christian is a runner.

We must continue on patiently, ploddingly, believing 
in the Lord—not only in times of prosperity, but also in 
times of adversity. May God use this book to strengthen 
you and keep you running in the race until you reach the 
goal, obtain the prize, and receive your crown from the 
hand of Christ in glory!




