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What is the mystery which concerns all humans? 
How were we given up to decay? 

How are we yoked to death? 
 

      ~ St. John of Damascus 
 Experience 
 

1. Inevitability & Universality of Death 
 

A.  We are going to die…  
B. But then, so do all living things. 
 

2. But of all living things, we alone are bothered by this fact. 
 

A. My cat sleeping in the sun 
B. F. Forester Church 

 
(1) Birth and Death are the two hinges on which life turns 
(2) Our Humanity is our response to the dual reality of being alive and 

having to die 
 

3. Existential Threat – Urgent & Personal “Dread” 
 

A. Ernest Becker – The Denial of Death 
 

(1) Fear of Death intrinsic to Human Nature 
(2) All sickness of soul is rooted in denial & avoidance of this reality 
 

B. What do we fear? 
 

(1) Incomplete 
 

 



(a) Vitezslav Gardavsky – God in Not Yet Dead 
 

That I die, means that I cannot complete my work, I will no 
longer see those I have loved, and I will no longer experience 
beauty or sorrow.  The unrepeatable music of this world will no 
longer ring in my senses; never again will I anywhere or in any 
way move out beyond myself.  Only this final thing remains for 
me… 
 

(b) Donald Hall – Books I will never read… 
 

(2) Irrational 
 
 (a) G.H. Palmer 
 

Who can contemplate the fact of her death and not call the world 
irrational, if out of deference to a few particles of disordered 
matter, it excludes so fair a spirit? 

 
(2) Unjust 

 
(a) Bad things happen to good people… 
(b) Good thing happen to bad people… 
(c) When are the accounts balanced? 

 
4. Boundary Situation (Tillich) 
 

A. ”Ultimacy” ~ “”Depth” 
 

(1) Who am I? - Identity 
(2) Where did I come from? - Origin 
(3) Why am I here? – Purpose 
(4) What really matters? - Value 
(5) Where am I going? - Destiny 

 
B. Urgent Question – Is this all there is? 

 
5. Eternity in our Hearts (Ecclesiastes 3:11)                                            

 
A. Augustine --- Our hearts are restless… 
B. Malcolm Muggeridge – Alienation – Never fully/finally at “home” here 
C. Memory of Eden 
D. Postmortem Presence 
E. NDE 

 
 



 Tradition 
 

1. The History of Hope 
 

A. The “Argument from Consensus” 
 

(1) “Democracy of the Dead”  (Quantity) 
 

(a) Everyone 
(b) Everywhere 
(c) Always 

 
(2) The Formal Argument 

 
(a) What the Vast Majority believe is probably true. 
(b) The vast majority believe in life after death. 
(c) Therefore life after death is probably true. 

 
B. The “Argument from the Sages” (Quality) 
 

(1) The “Sages” - 
 

   Moses  Job  Socrates  Plato 
   Aristotle  Plotinus Zoroaster  Akhenaton 
   Gilgamesh  Lao-Tzu Confucius  Buddha 
   Ramanuja  Krishna Mohammed  Maimonides 
   Avicenna  Augustine Aquinas  Jesus 

 
(2) The Formal Argument --- 
 

(a) What the sages believed was probably true. 
(b) The sages believe in life after death. 
(c) Therefore life after death is probably true.   

 
 Reason 
 

The human race has come up with  six basic theories about what happens 
when we die. (Kreeft) 

 
1. Materialism 

 
a. The body is all there is 
b. When you are dead you are dead 
c. Extinction – Annihilation  

(1) $1.92 of chemicals 
(2) Any sense of Immortality 



 
(a) Biological  – Gene Pool Continues… 
(b) Social – what you’ve done that lasts… 

 
2. Paganism 

 
a. The soul survives separation from body 
b. Goes to the Place of the Dead (Sheol/Hades) 
c. Where it continues in a Ghostly Existence 
 

3. Pantheism  
 

a. Spirit separates from Body 
b. Spirit is divine and eternal 
c. Drop of Water into the Ocean 
 

4. Reincarnation 
 

a. Spirit separates from Body 
b. Spirit takes another Body 
c. Process continues 
d. Until it has completed the journey  
e. And becomes part of the Divine 
  

5. Immortality of the Soul 
 

a. Spirit separates from body 
b. Spirit eventually reaches destiny of heaven or hell 
 

6. Resurrection 
 

a. We are intimate unity of Spirit and Body 
b. The Spirit separates from Body at death 
c. The Body and Spirit are reunited at the end of the World 
d. Intermediate State – Between Death and the End of the World 

 
(1) Suspension – Soul Sleep 
(2) Purgatory 
(3) Paradise 
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

So, who’s right? 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 



 The Parable of the Blind Men and the Elephant 
 

 
A group of blind men heard that a strange animal, called an elephant, had been 
brought to the town, but none of them were aware of its shape and form. Out of 
curiosity, they said: “We must inspect and know it by touch, of which we are 
capable”. So, they sought it out, and when they found it they groped about it. In 
the case of the first person, whose hand landed on the trunk, said “This being is 
like a drain pipe”. 

For another one whose hand reached its ear, it seemed like a kind of fan. As for 
another person, whose hand was upon its leg, said, “I perceive the shape of the 
elephant to be like a pillar”. And in the case of the one who placed his hand upon 
its back said, “Indeed, this elephant is like a throne”. 

Now, each of these presented a true aspect when he related what he had gained 
from experiencing the elephant. None of them had strayed from the true 
description of the elephant. Yet they fell short of fathoming the true appearance of 
the elephant. 

1. Where Experience, Tradition & Reason Deliver us 
2. Lesslie Newbigin’s correction to the story: Somebody can see! 

In the famous story of the blind men and the elephant… the real point of the story 
is constantly overlooked.  The story is told from the point of view of the king and 
his courtiers, who are not blind but can see that the blind men are unable to grasp 
the full reality of the elephant and are only able to get hold of part of it.  The story 
is constantly told in order to neutralize the affirmations of the great religions, to 
suggest that they learn humility and recognize that none of them can have more 
than one aspect of the truth.  But, of course, the real point of the story is exactly 
the opposite.  If the king were also blind, there would be no story.  What this 
means then is that there is an appearance of humility and a protestation that the 
truth is much greater than anyone of us can grasp.  But if this is used to invalidate 
all claims to discern the truth, it is in fact an arrogant claim with the kind of 
knowledge which is superior that you have just said, no religion has. 

 



 The Quadrilateral 
 
 

 
 
 

 Revelation 
 

1. Revelation – God speaks and Acts – Event  
2. Inspiration 
 

A.  The Spoken Word – Message Preached 
B. The Written Word – Document Written 

 
3. Canonization – Documents Collected 
4. Interpretation – Head Understanding 
5. Illumination – Heart Understanding  
6. Conviction – Doctrinal Conclusions 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 Experience, Tradition and Reason Question what Scripture 
Affirms 

 
1. The Two Wings of the Church 

 
A. Those who demand the Answers (close every circle) 
B. Those who are comfortable with Questions (leave circles open) 

 
2. 2 Doors 

 
A. “Truth” 
B. “The Search for Truth” 

 
3. Rob Bell 

 
A. From the “Answers”  Wing of the Church 

 
(1) Wheaton 
(2) Fuller 
(3) Megachurch 

 
B. A Book of Questions 

 
4. In Defense of Questions  

 
A. Chaim Potok – The Promise (75) 
B. The Protestant Reformation  

 
(1) The Right of Private Interpretation 
(2) Soul Competency 
(3) Balthasar Hubmaier 

 
"I may err -- I am a man. But a heretic I cannot be, because I ask 
constantly for instruction in the Word of God." 

 
C. The Enlightenment 

 
(1) Question Established Authorities  
(2) “Liberal” Education – How we arrive at truth 
(3) Values Clarification 

 
                (a) Choosing:  
 

o Freely 
o from alternatives 



o after thoughtful consideration of the consequences of each 
alternative 

 
    (b) Prizing: 
 

o cherishing, being happy with the choice 
o willing to affirm the choice publicly 

 
    (c) Acting:  
 

o doing something with the choice 
o repeatedly, in some pattern of life 

 

 The Elephant --- “What happens to us after we die?” 

 
 
     The Control Beliefs 
 

1. The Universality of God’s Saving Intention… 
 

Beginning point – The Generosity of God --- Does not have to be 
convinced to save us; has to be convinced not to save us… 

 
A. Scripture 

 
(1)  Ezekiel 18:32 
(2) John 3:16 
(3) 2 Peter 3:9 
(4) I Timothy 2:4 
  

B. Questions – Experience, Tradition & Reason 
 



(1) Thwarting the fulfillment of God’s will – Does God get what God 
wants?  

(2) Narrowing the scope of God’s saving intention (Calvinism) 
 

2. The Decisiveness of Jesus Christ as Savior… 
 

A. Scripture 
 

(1) John 14:6 
(2) Acts 4:12 
(3) I Timothy 2:5-6 
(4) 2 Corinthians 5:19 

 
The Traditional Restrictivist Position 

 
o Jesus Christ is the only Savior of the World 
o Jesus Christ secured our salvation through His atoning death 
o People are invited to accept Jesus Christ as their Savior 
o The conscious rejection of Jesus Christ as Savior has eternal 

consequence 
 

B. Questions – Experience, Tradition & Reason 
 

(1) Is God just at work in Christianity? 
 

(a) Acts 14:17 - God has not left Himself without witness 
(b) Acts 17:27-28 – Seeking God 
 

(2) Hebrews 11:6 – Good Faith 
(3) The Ontological Necessity and the Epistemological Requirement 

 
(a) The Old Testament Saints 
(b) The Light possessed 

 
3. The Necessity of Personal Faith 

 
A. Scripture 

 
(1) Matthew 16:15-18 
(2) Romans 10:9-13 
(3) Ephesians 2:4-9 
(4) Galatians 3:1-5 
 

B. Questions – Experience, Tradition & Reason 
 

(1) What is saving faith? 



(c) Binary 
(d) Engle Scale 
 

(2) Is anyone saved without saving faith? 
 

(e) Babies 
(f) Children before the “Age of Accountability” 
(g) The Mentally Challenged 

 
(3) What is the fate of the Unevangelized? 

 
(a) What about those who have not heard? 
(b) What about those who could not respond? 

 
(4) Does free-will end at death? 
 

(a) I Peter 3:19 – A Postmortem Invitation of Faith? 
(b) Origen – Apocatastasis 
 

 
 The Case for Hell (Peter Kreeft) 
 

o Difficult to Defend 
o Burdensome to Believe 
o The first to be Abandoned  

 
1. Three Destructive Presuppositions --- 

 
A.  To believe there is no hell presupposes that both Scripture and the  
      Church are not telling the truth. 
B. If Scripture and the church are telling the truth about what Jesus said 

about hell, then it presupposes that Jesus didn’t tell the truth about hell 
(or that we don’t know what Jesus said about hell). 

C. If we jettison hell because it is unbearable to us, then this presupposes 
that we can change whatever doctrines we find unbearable or 
unacceptable. 

 
2.  Seven Disastrous Consequences --- 

 
A. If there is no hell, life’s choices no longer make an infinite difference. 
B. If there is no hell, there is no absolute morality, no real and objective 

opposition between good and evil. 
C. If salvation is universal and automatic, then ultimately there is no free 

will. 
D. If there is no hell to be saved from, then Jesus is not our Savior, but 

just another teacher. 



E. If faith in Christ as Savior is unnecessary, then we should recall all 
missionaries and apologize for all martyrs. 

F. If salvation is automatic, Christ’s sacrificial death was not what the 
Scriptures tell us it was: necessary, planned, the culmination of His 
whole earthly life and His reason for coming.  Instead it was a stupid 
mistake, a tragic accident.  

G. If there is no reason for believing in hell, then there is no reason for 
believing in the love of God since it is the same exact authority 
(Scripture) that tells us that God is love that tells us that there is a hell. 

 
3. Seven Reasons for Believing in Hell 
 

A. The Bible assures us that there is a hell. 
B. Jesus Christ taught that there is a hell. 
C. The Church has always taught that there is a hell. 
D. Justice demands punishment for evil. 
E. Hell follows from the exclusivity of God. 
F. If we are really free to choose to respond to the Gospel, then we must 

be free to reject it. 
G. If a universal, innate and natural fear corresponds to a real object, then 

our fear of hell must correlate with the existence of hell. (The reverse 
of the argument from longing) 
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Lest this topic be treated as merely academic or anyone tragically revel in his 
own salvation and hope of heaven to the minimizing or exclusion of taking the 
gospel to the ends of the earth to every person, be reminded that the final 
judgment of God and the ultimate destiny of unbelievers are fearful things. 
Jeremiah wept over the LORD.s judgment on Jerusalem (Jer 9:1; 14:17-18). 
And similarly, Jesus shed tears over the impending divine wrath to fall on the 
same city later (Luke 19:41-44). Likewise, writer and reader alike should be 
sobered by the subject matter at hand. The OT clearly affirms that God takes 
no pleasure in the death of the wicked (Ezek 18:23, 32) and the NT asserts 
that God desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth 
(1 Tim 2:4). Neither a cavalier attitude toward the lost nor a compassionate 
compromise is appropriate for a subject of such grave import. 

~ Richard L. Mayhue 
 
SOME KEY NEW TESTAMENT TEXTS - 
 
o Matthew 25:31-46 – The Sheep and the Goats 
o Luke 16:19-31 – The Rich Man and Lazarus 
o Matthew 5:22; 29-30; 10:28; Mark 9:43, 48 (cf. Isa 66:24); Luke  12:5 – The 

Gehenna Texts 
o Revelation 14:19-12; 20:11-15 – The Revelation Passages 
 
 
THE THREE BASIC QUESTIONS - 
 
o Are unbelievers (i.e., those who have not repented of their sin and embraced 

saving faith in the person of, the death of, and the resurrection of the Lord 



Jesus Christ) destined for an eternity of conscious torment in a real place that 
the Bible refers to as the lake of fire or Gehenna (commonly called Hell)?  

 
o Or, are unbelievers annihilated, i.e., put out of both material and spiritual 

existence?  
 
o Or, do all humans eventually receive the grace of God’s salvation, although 

for many only after a time of purgatorial purification? 
 
 

CHAPTER 3 OUTLINE 
 
1. Turn or Burn – What Christians are Like (64) 
2. What God is Like 
3. What Jesus Taught 
 

A. The Old Testament Categories 
 

(1) Sheol 
(2) God’s Power over Life and Death 
(3) God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob 
(4) Life and Death – 2 ways of being alive 
(5) Jewish aversion to Egyptian view of the afterlife 

 
B. The New Testament Words 

 
(1) Gehenna 
(2) Tartarus 
(3) Hades 

 
4. What should we think? 
 

A. Experiences of hell here and now 
 

(1) Rwanda 
(2) Rape 
(3) Suicide 
(4) Addiction 

  
B. Love, Grace and Humanity can be rejected (72) 
C. God gives us what we want 

 
5. What we find in Jesus’ Teachings 
 

A. Volatile Words, Images and Metaphors – Strong for a reason 
B. Stories - Luke 16:19-31 – Lazarus and Dives  



6. There are all kinds of hells 
 

A. Individual and Societal 
B. Here and Now 
C. Then and There 
D. And Jesus takes them all seriously (79) 

 
7. Other Passages about Judgment and Punishment 
 

A. Their Political Context 
B. Their Religious Context 
C. Texts 

 
(1) Sodom and Gomorrah 
(2) Movement from Judgment to Restoration in Israel’s History 
(3) Restoration not limited to just God’s Covenant People – Egypt 
(4) New Testament 

 
(a) Handed over to Satan – I Corinthians & I Timothy  
(b) The meaning of “aion” in Matthew 25 

 
8. Summary (93) 
 

A. Vivid Biblical Images 
B. Real Consequences to our Choices 
 

________________________________________________ 
 

“A Tip of my Hat” 
 
1. What God wants 
2. The “Already” and the “Not Yet” 
3. The Progressive Nature of Revelation 
 
 

“A Wag of my Finger” 
 
1. Selective rather than Comprehensive use of Scripture 
2. Sentimentalized Love 
3. Exegesis of Luke 16 
4. Preterist Interpretation of Apocalyptic Judgment 
5. Failure to contextualize “Restoration” 
6. Explanation of “Aion” 
 
 
 



 

The Importance of Hell 
 

There are plenty of people today who don't believe in the 
Bible's teaching on everlasting punishment, even those who do 

find it an unreal and a remote concept. 

                              Tim Keller 

In 2003 a research group discovered 64% of Americans expect to
go to heaven when they die, but less than 1% think they might go
to hell. Not only are there plenty of people today who don't
believe in the Bible's teaching on everlasting punishment, even
those who do find it an unreal and a remote concept. Nevertheless,
it is a very important part of the Christian faith, for several
reasons. 

1. It is important because Jesus taught about it more than all
other Biblical authors put together. Jesus speaks of "eternal fire 
and punishment" as the final abode of the angels and human
beings who have rejected God (Matthew 25:41,46) He says that
those who give into sin will be in danger of the "fire of hell"
(Matthew 5:22; 18:8-9.) The word Jesus uses for 'hell' is Gehenna,
a valley in which piles of garbage were daily burned as well as the
corpses of those without families who could bury them. In Mark 
9:43 Jesus speaks of a person going to "hell [gehenna], where
'their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched.' " Jesus is
referring to the maggots that live in the corpses on the garbage
heap. When all the flesh is consumed, the maggots die. Jesus is 
saying, however, that the spiritual decomposition of hell never
ends, and that is why 'their worm does not die.' 

If Jesus, the Lord of Love and Author of Grace spoke about hell
more often, and in a more vivid, blood-curdling manner than 
anyone else, it must be a crucial truth. 

In Matthew 10:28 Jesus says, "Do not fear those who can kill the
body but cannot kill the soul. Rather be afraid of the One who can
destroy both soul and body in hell." He is speaking to disciples,
some of whom will eventually be tortured, sawn in half, flayed 
and burned alive. Yet, he says, that is a picnic compared to hell.
Clearly, for Jesus hell was a real place, since he said that after
judgment day people would experience it in their bodies. Hell is a
place not only of physical but also of spiritual misery. 

Jesus constantly depicted hell as painful fire and "outer darkness"
(Matt 25:30; cf. Jude 6,7,13,) a place of unimaginably terrible
misery and unhappiness. If Jesus, the Lord of Love and Author of
Grace spoke about hell more often, and in a more vivid, blood-
curdling manner than anyone else, it must be a crucial truth. But

 

 



why was it so important to Jesus? 

2. It is important because it shows how infinitely dependent we
are on God for everything. Virtually all commentators and 
theologians believe that the Biblical images of fire and outer
darkness are metaphorical. (Since souls are in hell right now,
without bodies, how could the fire be literal, physical fire?) Even
Jonathan Edwards pointed out that the Biblical language for hell 
was symbolic, but, he added, 'when metaphors are used in
Scripture about spiritual things . . . they fall short of the literal
truth." (from "The Torments of Hell are Exceeding Great" in
volume 14 of the Yale edition of Edwards works.) To say that the 
Scriptural image of hell-fire is not wholly literal is of no comfort
whatsoever. The reality will be far worse than the image. What,
then, are the 'fire' and 'darkness' symbols for? They are vivid ways
to describe what happens when we lose the presence of God. 
Darkness refers to the isolation, and fire to the disintegration of
being separated from God. Away from the favor and face of God,
we literally, horrifically, and endlessly fall apart. 

In the teaching of Jesus the ultimate condemnation from the
mouth of God is 'depart from me.' That is remarkable--to simply 
be away from God is the worst thing that can happen to us! Why?
We were originally created to walk in God's immediate presence
(Genesis 2.) In one sense, of course, God is everywhere and
upholds everything. Only in him do we all speak and move and
have our being (Acts 17:28.) In that sense, then, it is impossible to
depart from the Lord; even hell cannot exist unless God upholds
it. But the Bible says sin excludes us from God's 'face' (Isaiah
59:2.) All the life, joy, love, strength, and meaning we have
looked for and longed for is found in his face (Psalm 16:11)-that 
is, in his favor, presence, fellowship, and pleasure. 

Sin removes us from that aspect of his power that sustains and
supports us. It is to us as water is to a fish-away from it our life 
slowly ebbs away. That is what has been happening to us
throughout history. That is why, for Paul, the everlasting fire and
destruction of hell is 'exclusion from the presence of the Lord." (2
Thessalonians 1:9.) Separation from God and his blessings forever
is the reality to which all the symbols point. For example, when
Jesus speaks being 'destroyed' in hell, the word used is apollumi,
meaning not to be annihilated out of existence but to be 'totaled'
and ruined so as to be useless for its intended purpose. 

The image of 'gehenna' and 'maggots' means decomposition. Once
a body is dead it loses its beauty and strength and coherence, it
begins to break into its constituent parts, to stink and to
disintegrate. So what is a 'totaled' human soul? It does not cease to
exist, but rather becomes completely incapable of all the things a



human soul is for--reasoning, feeling, choosing, giving or
receiving love or joy. Why? Because the human soul was built for
worshipping and enjoying the true God, and all truly human life
flows from that. In this world, all of humanity, even those who
have turned away from God, still are supported by 'kindly
providences' or 'common grace' (Acts 14:16-17; Psalm 104:10-30; 
James 1:17) keeping us still capable of wisdom, love, joy, and
goodness. But when we lose God's supportive presence all
together, the result is hell. 

3. It is important because it unveils the seriousness and danger
of living life for yourself. In Romans 1-2 Paul explains that God, 
in his wrath against those who reject him, 'gives them up' to the
sinful passions of their hearts. Commentators (cf. Douglas Moo)
point out that this cannot mean God impels people to sin, since in
Ephesians 4:19 it is said that sinners give themselves up to their 
sinful desires. It means that the worst (and fairest) punishment
God can give a person is to allow them their sinful hearts' deepest
desire. 

What is that? The desire of the sinful human heart is for
independence. We want to choose and go our own way (Isaiah 
53:6.) This is no idle 'wandering from the path.' As Jeremiah puts
it, 'No one repents . . . each pursues his own course like a horse
charging into battle. (8:6)' (We want to get away from God-but, as 
we have seen, this is the very thing that is most destructive to us.
Cain is warned not to sin because sin is slavery. (Genesis 4:7;
John 8:34.) It destroys your ability to choose, love, enjoy. Sin also
brings blindness-the more you reject the truth about God the more
incapable you are of perceiving any truth about yourself or the
world (Isaiah 29:9-10; Romans 1:21.) 

What is hell, then? It is God actively giving us up to what we have
freely chosen-to go our own way, be our own "the master of our
fate, the captain of our soul," to get away from him and his 
control. It is God banishing us to regions we have desperately
tried to get into all our lives. J.I.Packer writes: "Scripture sees hell 
as self-chosen . . . [H]ell appears as God's gesture of respect for
human choice. All receive what they actually chose, either to be 
with God forever, worshipping him, or without God forever,
worshipping themselves." (J.I.Packer, Concise Theology p.262-
263.) If the thing you most want is to worship God in the beauty
of his holiness, then that is what you will get (Ps 96:9-13.) If the 
thing you most want is to be your own master, then the holiness of
God will become an agony, and the presence of God a terror you
will flee forever (Rev 6:16; cf. Is 6:1-6.) 

Why is this so extremely important to stress in our preaching and 
teaching today? The idea of hell is implausible to people because



they see it as unfair that infinite punishment would be meted out
for comparably minor, finite false steps (like not embracing
Christianity.) Also, almost no one knows anyone (including 
themselves) that seem to be bad enough to merit hell. But the
Biblical teaching on hell answers both of these objections. First, it
tells us that people only get in the afterlife what they have most
wanted-either to have God as Savior and Master or to be their own 
Saviors and Masters. Secondly, it tells us that hell is a natural
consequence. Even in this world it is clear that self-centeredness 
rather than God-centeredness makes you miserable and blind. The
more self-centered, self-absorbed, self-pitying, and self-justifying 
people are, the more breakdowns occur, relationally,
psychologically, and even physically. They also go deeper into
denial about the source of their problems.  

On the other hand, a soul that has decided to center its life on God 
and his glory moves toward increasing joy and wholeness. We can
see both of these 'trajectories' even in this life. But if, as the Bible
teaches, our souls will go on forever, then just imagine where
these two kinds of souls will be in a billion years. Hell is simply 
one's freely chosen path going on forever. We wanted to get away
from God, and God, in his infinite justice, sends us where we
wanted to go. 

In the parable of Luke 16:19ff, Jesus tells us of a rich man who
goes to hell and who is now in torment and horrible thirst because 
of the fire (v.24) But there are interesting insights into what is
going on in his soul. He urges Abraham to send a messenger to go
and warn his still-living brothers about the reality of hell.
Commentators have pointed out that this is not a gesture of 
compassion, but rather an effort at blame-shifting. He is saying 
that he did not have a chance, he did not have adequate
information to avoid hell. That is clearly his point, because
Abraham says forcefully that people in this life have been well-
informed through the Scriptures. It is intriguing to find exactly
what we would expect-even knowing he is in hell and knowing
God has sent him there, he is deeply in denial, angry at God,
unable to admit that it was a just decision, wishing he could be 
less miserable (v.24) but in no way willing to repent or seek the
presence of God. 

I believe one of the reasons the Bible tells us about hell is so it can
act like 'smelling salts' about the true danger and seriousness of
even minor sins. However, I've found that only stressing the
symbols of hell (fire and darkness) in preaching rather than going
into what the symbols refer to (eternal, spiritual decomposition)
actually prevents modern people from finding hell a deterrent.
Some years ago I remember a man who said that talk about the



fires of hell simply didn't scare him, it seemed too far-fetched, 
even silly. So I read him lines from C.S. Lewis: 

Hell begins with a grumbling mood, always complaining, always
blaming others . . . but you are still distinct from it. You may even
criticize it in yourself and wish you could stop it. But there may
come a day when you can no longer. Then there will be no you left
to criticize the mood or even to enjoy it, but just the grumble itself,
going on forever like a machine. It is not a question of God
'sending us' to hell. In each of us there is something growing,
which will BE Hell unless it is nipped in the bud. 

To my surprise he got very quiet and said, "Now that scares me to
death." He almost immediately began to see that hell was a)
perfectly fair and just, and b) something that he realized he might
be headed for if he didn't change. If we really want skeptics and
non-believers to be properly frightened by hell, we cannot simply
repeat over and over that 'hell is a place of fire.' We must go
deeper into the realities that the Biblical images represent. When
we do so, we will find that even secular people can be affected. 

We run from the presence of God and therefore God actively gives
us up to our desire (Romans 1:24, 26.) Hell is therefore a prison in
which the doors are first locked from the inside by us and
therefore are locked from the outside by God (Luke 16:26.) Every
indication is that those doors continue to stay forever barred from
the inside. Though every knee and tongue in hell knows that Jesus
is Lord (Philippians 2:10-11,) no one can seek or want that
Lordship without the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:3.This is why
we can say that no one goes to hell who does not choose both to
go and to stay there. What could be more fair than that? 

4. The doctrine of hell is important because it is the only way
to know how much Jesus loved us and how much he did for us.
In Matthew 10:28 Jesus says that no physical destruction can be
compared with the spiritual destruction of hell, of losing the
presence of God. But this is exactly what happened to Jesus on the
cross-he was forsaken by the Father (Matthew 27:46.) In Luke
16:24 the rich man in hell is desperately thirsty (v.24) and on the
cross Jesus said "I thirst" (John 19:28.) The water of life, the
presence of God, was taken from him. The point is this. Unless we
come to grips with this "terrible" doctrine, we will never even
begin to understand the depths of what Jesus did for us on the
cross. His body was being destroyed in the worst possible way,
but that was a flea bite compared to what was happening to his
soul. When he cried out that his God had forsaken him he was
experiencing hell itself. But consider--if our debt for sin is so great 
that it is never paid off there, but our hell stretches on for eternity,
then what are we to conclude from the fact that Jesus said the



payment was "finished" (John 19:30) after only three hours? We
learn that what he felt on the cross was far worse and deeper than
all of our deserved hells put together. 

And this makes emotional sense when we consider the
relationship he lost. If a mild acquaintance denounces you and
rejects you--that hurts. If a good friend does the same--that hurts 
far worse. However, if your spouse walks out on you saying, "I 
never want to see you again," that is far more devastating still. The
longer, deeper, and more intimate the relationship, the more
tortuous is any separation. But the Son's relationship with the
Father was beginningless and infinitely greater than the most 
intimate and passionate human relationship. When Jesus was cut
off from God he went into the deepest pit and most powerful
furnace, beyond all imagining. He experienced the full wrath of
the Father. And he did it voluntarily, for us. 

Fairly often I meet people who say, "I have a personal relationship
with a loving God, and yet I don't believe in Jesus Christ at all."
Why, I ask? "My God is too loving to pour out infinite suffering
on anyone for sin." But this shows a deep misunderstanding of 
both God and the cross. On the cross, God HIMSELF, incarnated
as Jesus, took the punishment. He didn't visit it on a third party,
however willing. 

So the question becomes: what did it cost your kind of god to love
us and embrace us? What did he endure in order to receive us? 
Where did this god agonize, cry out, and where were his nails and
thorns? The only answer is: "I don't think that was necessary." But
then ironically, in our effort to make God more loving, we have
made him less loving. His love, in the end, needed to take no
action. It was sentimentality, not love at all. The worship of a god
like this will be at most impersonal, cognitive, and ethical. There
will be no joyful self-abandonment, no humble boldness, no
constant sense of wonder. We could not sing to him "love so
amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all." Only
through the cross could our separation from God be removed, and
we will spend all eternity loving and praising God for what he has
done (Rev 5:9-14.) 

And if Jesus did not experience hell itself for us, then we
ourselves are devalued. In Isaiah, we are told, "The results of his
suffering he shall see, and shall be satisfied" (Isaiah 53:11). This
is a stupendous thought. Jesus suffered infinitely more than any
human soul in eternal hell, yet he looks at us and says, "It was
worth it." What could make us feel more loved and valued than
that? The Savior presented in the gospel waded through hell itself
rather than lose us, and no other savior ever depicted has loved us
at such a cost. 



Conclusion The doctrine of hell is crucial-without it we can't 
understand our complete dependence on God, the character and
danger of even the smallest sins, and the true scope of the costly
love of Jesus. Nevertheless, it is possible to stress the doctrine of 
hell in unwise ways. Many, for fear of doctrinal compromise, want
to put all the emphasis on God's active judgment, and none on the
self-chosen character of hell. Ironically, as we have seen, this
unBiblical imbalance often makes it less of a deterrent to non-
believers rather than more of one. And some can preach hell in
such a way that people reform their lives only out of a self-
interested fear of avoiding consequences, not out of love and
loyalty to the one who embraced and experienced hell in our 
place. The distinction between those two motives is all-important. 
The first creates a moralist, the second a born-again believer. 

We must come to grips with the fact that Jesus said more about
hell than Daniel, Isaiah, Paul, John, Peter put together. Before we 
dismiss this, we have to realize we are saying to Jesus, the pre-
eminent teacher of love and grace in history, "I am less barbaric
than you, Jesus--I am more compassionate and wiser than you."
Surely that should give us pause! Indeed, upon reflection, it is 
because of the doctrine of judgment and hell that Jesus'
proclamations of grace and love are so astounding. 
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 “Consummation” 
Christian Basics: A Primer for Pilgrims 

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1991 
Dorothy and Gabriel Fackre (131-134) 

 
Night and Light 
 
The majority view in Christian history has declared a twofold destination for the 
human race, which is divided into two groups: the saved and the damned, “the 
sheep and the goats” (Matthew 25:32ff). 

 
Light and No Night 
 
A more optimistic view of things called “universalism” is held by another group.  
This group can find texts to support its view (e.g., I Timothy 2:4), though not as 
many as those who believe in twofold destination.  This view maintains that 
everyone will be saved. 

 
Light Overcoming Night 
 
The third view is harder to articulate because it strives to include the insights of 
the other two. The first scenario, “Night and Light,” makes an important point: 
God is holy love.  God does not overlook wrong.  Agape is tough love. Sin does 
separate us from God. The second scenario, “Light and No Night,” has a point 
too.  God is loving.  In fact, “love” is the noun and “holy” is the adjective.  God is 
deep-down Agape.  Putting these two scenarios together means first of all that 
we can’t drop the adjective “holy” from the being of God: a holy love that will hold 
unholy sinners accountable.  There is judgment and damnation.  But the 
exclusive stress on holiness needs to be corrected by the divine noun, “love.”   
Accountability to God is not vindictive or retributive.  It is rehabilitative.  



Hell: The Spectrum of Views  
Jerry  L. Walls – Hell: The Logic of Damnation 

University of Notre Dame Press (1992) 
 
1. The Traditional Popular View 
 

Hell is God’s eternal punishment which falls on all who die in a state of sin.  
The punishment includes corporeal or physical distress and it will be the fate 
of the great majority of the human race. 
 

2. The Traditional Orthodox View 
 

Hell is God’s eternal punishment of all who obstinately refuse God’s grace to 
the end of life.  We cannot the proportion of the saved to the lost, nor do we 
know the nature of God’s punishment, though it could include physical pain.  
 

3. The Traditional Calvinist View 
 

God has chosen who will be saved and who will be damned.   
 

4. The Modified Orthodox View 
 

Our eternal destiny is not sealed at death; rather, God continues to offer 
grace after death, so there is no end to the opportunity to receive salvation.  
Nevertheless, some will forever reject God’s grace and experience the 
corresponding pain of being forever separate from God. 
 

5. The Hopeful Universalist View 
 

This is the position of those who find support for universalism in scripture and 
from general theological considerations but do not think that universalism can 
be dogmatically defended.  While they hope universalism is true, they also 
recognize considerations which weigh against it. 
 

6. The Convinced Universalist View 
 

Those who hold this view believe that the idea of eternal punishment is 
morally unacceptable and, holding to the absolute teaching authority of Christ, 
they accordingly deny that Christ taught it.  They do not necessarily deny that 
there will be a finite period of existence after death that involves severe 
punishment.  But they do insist that such punishment is motivated by love, is 
of limited duration and has as its goal the purification and redemption of those 
who receive it. 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 4 OUTLINE 
 
1. Web Pages of Churches about eternal damnation 
2. Theodicy 
 

A. God is mighty, powerful, in control 
B. Billions of people will spend forever in Hell 
C. Even though God wants everyone to be saved (I Timothy 2) 

 
3. Does God get what God wants? 
4. How great is God? (or “How is God great?) 
5. God has a purpose 

A. It Never changes 
B. It Involves everybody 
C. It has been clearly communicated 
D. It is that all people will be saved 
E. Does it fail in the end? 

 
6. God’s purpose is rooted in God’s Parental Love 
 

A. Texts 
 

(1) Isaiah 45 
(2) Malachi 2 
(3) Acts 17 
(4) Ephesians 3 

 
B. God pursues, searches, creates, connects, bonds (99) 
C. Moves toward embrace; always wants to be reconciled with 

 
7. What the Bible says about this love 
 

A. Texts – 
 

(1) Psalm 65 
(2) Ezekiel 36 
(3) Zephaniah 3 
(4) Philippians 2 
(5) Psalm 22 
(6) Job 23 
(7) Job 42 
(8) Isaiah 46 
(9) Isaiah 59 
(10) Jeremiah 32 
(11) Psalm 145 
(12) Psalm 30 



 
B. Conclusion: Insistence that all will be united and reconciled 

 
8. Again –  
 

A. God has a purpose 
B. God Never stops pursuing it 

 
(1) Luke 15 
(2) God doesn’t give up until everything is found 

 
9. Back to the Church Websites – 

A. Is God our friend or our foe? 
B. Does God ever give up on us? 

 
10. Specific Responses – 
 

A. Eternal Destiny is settled at death by the choices made in this life 
 

(1) God doesn’t get what God wants 
(2) Preserves the freedom not to love, to say “no” 
(3) And freedom is the fundamental essence of what ;love is 
(4) Choices groove us into familiar ruts  
(5) “Post-human” 

 
B. Post-mortem - Second Chance 
 

(1) Luther Quote 
(2) I Peter 3:18-20 

 
C. Why limit to just one immediately after death? 

 
(1) Why not endless opportunities? 
(2) Why not “as long it takes” rather than “sorry, the door’s closed and 

locked” 
(3) Given enough time, everyone will eventually repent 
(4) Apocatastasis – “untold number” 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Apocatastasis 
 

Definition 

Apocatastasis or apokatastasis (from Greek: ἀποκατάστασις; literally, 
"restoration" or "return") is the teaching that everyone will, in the end, be saved. It 
looks toward the ultimate reconciliation of good and evil; all creatures endowed 
with reason, angels and humans, will eventually come to a harmony in God's 
kingdom. It is based on, among other things, St. Peter's speech in Acts 3.21 
("Christ Jesus who must remain in heaven until the time of the final restoration of 
all things χρόνων ἀποκαταστάσεως πάντων") and St. Paul's letter to Timothy in 
which he says that it is God's will that all men should be saved (1 Timothy 2.4).  

For Origen, this explicitly included the devil. In effect, apocatastasis denies the 
final reality of hell, and interprets all Biblical references to the "fires of hell" not as 
an eternal punishment, but a tool of divine teaching and correction, akin to 
purgatory. The implication is that hell exists to separate good from evil in the 
soul.  

Among Catholics in the twentieth-century, this doctrine was reinvigorated 
especially by Hans Urs von Balthasar, who, in his book Dare We Hope 'That All 
Men Be Saved? (1988), expressed a qualified version of apocatastasis in which 
we may "hope" that all will be saved. Keeping in mind the conciliar condemnation 
of Origen, Orthodox theologians who tend towards universalism (the belief that 
all will be saved) usually argue that all may be saved.  

________________________________________________________________ 

History 

Origen 

St. Augustine wrote the following about Origen:  

"I am aware that I now have to engage in a debate, devoid of rancor, 
those compassionate Christians who refuse to believe that the punishment 
of hell will be everlasting either in the case of all those men whom the 
completely just Judge accounts deserving of that chastisement, or at least 
in the case of some of them; they hold that they are to be set free after 
fixed limits of time have been passed, the periods being longer or shorter 
in proportion to the magnitude offences. On this subject the most 
compassionate of all was Origen who believed that the Devil himself and 
his angels will be rescued from their torments and brought into the 
company of the holy angels, after the more severe and more lasting 
chastisements appropriate to their deserts. But the Church has rejected 
Origen's teaching, and not without good reason, on account of this opinion 
and a number of others...  
 



"Very different, however, is the error, promoted by tenderness of heart and 
human compassion, of those who suppose that the miseries of those 
condemned by that judgment will be temporal, whereas the felicity of all 
men, who are released after a shorter or longer period, will be everlasting. 
Now if this opinion is good and true, just because it is compassionate, 
then it will be the better and the truer the more compassionate it is. Then 
let the fountain of compassion be deepened and enlarged until it extends 
as far as the evil angels, who must be set free, although, of course, after 
many ages, and ages of any length that can be imagined! ...For all that, 
his error would manifestly surpass all errors in its perversity, its wrong-
headed contradiction of the express words of God, by the same margin 
as, in his own estimation, his belief surpasses all other opinions in its 
clemency."  

— St. Augustine of Hippo, City of God 21.17 (trans. Bettenson)  
 

The Church reaction to Origenism 

The anathemas of the local Council of Constantinople in 453, which is 
understood by most commentators to be confirmed by the Fifth 
Ecumenical Council in 553, posthumously excommunicated Origen and 
anyone following specific points of his teachings. These anathemas 
condemned his protology of pre-existent souls and his eschatology of 
universal restoration of all things "which follows from" his protology”:  

If anyone asserts the fabulous pre-existence of souls, and shall assert the 
monstrous restoration which follows from it:  let him be anathema. (First 
anathema against Origen)  

If anyone shall say that all reasonable beings will one day be united in 
one, when the hypostases as well as the numbers and the bodies shall 
have disappeared, and that the knowledge of the world to come will carry 
with it the ruin of the worlds, and the rejection of bodies as also the 
abolition of [all] names, and that there shall be finally an identity of the 
γνῶσις and of the hypostasis; moreover, that in this pretended 
apocatastasis, spirits only will continue to exist, as it was in the feigned 
pre-existence: let him be anathema. (Fourteenth anathema against 
Origen)2  

 

- http://orthodoxwiki.org/Apocatastasis 

_______________________________________________________ 

 
11. What is stronger: 
 

A. The hardness of the human heart 
B. Or God’s unrelenting love? 

 



12.  2 Observations and a Picture – 
 

A. There are different answers available --- this is a wide stream that we are 
swimming in (110) 

 
B. Some stories are better than others… 

 
C. Revelation 21 & 22 – The final words of the Big Story 

 
(1) The Heavenly City has gates – A world where evil is excluded 
 

(a) “Not in here you won’t!” - The possibility and necessity of hell 
(b) Love demands freedom, and freedom provides that possibility 

 
(2) But the Gates are Open 

 
(a) Small detail 
(b) Gates are for keeping people in and out 
(c) Open gates – people are free to come and go 
 

 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Can God bring proper lasting justice, banishing certain actions – and the 
people who do them – from the new creation while at the same time allowing 
and waiting and hoping for the possibility of the reconciliation of those very 
same people? Keeping the gates, in essence, open? Will everyone eventually be 
reconciled to God or will there be those who cling to their version of the story, 
insisting on their right to be their own little god ruling their own little 
miserable kingdom? 
 
Will everybody be saved, or will some perish apart from God forever because of 
their choices?  
 
Those are questions, or more accurately, those are tensions we are free to leave 
fully intact We don’t need to resolve them or answer them because we can’t, 
and so we simply respect them, creating space for the freedom that love 
requires. (115) 
_______________________________________________________ 
 

(3) “I am making all things new” --- at the end, something new --- the last 
word is a first word --- or more precisely, another first word in a 
succession of first words --- potentials, possibilities and promises 



 
13.  The Original Question: “Does God get what God wants?” 
14.  Another Question: “Do we get what we want?” 
 

A. And the answer to that is a resounding, affirming, sure and positive yes. 
B. God is that loving 
C. Love can’t be forced, manipulated, or coerced.  It always leaves room for 

the other to decide.  God says yes, we can have what we want, because 
love wins. (119) 

 
_____________________________________________________________ 

 
A Summary of The Great Divorce 

C.S. Lewis  

In the opening chapters of the book, Hell is a bleak, dreary gray town, vast and 
lonely, hovering in a perpetual rainy twilight. Wandering through abandoned 
streets, the narrator finally stumbles across a bus stop, where a group of people 
are waiting for the bus. All of them are angry and argumentative, however, 
seemingly unable to tolerate each other's presence; they quarrel, assault each 
other or drop out of the line declaring that they didn't want to go anyway at the 
slightest provocation. Finally the bus arrives, driven by an unidentified man who 
"seemed full of light". The passengers pile on, and to the narrator's surprise, as 
they drive off the bus soars up into the air, the gray town falling away beneath it. 
The boundaries of the town cannot be seen, however; in fact, the higher they 
climb, the huger it is revealed to be, filling all the field of vision. We learn that this 
is because its inhabitants, unable to tolerate each other, keep moving further and 
further out to be away from everyone else. Since they have no physical needs, 
necessity does not force them together to build a functioning society. It is further 
explained that the average damned soul will never meet any of the interesting 
historical personalities that dwell there, because by now they are so far away 
from everyone else - millions of miles - that it would take forever to find them. 
The bus at last lands atop a great cliff, and as the passengers pile out, Heaven is 
revealed to be an idyllic wilderness paradise, an Eden-like garden country of 
rivers and trees. Its sense of scale is enormous, and in a distance unimaginably 
far away, the narrator catches sight of indistinct cities built on the summits of 
gigantic mountains. The strangest thing the passengers discover, however, is 
that the place is suffused with a supernatural reality, in a sense more solid, more 
real, than anything else. In fact, it is so real that the damned find themselves to 
be insubstantial shadows by comparison, unable to move a single leaf or bend a 
blade of grass beneath their feet. It is not long before the residents of Heaven 
arrive. Unlike the damned, they are as fully solid and real as anything else in this 
place. Each of them pairs off with one of the visitors from hell, trying to convince 
them to stay, but ultimately reject it because they prefer to remain in Hell.  

www.ebonmusings.org/atheism/books/greatdivorce.html 



 
 

A Comparison of Calvinism & Arminianism 

by David Steele and Curtis Thomas  
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Arminianism Calvinism 

Free-Will or Human Ability 

Although human nature was seriously 

affected by the fall, man has not been 

left in a state of total spiritual 

helplessness. God graciously 

enables every sinner to repent and 

believe, but He does not interfere 

with man's freedom. Each sinner 

posses a free will, and his eternal 

destiny depends on how he uses it. 

Man's freedom consists of his ability 

to choose good over evil in spiritual 

matters; his will is not enslaved to his 

sinful nature. The sinner has the 

power to either cooperate with God's 

Spirit and be regenerated or resist 

God's grace and perish. The lost 

sinner needs the Spirit's assistance, 

but he does not have to be 

regenerated by the Spirit before he 

can believe, for faith is man's act and 

precedes the new birth. Faith is the 

sinner's gift to God; it is man's 

contribution to salvation. 

Total Inability or Total Depravity 

Because of the fall, man is unable of 

himself to savingly believe the 

gospel. The sinner is dead, blind, and 

deaf to the things of God; his heart is 

deceitful and desperately corrupt. His 

will is not free, it is in bondage to his 

evil nature, therefore, he will not - 

indeed he cannot - choose good over 

evil in the spiritual realm. 

Consequently, it takes much more 

than the Spirit's assistance to bring a 

sinner to Christ - it takes regeneration 

by which the Spirit makes the sinner 

alive and gives him a new nature. 

Faith is not something man 

contributes to salvation but is itself a 

part of God's gift of salvation - it is 

God's gift to the sinner, not the 

sinner's gift to God. 



Conditional Election 

God's choice of certain individuals 

unto salvation before the foundation 

of the world was based upon His 

foreseeing that they would respond to 

His call. He selected only those 

whom He knew would of themselves 

freely believe the gospel. Election 

therefore was determined by or 

conditioned upon what man would 

do. The faith which God foresaw and 

upon which He based His choice was 

not given to the sinner by God (it was 

not created by the regenerating 

power of the Holy Spirit) but resulted 

solely from man's will. It was left 

entirely up to man as to who would 

believe and therefore as to who 

would be elected unto salvation. God 

chose those whom He knew would, 

of their own free will, choose Christ. 

Thus the sinner's choice of Christ, not 

God's choice of the sinner, is the 

ultimate cause of salvation. 

Unconditional Election 

God's choice of certain individuals 

unto salvation before the foundation 

of the world rested solely in His own 

sovereign will. His choice of particular 

sinners was not based on any 

foreseen response of obedience on 

their part, such as faith, repentance, 

etc. On the contrary, God gives faith 

and repentance to each individual 

whom He selected. These acts are 

the result, not the cause of God's 

choice. Election therefore was not 

determined by or conditioned upon 

any virtuous quality or act foreseen in 

man. Those whom God sovereignly 

elected He brings through the power 

of the Spirit to a willing acceptance of 

Christ. Thus God's choice of the 

sinner, not the sinner's choice of 

Christ, is the ultimate cause of 

salvation. 

Universal Redemption or General 

Atonement 

Christ's redeeming work made it 

possible for everyone to be saved but 

did not actually secure the salvation 

of anyone. Although Christ died for all 

men and for every man, only those 

who believe on Him are saved. His 

death enabled God to pardon sinners 

Particular Redemption or Limited 

Atonement 

Christ's redeeming work was 

intended to save the elect only and 

actually secured salvation for them. 

His death was substitutionary 

endurance of the penalty of sin in the 

place of certain specified sinners. In 

addition to putting away the sins of 



on the condition that they believe, but 

it did not actually put away anyone's 

sins. Christ's redemption becomes 

effective only if man chooses to 

accept it. 

His people, Christ's redemption 

secured everything necessary for 

their salvation, including faith which 

unites them to Him. The gift of faith is 

infallibly applied by the Spirit to all for 

whom Christ died, therefore 

guaranteeing their salvation. 

The Holy Spirit Can Be Effectually 

Resisted 

The Spirit calls inwardly all those who 

are called outwardly by the gospel 

invitation; He does all that He can to 

bring every sinner to salvation. But 

inasmuch as man is free, he can 

successfully resist the Spirit's call. 

The Spirit cannot regenerate the 

sinner until he believes; faith (which 

is man's contribution) proceeds and 

makes possible the new birth. Thus, 

man's free will limits the Spirit in the 

application of Christ's saving work. 

The Holy Spirit can only draw to 

Christ those who allow Him to have 

His way with them. Until the sinner 

responds, the Spirit cannot give life. 

God's grace, therefore, is not 

invincible; it can be, and often is, 

resisted and thwarted by man. 

The Efficacious Call of the Spirit or 

Irresistible Grace 

In addition to the outward general call 

to salvation which is made to 

everyone who hears the gospel, the 

Holy Spirit extends to the elect a 

special inward call that inevitably 

brings them to salvation. The internal 

call (which is made only to the elect) 

cannot be rejected; it always results 

in conversion. By means of this 

special call the Spirit irresistibly 

draws sinners to Christ. He is not 

limited in His work of applying 

salvation by man's will, nor is He 

dependent upon man's cooperation 

for success. The Spirit graciously 

causes the elect sinner to cooperate, 

to believe, to repent, to come freely 

and willingly to Christ. God's grace, 

therefore, is invincible; it never fails to 

result in the salvation of those to 

whom it is extended. 

Falling from Grace 

Those who believe and are truly 

saved can lose their salvation by 

Perseverance of the Saints 

All who are chosen by God, 

redeemed by Christ, and given faith 



failing to keep up their faith, etc. All 

Arminians have not been agreed on 

this point; some have held that 

believers are eternally secure in 

Christ - that once a sinner is 

regenerated, he can never be lost. 

by the Spirit are eternally saved. 

They are kept in faith by the power of 

Almighty God and thus persevere to 

the end. 

According to Arminianism: 

Salvation is accomplished through the combined efforts of God (who takes the 

initiative) and man (who must respond) - man's response being the determining 

factor. God has provided salvation for everyone, but His provision becomes 

effective only for those who, of their own free will, "choose" to cooperate with Him 

and accept His offer of grace. At the crucial point, man's will plays a decisive role; 

thus man, not God, determines who will be recipients of the gift of salvation.  

  

According to Calvinism: 

Salvation is accomplished by the almighty power of the Triune God. The Father 

chose a people, the Son died for them, the Holy Spirit makes Christ's death 

effective by bringing the elect to faith and repentance, thereby causing them to 

willingly obey the gospel. The entire process (election, redemption, regeneration) 

is the work of God and is by grace alone. Thus God, not man, determines who 

will be the recipients of the gift of salvation.  

 

The following material, taken from Romans: An Interpretive Outline, by David N. 

Steele and Curtis Thomas, Baptist ministers in Little Rock, Arkansas, contrasts 

the Five Points of Calvinism with the Five Points of Arminianism in the clearest 

and most concise form found by Mr. Loraine Boettner. It is also included as an 

Appendix in The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination, by Mr. Boettner. Each of 

these books is published by the Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 

Phillipsburg, N.J.  

 

 



Luther and the universalism debate 

Gene Veith on March 17, 2011 

The evangelical blogosphere is all abuzz over a new book entitled Love Wins by the 
influential evangelical pastor and author Rob Bell, in which he argues for universalism, 
the notion that God will save everyone, whether or not they have faith in Christ.   I had 
assumed that this debate did not concern us Lutherans, since we have our theology 
thoroughly worked out and this is just not an issue in our circles.  But now I learn that 
Bell enlisted Martin Luther in his cause, quoting a letter from 1522 in which he  said that 
no one could doubt that God could save someone after death. 
 
Now Luther, in his long and tumultuous and developing career, said all kinds of things, 
including things that were flat out wrong.  They mean nothing for Lutheran theology, 
which is defined by the confessional statements collected in the Book of Concord.  But 
Westminster Theological Seminary Professor Carl Trueman dug out what  Luther 
actually said (with Bell’s quotation in italics): 
 
If God were to save anyone without faith, he would be acting contrary to his own words 
and would give himself the lie; yes, he would deny himself. And that is impossible for, as 
St. Paul declares, God cannot deny himself. It is as impossible for God to save without 
faith as it is impossible for divine truth to lie. That is clear, obvious, and easily 
understood, no matter how reluctant the old wineskin is to hold this wine–yes, is unable 
to hold and contain it. 
 
It would be quite a different question whether God can impart faith to some in the hour of 
death or after death so that these people could be saved through faith. Who would doubt 
God’s ability to do that? No one, however, can prove that he does do this. For all that we 
read is that he has already raised people from the dead and thus granted them faith. But 
whether he gives faith or not, it is impossible for anyone to be saved without faith. 
Otherwise every sermon, the gospel, and faith would be vain, false, and deceptive, since 
the entire gospel makes faith necessary. (Works, 43, ed. and trans. G. Wienke and H. T. 
Lehmann [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1968], 53-54; WA 10.ii, 324.25-325.11) 
Talk about taking something out of context!  Bell takes a sentence out of Luther while 
ignoring what he says about it!  And ignoring Luther’s conclusion, that, yes, faith in 
Christ is necessary for salvation. 
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 A Community Called Atonement – Scot McKnight 
 

Scot McKnight wants you to have your golf bag fully equipped—theologically 
speaking. That's the controlling metaphor of McKnight's 2007 study of 
soteriology, A Community Called Atonement. Here's how the metaphor works. 
Each "theory" of the Atonement is, like a particular golf club, better suited to 
some situations than others. Ministering the gospel is like playing a round of 
golf. Just as a golfer knows when to use a driver, a wedge, or a putter, the 
way we proclaim, teach, or share the Good News should be adapted to the 
situation. You can hit the ball out of a sand trap with your driver, but why 
would you if you had a wedge available?  The strength of the golf-bag 
metaphor is that it asks us to stop being partisan toward one particular theory 
of the Atonement and to minister with the best tools at hand.  
 

       David Neff – Christianity Today 
       “Your Atonement is Too Small” 

 
 
 “The Metaphors of Work Accomplished” from The Christian Story – 

Gabriel Fackre (113) 
 

The Work of Christ receives its earliest formulations by way of a cascade of 
rich images drawn from the world of the first century.  Dominant metaphors 
are taken from – 
 
(a) The Temple: atonement itself, purification, offering, sacrifice, cultic and 

priestly practice (John 1:29; I John 1:7; 3:5; Titus 2:14; Hebrews9:28; 
Revelation 7:14); 

 



(b) The Law Court: judgment, punishment, justification, advocate, adversary, 
forensic framework (Acts 10:42; 17:31; Romans 3:20; 8:32-34; 2 
Corinthians 5:10; 2 Timothy 4:1; I Peter 3:18); 

 
(c) The Marketplace: debt, purchase, payment, redemption, commerce (Acts 

20:28; Romans 3:24; Galatians 3:13; 4:5; Titus 2:14; I Peter 1:18); 
 

(d) The School (Pedagogy): teaching, learning, exemplifying, revealing 
(Matthew 20:26-28; Matthew 5-7; Mark 4:1-34; John 3:2);  

 
(e) Conflict: battle, captivity, liberation, ransom, peace, victory (Mark 3:27; 

10:45; Ephesians 2:14-16; 6:14; Philippians 2:9-10; Colossians 2:15); 
 

(f) Presence: incarnation, transfiguration, life, light (John 1:4; 5:26; 40; 8:12; 
10:10; 11:25; 14:6) 

 
 
 The Principles that Guide “Faithful Interpretations of the Work of Christ” 

from  Faith Seeking Understanding – Daniel Migliore (187) 
 

We should respect the riches of the New Testament metaphors of atonement 
and the diversity of classical formulations rather than seeking to reduce 
everything to one common denominator. 

 
The atoning work of Christ encompasses the whole Gospel story; His 
ministry, teaching, cross, and resurrection.  None of these should be omitted 
or isolated from the others. 
 
The work of atonement is based on God’s gracious initiative, but it also calls 
for a human response.  An adequate doctrine of atonement will give both 
factors their appropriate attention. 
 
The grace of God includes judgment, and the judgment of God serves the 
purpose of grace. A doctrine of atonement should not present the grace and 
judgment of God as conflicting with each other. 
 
The atoning work of God in Christ has significance for individuals, society and 
the entire cosmos. 
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

CHAPTER 5 OUTLINE 
 
1. Eminem’s Cross 
2. The ubiquitous Logos of Christianity 
3. What does it mean? 



 
A. Jesus Died for your Sins 

 
(1) Animal Sacrifice 
(2) Hebrews 9 – The end of the Sacrificial System 
(3) The familiarity of sacrificial rituals in the ancient world (and their 

unfamiliarity in ours) 
(4) Atonement 

 
(a) to maintain peaceful relations 
(b) to offer something of value 
(c) to demonstrate seriousness 
(d) to make amends 
(e) to find favor 

 
(5) The Stunning Claim – the last sacrifice has been made 
 

(a) the psychological impact --- anxiety and dread relieved  
 

B. But this is not the only way the cross is pictured in Scripture 
 

(1) Reconciliation – Colossians 1 
 

(a) Reconciling all things to Himself 
(b) Making Peace 
(c) Bring the separated back together again 

 
(2) Justified – Romans 3 
 

(a) legal term 
(b) “Guilty” or “Not Guilty” 
(c) Pardoned 
(d) Penalty paid 

 
(3) Defeat of Death – 2 Timothy 1 & I John 5 

 
(a) victory 
(b) battle 
(c) defeat 

 
(4) Redemption  - Ephesians  

 
(a) Business term 
(b) To buy back, revalue 

 
 



________________________________________________________________ 
 

So, which one is right? 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
4. Different Explanations  
 

A. What happened on the cross was massively earth changing 
B. The search for language to communicate significance & power of it 
C. Looked around for word pictures 

 
________________________________________________________________ 

 
What happened on the cross is like… 
 
 A defendant going free… 
 A relationship being reconciled… 
 Something lost being redeemed… 
 A battle being won… 

A final sacrifice being offered so that no one has to ever offer 
another one again… 
An enemy being loved…  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
5. For the first 1000 years of the church the dominant image was “A battle being  
    won” – “Christus Victor” 
 
6. At other times and in other places other images of predominated 
 

A. The Primacy of the Substitutionary Doctrine of the Atonement  
 

(1) Frequency in Hymnody  
(2) Frequency in Prayers at the Lord’s Table 
(3) The difficulty of understanding when we don’t live in a culture where 

animal sacrifices are performed 
 

B. Resist narrowing the metaphors as if one is “correct” 
 
7. The Resurrection 
 

A. Crucifixions were not uncommon in Jesus’ Day 
B. What gave the early Christians such extraordinary fuel and fire was that 

Christ’s death on the cross didn’t have the final word 
C. Resurrection  ‘not a new concept” – the “eath/Rebirth”Mystery has always 

been true – how the universe works 



 
(1) Example of Renewal in Nature – Built into the fabric of Creation 
(2) Example of Renewal in our bodies 
(3) Example of Renewal in our Relationships 

 
8. Crucifixion and Resurrection – An “event as wide as the world, extending to all  
    of creation” 
 

A. John’s Gospel 
 

(1) Clever Patterns 
(2) Signs 

 
(a) Water into Wine 
(b) Healing of Official’s son 
(c) Healing the man at the pool 
(d) Feeding the multitude 
(e) Walks on water 
(f) Heals the Blind man 
(g) Raising Lazraus 

 
(3) Seven --- Creation --- Garden  
(4) The Resurrection – 8th Sign --- Garden 
(5) The Eighth Day of Creation 
 

(a) New Creation 
(b) A bigger, grander story 

 
o Died for our sins --- puts “us” at the center 
o Reconcile everything on earth – a more massive scope of 

saving work 
 

 For all people  
 For all of Creation 
 

(c) Personal – pattern, rhythm, reality of everyday 
 

o Way of Life – pattern for living 
o Life comes through death 
o Turn away – die to the old ways 
o Turn towards – come alive to a new way 

 
9. Eminem? 
 



Metaphors of Salvation 
24 November 2008 | Ray Roennfeldt 

The most basic question posed by Christianity is: “Why did Jesus have to die?” I do not 
mean to make the simple gospel overly complex, but how could the life and death of one 
person—no matter how perfect—be credited to the account of another person? After all, 
the basic rules of justice and fair play demand that an offender pay the penalty for his/her 
own indiscretions. If Christ’s death is to be seen as a payment for human sin, to whom is 
the payment made? Does God the Father demand the payment? Or is it made to Satan? 
What kind of God demands a blood sacrifice when it seems that granting forgiveness is 
all that is required? 

Is it Just a Matter of Culture?  

The ways in which Christians have understood the meaning of the death of Jesus Christ 
have changed during the centuries. Some of the early church fathers (like Irenaeus and 
Origen) viewed Jesus’ death in terms of a ransom. When one considers the huge number 
of slaves in the Roman Empire, it is not surprising that this was seen as a particularly 
meaningful way of looking at the reason why Jesus had to die. In addition, Jesus himself 
had said that he had come to “give his life as a ransom for many” (Matt. 20:28). 

By the time of Anselm, an Archbishop of Canterbury in the eleventh century, social 
conditions had changed to the extent that the ransom idea was largely discarded in favor 
of what came to be known as the satisfaction theory of the atonement. For Anselm, the 
feudal system shed light on why Jesus had to die. He viewed God as a feudal lord and sin 
as an insult that had dishonored the divine majesty. Sins could not be merely forgiven; 
they had to be compensated for or “satisfied.” Only one equal with God could adequately 
compensate, yet the compensation had to be made by a human. Hence, Anselm’s book, 
Cur Deus Homo? (Why Did God Become Man?), affirms that Jesus was truly God and 
truly human. Still, one is left with the impression that for Anselm, Jesus’ death was of 
greater benefit to God than it was to humankind. 

Along with Anselm, the sixteenth-century reformers, Luther and Calvin, saw sin as an 
intruder into the universe. Sin was seen as “lawlessness” (1 John 3:4) and death as the 
consequence (Rom. 6:23). God’s anger against sin meant that the penalty of sin had to be 
paid and “it seemed clear to them [the reformers] that the essence of Christ’s saving work 
consisted in his taking the sinner’s place.”1 This substitutionary view of Jesus’ death is 
very much based in such biblical passages as Romans 5:19—“For just as through the 
disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience 
of the one man the many will be made righteous.” 

In the last century or so, many Christians have begun to question the whole idea of 
substitution. How could sin and its penalty—let alone right living and dying—be 
transferred from one person to another? And what kind of God would demand the death 
of his own Son? Surprisingly, these moderns have turned back to the ideas of Peter 
Abelard, an eleventh-century contemporary of Anselm. Abelard, who was deeply 
affected by this tragic love affair with the beautiful and talented Héloise, rejected any 
idea that Jesus’ death was needed to satisfy God’s wrath. Rather, God willingly took onto 
himself the burden of sin, and that willingness “awakens in people gratitude and love for 
God.”2 



It seems obvious that the various theories in regard to the meaning of the death of Jesus 
Christ arose out of differing social and cultural conditions. But do the biblical writers 
favor one view over another? 

Biblical Metaphors of Salvation 

The New Testament writers, in fact, used a wide variety of word pictures to describe 
what Jesus’ death accomplished for them. Such expressions as salvation, justification, 
reconciliation, adoption, and forgiveness may come across to us as “heavy” theological 
words, but such was not the case in New Testament times. Salvation, for instance, had a 
“secular” meaning that denoted deliverance from some king of danger, or even the 
healing of a disease. 

Justification is another biblical metaphor used by some of the New Testament writers to 
describe why Jesus died on the cross. It is a legal term meaning acquittal that comes from 
the world of criminals, law courts, and verdicts. The Apostle Paul is especially apt to 
point out that humanity stands at the judgment bar of the universe as condemned 
criminals (for example, 1 Cor. 6:9–11). Rather than God appearing to ignore sin, he is 
portrayed as dealing properly and justly with sin and sinners. We “are justified freely by 
his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.…[H]e [God] did it to 
demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those 
who have faith in Jesus” (Rom. 3:24–26). Justification is the declaration that although we 
“all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23), we are “counted” by 
God as being upright and right with God because of our union with Jesus (Rom. 4:3). 
Today, the tern justification is rarely used in everyday language, except as part of 
“computerese” where justification carries with it the idea of making the margins of a 
document straight. Perhaps that tells us something of the changes in status and potential 
that the heavenly Keyboarder makes in our lives. 

Of course, the Bible uses terms other than justification to explain how humankind is put 
right in Jesus Christ. Another model is that of reconcilation, which finds its origins in 
human relationships. Family and friends have become estranged; a close relationship has 
been fractured. We have become “God’s enemies” (Rom. 5:10). Yet God reaches out to 
restore the broken friendship. He has “reconciled us to himself through Christ” (2 Cor. 
5:18). 

Adoption is another picture that comes from the world of human relationships. We are 
seen as aliens, strangers, and orphans with no hope of finding a home (Eph. 2:12). While 
we are still in that helpless state, God adopts us right into his family; not as paid laborers, 
but as sons and daughters who call him “Father” and who have the same rights as natural-
born children (Rom. 8:18; Gal. 4:4–7). 

From the sphere of financial transactions, debts, and creditors comes the metaphor of 
salvation that is encompassed in the idea of forgiveness. In response to Peter’s question, 
“Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me?” Jesus tells 
the story of the two debtors. One debtor owes a fortune to the king, whereas the other 
owes a pittance to the first debtor. Where they are the same is that neither is able to pay 
their debts. We are the first debtor on whom the king has taken pity and “cancelled the 
debt” (Matt. 18:21–35). Of course, the tragedy of Jesus’ story is that all too often we do 



not extend to others (the second debtor) the kind of forgiveness offered to us in the fact 
that “Jesus died for our sins” (Rom. 15:3). 

Putting the Metaphors Together 

It seems clear that all of the theories regarding the atoning death of Jesus Christ arise out 
of the struggle to express the meaning of what Jesus did on the cross in terms that have 
currency in a particular cultural setting. Thus, the satisfaction theory, for instance, has 
little appeal to contemporary people. 

It is also true that the New Testament writers used word pictures that they borrowed from 
the home, society, business, and the courtroom. These expressions are intended to convey 
meaning to the original hearers of the New Testament. But are such terms as justification, 
salvation, adoption, reconciliation, and forgiveness—not to mention others—as 
meaningful to us as they were to the early Christians? 

In fact, the biblical writers obviously struggled to present the marvelous good news of 
God’s love revealed in the death of Jesus. Why else would they use such a wide variety 
of models? Finite language cannot completely capture the infinite. Just as sweethearts 
exchange not one photograph, but many, so we capture a glimpse of what Jesus did in a 
word picture sketched by Paul, and another in a parable retold by Matthew. 

Our cultural situation is far different from that of the first century. Yet while things have 
changed totally, nothing has changed! Although I may not identify myself in the feudal 
model of Anselm, I am able to see myself in the stories of the prodigal son and the 
unforgiving debtor. I accept by faith that, whereas I was guilty, God now counts me as 
innocent; whereas I was an outcast, I am now a child of God; and whereas I was in debt, I 
am forgiven because of what Jesus has done on the cross. Can I totally explain it? No, but 
I know it to be true.3 

For Discussion or Reflection 

1. Which biblical model of salvation speaks most powerfully to you? Why?  
2. Construct a modern-day parable that illustrates why Jesus had to die. 
3. Seventh-day Adventist Christians seem particularly “allergic” to models and 

metaphors. Why? 

Notes and References 
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3. This article is slightly adapted from Ray Roennfeldt, “Why Did Jesus Have to Die?” in 
Robert K. McIver and Ray C. W. Roennfeldt, eds., Meaning for the New Millennium: The 
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Ray Roennfeldt teaches in the Faculty of Theology at Avondale College, Cooranbong, 
NSW, Australia, and is president elect of the college. 

 



On the Atonement  
 

I've got to the chapter in my new book The Romance of Religion about the 
death of Christ. I didn't at first know how to handle it.  I have to admit that all 
the theological theories about the death of Christ have always left me cold. 
"Jesus died to save you from your sins." and "You are saved by the precious 
blood of the Lamb." or "Jesus died so that you don't have to" or "Jesus paid the 
price of death which is caused by sin." All these theories I understand are 
rooted in Scripture and the teaching of the church. The atonement theories are 
all, up to a point, valid and true, but they have simply never meant anything to 
me intellectually. I have always sympathized with the honest questioner who 
says, "Explain this to me: I'm trying to get my head around this. You're telling 
me that the execution of a political criminal two thousand years ago buys me a 
ticket to heaven?" I've understood people who've said, "Help me out. I'm trying 
to figure out how the blood of this crucified rabbi somehow guarantees me life 
after death." 
 
To say I have had a problem with the theological theories is not to say that I 
have disbelieved in the atonement. I've simply had to re-assess in what way I 
believe in it. Then it dawned on me that my book title The Romance of 
Religion actually held the key. The theme of my book is that religion is not 
some great theory, nor is it a list of regulations, nor is it primarily a code of 
practice or a liturgical set of do's and don'ts nor is it a list of dogmas to which 
one gives intellectual assent. All these things are necessary accoutrements of 
religion, but the religion itself is a romance, and if it is a romance it is a 
relationship, and if it is a relationship then it is a risk. 
 
The cross of Christ is an existential reality. It is a claim that must be 
acknowledged, a letter that must be answered, a question that demands a 
verdict. We must face the death of Christ and the identity of Christ and the 
subsequent resurrection of Christ (for these three cannot be separated) and 
decide. He says from the cross what he says throughout the ages, "Are you with 
me or against me?" There is no gray area. 
 
Once we say, "I am with you." then we understand in the acceptance the 
theories of the atonement. Then the language which was so mysterious and 
strange--the language about satisfaction of a cosmic debt, the death of one 
being for the death of many, the blood being shed, the life being given, the 
second Adam and the price of sin--all that is a friable and fragile description of 
an existential truth and an individual yet universal experience. Useful up to a 
point, but then the language slips and slides away. It goes so far, but cannot go 
further. 
 
That is why the theological theories for the atonement are so limited--because 
they are intellectual descriptions of love, and what good are intellectual 
descriptions of a transaction of love? Instead the language of poetry and 



prophecy is the language of love. The language of beauty and contemplation 
and silence are the language of love. The lover gazes on the beloved and writes 
a poem. The theologian offers a meager description. The mystic takes us to the 
heart of silence and the heart of light. 
 
Therefore in the face of such things I am inclined to resort to poetry and the 
prophets and the charming and enchanting language of romance to discuss the 
cross for this language lifts the heart and turns the soul and brings us closer to 
a heart knowledge of the cross which is where the sacred heart is broken and 
opened and my old, cold heart of stone is taken out and I a given a heart of 
flesh. 
 
Here is one I which echoes the Old Testament reading of the water from the 
rock at Meribah: If you sing it softly and sweetly. You'll see what I mean. 

 
 

Rock of ages, cleft for me 
Let me hide myself in thee. 
Let the water and the blood 

From thy riven side which flowed, 
Be for sin the double cure 

Cleanse me from it's guilt and power. 
 

 
 Fr. Dwight Longenecker - March 27, 2011  

http://gkupsidedown.blogspot.com 
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BACKGROUND                                                                               

“What’s the big deal about Jesus?”  
 

At one time this was a question you expected to hear from people outside the 
church.  But today it’s a question that increasingly gets posed by people inside 
the church.  And “pluralism” is the reason why.  Lesslie Newbigin said that the 
supermarket is the model for the culture in which the church now finds itself.   

 
We’re accustomed to an amazing variety on the supermarket shelves and 
the (individual) freedom to choose our brands.  And so it is only natural 
that this mentality should pervade our view of religion as well.  One may 
stick to one’s favorite brand and praise its merits.  But to insist that 
everyone else should choose the same brand is unacceptable.  
 

And that’s pluralism. 
 
Clark Pinnock, the late evangelical theologian who taught at McMaster Divinity 
College in Ontario, Canada, said that while religious pluralism “is not a new 
problem” – the century in which Christianity was born was as pluralistic as any 
the world has ever seen - there are nevertheless “some factors in the modern 
situation that make the problem feel like a new one for Christians.”  He points out 
that we’ve been generally sheltered in the West from the rival claims of alternate 
faiths.  There was a time when if you wanted to know something about one of the 
world’s great religions you had to go to the library and read about it in a book, but 
today all you have to do is go next door and talk to your neighbor.  There are as 
many Moslems in the United States today as there are Presbyterians, as many 
Buddhists as there are Episcopalians, and as many Hindus as there are 
Disciples.  Clark Pinnock calls this the “phenomenon of the global village,” and 
he said that it has contributed directly to our more “relativistic mindset.”   
J.I.Packer, the evangelical statesman, agrees.  He writes – 

 



Pastorally, pressure is felt because post-Christian pluralism and anti-
Christian alternatives are always on our doorstep.  We rub shoulders with 
people of other, ethnic faiths; with people who are ‘into’ cults; with 
disillusioned ex-Christians; with scientific humanism.  

 
And this raises some important and difficult questions for Christians. Because of 
the pluralism of our world, and our immediate neighborhoods, can we really insist 
on the uniqueness of Jesus Christ?  Isn’t it spiritually arrogant of us to go out and 
insist that people everywhere believe in Him to be saved?  Wouldn’t it be better 
for us to talk less about Christ and more about God, wouldn’t that better serve 
the interests of the divine Kingdom and the human community?  Isn’t God big 
enough to receive anyone who turns to Him in genuine faith and worships Him 
from the heart?  Do we really need Jesus? 
 

Christological Heart Failure                              
“What’s the Big Deal about Jesus?” 

Dr. Douglas B. Skinner 
 

2001 Christian Heritage Conference 
Wi-Ne-Ma Christian Camp Cloverdale, Oregon 

 
 

 
FRAMING THE QUESTION 

 
A. The Two Biblical “Control” Beliefs 

 
1. God loves everyone and His saving intention includes everybody. 

 
(a) This is God’s “inclusive” intent 
(b) It is revealed in Scripture 
(c) But it  is important to note that there are some Christians who do not 

affirm it 
 

2. God’s saving work was done in Jesus Christ once and for all at a specific 
time and place in human history. 

 
(a) This is God’s “exclusive” work 
(b) It is revealed in Scripture 
(c) The Incarnation (God becoming flesh in Jesus Christ) makes the 

atoning work of the Cross not something that God did to Jesus Christ, 
but something God did in Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 5:19) 

 
B. The Three Responses 
 

1. The Exclusivist Position  (also known as the “Restrictivist” Position and the 
“Scandal of Particularity”) 



 
(a) Most heavily weights the Exclusive Work of God in Jesus Christ 
(b) A Representative Statement of the Position: Raymond Brown – The 

Message of Hebrews (IVP) - p. 21  
 

It is important to emphasize that in an age of religious pluralism that 
this letter is a constant reminder of the necessity of God’s salvation in 
Christ.  However sensitive one chooses to be to the claims of other 
world religions, it is impossible for any serious student of the New 
Testament to escape what has been called ‘the scandal of 
particularity.’ By this phrase we refer to those clear and 
uncompromising assertions of New Testament Scripture that the only 
way we can come to God the Father is through Jesus Christ His only 
Son (Jn. 14:6).  Other religions testify most eloquently to man’s basic 
spiritual needs, but the Christian Gospel asserts that only in Christ can 
those needs be met (Acts 4:12).  In a day when many people may try 
to discern some form of acceptable syncretism, whereby Christ and His 
gospel become merely one expression among others of the idea of 
salvation, Hebrews directs us to the uniqueness of Christ’s redemptive 
work.  

 
(c) The classic “hardline” Restrictivist Argument 
 

(1) To become a Christian the Gospel must be preached, and 
(2) A person must consciously respond to the invitation to believe 
(3) Before they die 

 
2. The “Pluralist” Position (also know as “Universalism”) 

 
(a) Most heavily weights the Inclusive Intent of God 
(b) A Representative Statement of the Position: Dick Ficca – Executive 

Director of the Council for a Parliament of World Religions, Chicago 
 

The Rev. Ficca, an ordained Presbyterian minister, compares 
evangelism to “ethnic cleansing.”  He says that when the church sends 
missionaries to people around the world with “the sole purpose of 
converting them to Christianity,” that what they are really saying is, 
“your religious identity is not acceptable, and my job is to eliminate it 
from the face of the earth.”  How the church has gotten itself into this 
unacceptable position is through a fundamental misunderstanding of 
who Jesus Christ is and what salvation means. Rather than thinking 
that salvation comes to us through Jesus Christ, Rev. Ficca argues 
that what Jesus Christ does is to make us aware of how God is at work 
at all times and in all places to bring all people to salvation.  The “good 
news is not the good news so much about Jesus, but the good news of 
Jesus: the good news Jesus preached.”  And according to Rev. Ficca, 



what Jesus preached was since that God wants to save everybody, 
then every religion brings people to God. (From: Christological Heart 
Failure – Skinner 2001) 
                                                                                              

(c) The Pluralist Argument 
 

(1) There is one divine reality, the Real, which is the ultimate source of 
all religious experience. 

(2) No religious tradition has direct perception of the Real.  
(3) Each religious tradition represents an authentic way in which the 

Real is conceived and experienced – and therefore “save” 
(4)  But the Real transcends all descriptions 

 
3. The Inclusivist Position – A “Middle Way” 
 

(a) Holds in Biblical tension the Inclusive Saving Intent of God and the 
Exclusive Saving Work of God in Jesus Christ 

(b) A Representative Statement of the Position: David Watson – Fear No 
Evil (Shaw – 1984) - p. 166 

 
Without attempting to be dogmatic, it is my personal belief that those 
who put their trust in God’s love and mercy insofar as they understand 
Him, will be accepted by Him.  As a motorist may cross a bridge on a 
motorway without realizing that the bridge is even there (let alone any 
details about it), so it may be possible for a person to come to God 
“over the bridge” of Christ without knowing anything about him.   That 
person’s understanding, joy, assurance, faith and hope will all naturally 
be limited, until he does discover the truth about Christ.  But personally 
I do not believe from the Scriptures that there is no hope at all for those 
who do not, or cannot, call themselves Christians.  If in their hearts 
they have truly responded to God, however little they know about His 
Son or His gift of salvation, God may well accept them on that Day of 
Judgment.  What is clear, however, is that those of us who do know, or 
can know, have no excuse whatsoever if we “neglect so great a 
salvation” (Hebrews 2:3).  At least we can rest assured that God, who 
is Judge over all the earth, will do what is right. 

 
(c) The Inclusivist Argument 

 
(1) Salvation is not confined to the historical or geographical limits of 

the preaching of the Gospel 
(2)  Because God desires the salvation of all, the possibility of being 

saved must be available to all 
(3) Salvation rests wholly on Christ and His saving work  
(4) However, the specific knowledge of this saving work is not 

necessary for the effect of Christ’s saving work to apply to all 



(5) The light that people possess through general revelation is a 
preparation for the special revelation of the Gospel, and if the 
Gospel is never preached, that light will suffice for salvation 

 
 

CHAPTER 6 OUTLINE 
 
1. Finding Christ while high – An overwhelming presence of warmth & love 

 
A. “Isn’t it great how God works?” 
B. “Well, the spirit does move in mysterious ways!” 
C. “Must have been some weed?” 
D. “Religion draws the unstable, odd and weak-minded among us.” 

 
2. The problem with this story, though, is that I’ve heard countless stories like it. 
 

A. For every one I dismiss, I hear ten that can’t be as easily denied. 
B. Even in their kooky oddness they contain something strangely true. 
C. Seeing the white light --- doesn’t everybody? 

 
3. What kind of universe are we living in? 
 

A. safe or dangerous 
B. Is there a force, an energy a being calling out to us? 
C. Should we dismiss those experiences that come out of nowhere --- the 

love that creeps in --- the quiet grace that grabs hold of us? 
 
4. Exodus 17 – Water from the Rock 
 

A. Odd story; odd rock 
B. We don’t here any more about the rock {Numbers 20:2-13} 
C. I Corinthians 10:4 

 
(1) The Rock was Christ 
(2) Jesus was there 

 
(a) Without anybody using His name 
(b) Without anybody saying that it was Him 
(c) Without anybody acknowledging just what – or, more preciselyt, 

who – it was 
 

(3) Raises some questions 
 

(a) Where else has Christ been present? 
(b) When else? 
(c) With who else? 



(d) How else? 
 

(4) Paul finds Jesus everywhere 
 

(a) There is an energy in the world that everything is plugged into – 
“zoe” 

(b) Sustains, fuels and keeps creation going 
(c) Personal – Creation Poem (Genesis 1:1-3) – Word of God 
(d) That Word became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:14) 
(e) Nothing new; always been - 

 
o John 1:3 – All things came into being by Him… 
o Hebrews 1:2 – He made the world… 
o Colossians 1:16-17 – By Him all things were created and in Him 

all thing hold together… 
o Ephesians 4:10 – Fills the Universe… 
o I Corinthians 8:6 – from whom are all things… 

 
 Astounding Claim 
 The heart of the Jesus story 
 Jesus as Divine – The Word become flesh 

 
 Jesus wasn’t a new idea 
 Cooked up at the last minute 
 The ultimate exposing of what God has been up to all 

along 
 

(f) Mystery – something hidden now revealed 
 

o Ephesians 1:9 -10 
 

 Made know to us the mystery of His will 
 according to His good pleasure 
 God’s purpose – the “summing up of all things in Him” (unity) 

 
o Colossians 1:20; 26-27 

 
 Reconcile all things to Himself 
 Mystery hidden 
 To make know the riches of His grace 
 To the Gentiles ---  What God is doing in Christ is for 

everybody 
 

o Romans 11:25 – I do not want you to be ignorant of the mystery 
o Colossians 2:2-3 – riches of mystery made known 



o Romans 16:25 – the revelation of the mystery which has been 
kept secret for long ages past 

o Ephesians 3:3-5 – mystery that was not known in previous 
generations has now been revealed 

 
5. The larger Understanding of what the Jesus story is 
 

A. Jesus is bigger than any one religion 
B. Jesus didn’t come to start a new religion 
C. His role – Saving, rescuing, redeeming everything & everybody 

 
(1) John 12:32 – draw all men to myself 
(2) John 6:33 – gives life to the world 

 
(a) Jesus is supracultural 
(b) He is for all people 
(c) Cannot be co-opted or owned by any one culture 
(d) That includes any Christian culture 
(e) We cannot claim him to be ours any more than he’s anyone else’s 

 
o Access to him can function in a strangely inverse way 

 
 Kids raised in church can become anesthetized to Jesus 
 His nearness can produce distance 

 
o Unreached people --- “we’ve been talking about him for years” 

 
 John 10:16 – I have other sheep  which are not of this fold 
 Colossians 1:23 – Gospel “proclaimed  in all creation under 

heaven” 
 

o As wide as creation – Expansive claim of Christ 
 

(f) Understanding the current state of World Religions 
 

o Religions should not surprise us 
 

 We crave meaning and order and explanation 
 We are desperate for connection with something or  

someone greater than ourselves 
 

o In the midst of this massive array – God is doing something new 
in Jesus Christ 

 
 John 14:6 – Way, truth & life – No one comes to the Father 

except through me 



 
 How does the mechanism function that gets people to 

God through Christ? 
 Doesn’t even say that people have to know 

(epistemologically) that they are coming to God 
exclusively through Him (ontologically) 

 
 Text is Exclusive – deeply so: Jesus alone is the way 

to God 
 Exclusivity on the other side of Inclusivity 

 
- Exclusivity – Jesus is the only way to be saved; in 

or out based on belief here and now 
- Inclusivity – Salvation is open to all religions; good 

people of all faiths will get in (many paths up the 
mountain)  

- Exclusivity on the other side of Inclusivity – 
Salvation comes through Jesus alone, but it 
includes all sorts of unexpected people --- all sorts 
of possibilities we haven’t imagined – as narrow as 
Himself and as wide as the universe 

 
 When people say “Jesus” it’s important to ask which one 

they are talking about? 
 

 The narrow Jesus of our perspective? 
 The Jesus who is as wide as all creation? 

 
o People in church name, honor and orient themselves around 

this mystery 
o Enact rituals and create experiences to keep this word alive in 

their hearts 
 

 Baptism 
 Lord’s Supper 

 
 True for us; true for everybody 
 Signs, glimpses and tastes of what is true for all people in 

all places at all times 
 We simply “name” it 

 
6. So, what does this understanding of who Jesus is and what Jesus is doing 

connect with heaven hell and the fate of every person who has ever lived? 
 

A. We aren’t surprised when people stumble upon this mystery, whenever 
and however that happens. 



 
(1) Not offended when they use different language to talk about it 
(2) Not alarmed when it happens outside our boundaries 

 
B. None of us have cornered the market on Jesus, and none of us ever will 

(Luke 9:49-50;  
 

(1) What Jesus does again and again - 
 

(a) The seriousness of the decision to follow Him, life like Him, trust 
Him 

(b) Widening the scope and expanse of His saving work 
 

C. It is our responsibility to be extremely careful about making negative, 
decisive and lasting judgments about people’s destinies --- celebrate 
Jesus as the way, the truth and the life while at the same time respect the 
vast, expansive, generous mystery that He is 

 
(1) Matthew 13:33 - Leaven 
(2) Matthew 25:37-40 – In the least of these 
(3) Matthew 13:31-32 – The Mustard Seed 

 
7. He is the rock, and there is water there 
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CHAPTER 7 OUTLINE 
 
1. Opening Story – Woman with a Self-injury addiction 
2. Unfamiliar with “love” 
3. A “stretch” to believe that God loves her unconditionally and without 

reservation 
4. The Multiple Stories of Luke 15 
 

A. The Younger brother’s story – “no longer worthy” 
B. The Father’s story – return, reconciliation & redemption 
C. The Older brother’s story (“the Gospel of goats”) 

 
(1) Slaving for his father for years 
(2) Never been given a goat 
(3) Unfair 

 
D. The Father’s story  

 
(1) It’s all been his all along 
(2) All the goats were his 
(3) People don’t get what they deserve – what Grace means 

 
5. The Difference between the stories is the difference between heaven and hell 
 

A. Separation – 2 different places 
B. Separation – at the party but refusing to join in 
C. “Hell is being at the party” (169) 
D. Not Separation but Integration - heaven and hell are within each other – 

intertwined, interwoven, bumping into each other 
(1) not standing alone in a distant field 



(2) at the party with the celebration going on right in front of him 
 

E. An observation about hell – it’s the refusal to believe God’s version of the 
story – that He has made peace with us 

F. Our version of the story is rooted in a distorted view of God - 
 

(1) Loves us – We believe – we have a relationship with God 
(2) Loves us – don’t believe – punished forever 
(3) Does God switch gears?  Does God become somebody else the 

minute you die? 
(4) No marketing strategy for a church can overcome this view of God who 

isn’t safe, loving or good – can’t be trusted 
 

G. We can trust God’s retelling of our story, or we can cling to our version of 
the story.  And to trust God’s telling, we have to trust God. (176) 

 
(1) We are free to accept or reject the invitation to the new life that God 

extends to us. 
 

(a) To refuse God’s love moves us away from it – to an increasingly 
unloving, hellish reality 

(b) We do ourselves great harm when we confuse the essence of God 
which is love with the very real consequences of resisting and 
rejecting that love (“hell”) 

 
(2) The distinction between entrance and enjoyment 

 
(a) there is so much more to the Gospel than just going to heaven 

when we die (“entrance”) 
(b) It is not just about “getting in” 
(c) The Gospel transforms our hearts until peace and joy are the most 

natural ways to live 
(d) We naturally embody and practice here and now the kind of 

attitudes and actions that go on in the age to come 
(e) The toxic “gospel of goats” that is bound up with fear and anxiety 

 
(3) How do we tell the story (evangelism) 
 

(a) Passionately, urgently and compellingly tell God’s story because 
you’ve stepped into a whole new life and you’re moved and 
inspired to share it 

(b) Ominous voice that whispers over our shoulder, “You’re not doing 
enough” 

 
(4) The recurring question – What is God like? 

(a) The Gospel framed as rescue 



 
o God has to punish sinners 
o Jesus paid the price for our sin 
o So we can have eternal life 

 
(b) however true or untrue it is technically and theologically, it can 

subtly teach people that Jesus rescues us from God 
(c) we do not need to be rescued from God – but from death, sin and 

destruction  
 

(5) We shape our God, and then our God shapes us (“Beliefs have 
consequences”) 

 
(a) A mad & violent God – inquisitions, persecutions, trials, boo 

burnings & blacklisting 
(b) Toxic attacks on those who don’t articulate matters of faith the 

same way as you do 
(c) Mad about a goat that was never gotten  
(d) The thriving life Jesus insists is right here, all around us, all the time 
(e) Churches cease to be life-giving places and become life-draining 

 
(6) A God watching over our shoulders waiting for us to mess up 

 
(a) leaves Christians and churches anxious, paralyzed, catatonic, full 

of fear 
(b) don’t displease God because who knows what will be unleashed 
(c) Jesus frees us from that 

 
(7) Distorted stories 

 
(a) The younger brother – his badness is the problem 
(b) The older brother – his goodness is the problem 
(c) Neither son understands the Father’s love that cannot be earned by 

being good or taken away by being bad 
(d) The surprising, unexpected, counter-intuitive, ecstatic 

announcement of the Gospel 
(e) Forgiveness is unilateral 
(f) The only thing for us to do is to trust 
(g) Everybody is already at that party 

 
6. Return to the opening story – what version of the story will she trust? 
 

A. The one that she is nothing and worthless? 
B. The one that she is loved and valued? 
C. We hand God our piece of paper and we listen… 
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CHAPTER 8 OUTLINE 
 
1. Last Chapter 
2. Vast expanse of topics covered in book: Heaven, Hel, God, Jesus, Joy, 

Violence, the Good News 
3. A Story 
 

A. Inviting Jesus into his heart as a child 
B. It did something “to me” and “in me” 
C. Accepted God’s love in Jesus Christ 

 
(1) Shaped by environment 
(2) Young and Naïve 
(3) Easy to discount emotional religious experiences 
(4) Deconstruct the moment by pointing out everything else that was going 

on that can’t be denied - 
 

(a) Done to please one’s parents 
(b) The power of religion to shape children 
(c) But no matter how helpful & true – one thing can’t be denied 
 

o What happened that night was real 
o It meant something significant then 
o It continues to have a profound significance now 
o It was the defining moment of his life 

 
D. The indestructible love of God is an unfolding, dynamic reality 
E. We are endlessly invited to trust, accept, believe, embrace and experience 

it 
F. Jesus invites us to say yes to this love of God again, and again, and again 
G. Temptation to become hostile to earlier understandings of it  

 



H. To be embarrassed by its simplicity 
I. Not to be denied or dismissed 
J. These experiences belong --- that’s where we were at that point in our life 

and God met us there 
K. Those moments were necessary for us to arrive here 
L. The invitation --- to trust that we are loved and that a new word has been 

spoken about us, a new story is being told about us 
 
4. Trust --- a rare and difficult word 
 

A. Cynicism & Skepticism we’re familiar with 
B. We’re good at them 
C. Put out guard up 
D. Jesus invites us to trust that the love we fear is too good to be true is 

actually good enough to be true 
E. Be drawn into this love and be shaped by it --- see everything differently 
F. Requires a death --- a humbling --- a leaving behind --- a letting go 
G. It asks only for this moment 
H. Urgent – people miss it all the time 
I. It is vitally important that we take our choices here and now as seriously 

as we possibly can because they matter more that we can begin to 
imagine 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Related Materials 
 
A. Teaching Notes from a summer 2010 Sunday School Class  

Presentation --- 
 

“If Grace is True” 
Why God Will Save Every Person 

Gulley & Mulholland - Harper (2003) 
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

“Anyone who does not believe in universalism is an ox,                                                            
but anyone who teaches it is an ass.” 

 
    - Christian Gotlieb Barth 1799-1862 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
� Areas of Complete Agreement 
 

1. Theology is not a monologue but a dialogue 
2. The scandalous ungraciousness of the church 
3. The importance of the experiential – what’s true has also got to be real 
4. The necessity of “weighing” Scripture 
5. The progressive nature of Divine Revelation 
6. Universalism being within the lines on the field of faithful conversation 

 
� Areas of Serious Concern 
 

1. Who are we to “consign” Sally – modesty and mystery (Fackre) 
2. My Three “Basic” Questions 

 
A. Who is Jesus Christ? (Fully God/Fully Man) 
B. How are we saved? (By Grace Through Faith) 
C. What is the authority? (Sola Scriptura) 

 
� Gulley & Mulholland – “Universalism”  
 

Seven Words – “I believe God will save every person.” 
  
� My Position – “Hope-alism” 
 

Seven Postpositions 
 
A. God wants to save every person. 
B. God’s salvation is accomplished in Jesus Christ. 
C. God’s salvation in Jesus Christ is freely offered to all. 
D. God’s salvation in Jesus Christ must be freely accepted. 



E. The rejection of God’s offer of salvation in Jesus Christ results in separation 
from God. 

F. We do not know who has fully and finally rejected God’s offer of salvation in 
Jesus Christ. 

G. There are grounds for optimism about who will be saved; and so I  am a 
“hope-ivist.” 

 
� How I arrived at my “Hope-alism” 
 

Two Biblical Control Beliefs 
 

Particularity                                                                                            Universality 
Jesus Christ is the Savior                                         God wants to save everybody 
Acts 4:12                                                                                                2 Peter 3:9 
 
No Meaningful Access                                                       No Meaningful Freedom                
 

Finding a Middle Way 
 

Paradox: How the Bible teaches Truth 
A “Schizophrenic God” (Gulley & Mulholland)  

Not “peaks” but “plateaus” (Schaeffer) 
“Inspired Ambiguity” 

Follow the contours of Scripture 
Hold the polarities – the “furious opposites” in tension 

“keep them both and keep them furious” 
 

� Ways of following the contours and holding onto the polarities – 
 

1. Reverent Agnosticism (Leslie Weatherhead) 
2. The Quaker “Day of Visitation” 
3. Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch (Acts 8:26-40) – the “slightest yielding” 
4. Post Mortem Evangelism (I Peter 3:18-22) – The Harrowing of Hell 
5. Origen’s “Apocatastasis” (Acts 3:21 – the “universal restoration”) 
6. The Engle Scale & I Samuel 16:7 
7. “Wider Hope” Inclusivism  

 
A. Salvation accomplished in Christ 
B. Does this ontological necessity require an epistemological 

acknowledgement in this life?  
C. The minimum of Hebrews 11:6  
D. Take seriously the dynamics of saving faith --- is it “information” that 

saves or is it the act of trust in the light that we possess 
 
 
 
 



B. A Sermon --- 
 

Christological Heart Failure 
“What’s the Big Deal about Jesus?” 

 
May 27, 2001 – Sunday Morning Message 

Christian Heritage Conference – Missions: The Next 150 Years 
Wi-Ne-Ma Christian Camp, Cloverdale, Oregon 

 
Dr. Douglas B. Skinner 

Northway Christian Church, Dallas, Texas 
 

After years of reading about it, hearing about it, thinking about it, talking 
about it, Harvey Cox finally did it.  He went to Israel.  As you probably know, 
Harvey Cox is a distinguished professor of theology at Harvard Divinity School 
and an ordained Baptist minister, but he didn’t go to Israel as a visiting scholar or 
as a religious professional, he went as an ordinary Christian.  Harvey Cox went 
to Israel self-consciously as a pilgrim.  And he reveled in what he called his 
“marvelous anonymity” (96). 

No one met him at the airport.  No one knew or cared who he was as he 
wandered the streets of old Jerusalem, visiting all the holy sites of our faith for 
several days all by himself.  And when it was time to head North to the Galilee, 
Harvey booked passage on a bus with a group of Jewish tourists from various 
places around the world.  Harvey says that he tried to keep a low profile, 
revealing precious little about who he was and even less about what he did.  
Harvey figured that a Baptist professor of Christian theology on a bus full of 
Jewish tourists in the Holy Land would be just about as welcome as a vegetarian 
at a meat packers convention.  And so he kept the talk small and simply enjoyed 
the company and the trip, that is until they stopped along the Jordan River at the 
kind of place where their tour guide said that Jesus of Nazareth might have been 
baptized. 

Well, most of Harvey’s traveling companions were content to just stand on 
the bank and snap some pictures, but that wasn’t enough for him.  Remembering 
a concrete baptismal pool with a Jordan River mural as the backdrop in a little 
Baptist church back home where 45 years earlier he had been baptized, Harvey 
found himself unconsciously slipping off his shoes and socks, rolling up his 
trousers, and wading into the waters.  He went in first as deep as his ankles, then 
as deep as his knees, then as deep as his waist, and then, much to the 
amusement of his traveling companions still on the bank, Harvey did something 
that surprised even himself.  Harvey plunged himself beneath the waters.  He just 
couldn’t help it.   

And as he sloshed back to shore, his Jewish traveling companions helped 
him out of the water “almost the way the aging deaconess had helped (him) out 
of the baptismal pool… some forty-five years before” (101).  And as they 
clambered back on the bus, the conversation between Harvey and his traveling 
companions changed, it changed dramatically.  When they asked him why he 



had just dunked himself in the Jordan, Harvey came clean about who he was.  
And when they learned that he was a professor of Christian theology back in the 
States, and a Baptist preacher to boot, much to Harvey’s surprise, he found that 
his traveling companions wanted to talk about more than the weather.  They 
wanted to talk about Jesus.   

As a frequent participant in interfaith dialogue, Harvey says that he had 
gotten in the habit through the years of “soft-pedaling the figure of Jesus” (5).  
Fearing offense, Harvey says that he always tried to “postpone” or “downplay” 
talk about Jesus with people from other faith traditions because he understands 
that this is “the most particularistic element” of our faith (6).  But as he sat there 
in his soggy pants on a bus rumbling north through Israel with a group of Jewish 
traveling companions, he was genuinely surprised by the fact that all they wanted 
to talk about was Jesus! 
 

“What does it mean when you say you follow him?” 
“Do you really believe that he was God on earth?” 

“What about the miracles?”  
“Do you think he really walked on water?” 

“Why do Christians blame the Jews for what happened to Jesus?” 
 
On and on it went.  And Harvey writes – 
 

As the bus careened into the Galilean twilight, its penetrating horn rasping 
at cars that did not give way quickly enough, I marveled at the candor of 
the conversation.  Here in the homeland of Jesus, perhaps as could 
happen nowhere else, Jews and Christians (at least one Christian) were 
talking about the man who has for centuries been both a bridge and a 
barrier between these two communities of faith, and for some reason it 
seemed more real than the discussions I had heard in advanced theology 
seminars. (102) 

 
Since then Harvey says that he has been with Tibetan Buddhists in 

Colorado and the subject they asked him to address with them was “The Life and 
Teachings of Jesus” (9).  He has been with Hindus in India, and after his lecture 
on some innocuous universal religious theme, what they questioned him 
thoroughly about were his beliefs in Jesus and the kind of love Christ displayed 
(9).  And Harvey says that the only Christian leader he knows who ever actually 
sat down with the Ayatollah Khomeni and had a sustained conversation told him 
that what the Ayatollah wanted to talk about was Jesus (10)!  And isn’t it ironic 
that so many of us feel like we need to “play down the Jesus factor” when talking 
to non-Christians, when it is precisely the “Jesus factor” that so many of those 
non-Christians are “most interested in and most eager to get to” (8)? 

United Church of Christ theologian Gabriel Fackre says that what the 
church suffers from today is a case of “Christological heart failure.”  You see, 
there are those who insist that we must end our “obsession with Jesus” (The 
Mission of God 53) if we are ever to appreciate how God is at work saving people 



in every religion all around the world.  In fact, this is exactly what the Rev. Dick 
Ficca told the delegates at the Presbyterain Peacemaking Conference last July 
meeting on the campus of Chapman University, a Division of Higher Education 
school of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).  

The Rev. Ficca, an ordained Presbyterian minister, is the Director of the 
Council for the Parliament of the Wold’s Religions in Chicago.  And at that 
meeting last summer of the Presbyterian Peacemaking Conference, he 
compared evangelism to “ethnic cleansing.”  He explained that when the church 
sends missionaries to people around the world with “the sole purpose of 
converting them to Christianity,” that what we are really saying is, “your religious 
identity is not acceptable, and my job is to eliminate it from the face of the earth.”  
And he said that how the church has gotten itself into this unacceptable position 
is through a fundamental misunderstanding of who Jesus Christ is and what 
salvation means.  

If Jesus were “the sole and only instrument of God’s salvation” he said, 
then the only way for people to be saved would be to believe in Him.  And this is 
what the church has traditionally believed and taught.  John 14:6 with its 
affirmation that Jesus is “the way, and the truth, and the life” and its conclusion 
that “no one comes to the Father except through Him,” has been one of the core 
convictions that has impelled the missionary work of the church from the very 
beginning.   We believe that in Jesus Christ God’s salvation is both announced 
and accomplished.  But Rev. Ficca says that this is a fundamental 
misunderstanding of what Jesus was really about. 

Rather than thinking that salvation comes to us through Jesus Christ, Rev. 
Ficca argues that what Jesus Christ does is to make us aware of how God is at 
work at all times and in all places to bring all people to salvation.  The “good 
news is not the good news so much about Jesus, but the good news of Jesus: 
the good news Jesus preached.”  And according to Rev. Ficca, what Jesus 
preached was since that God wants to save everybody, every religion brings 
people to God. 

Well, as you can imagine, Rev. Ficca’s message has stirred up quite a 
debate in the Presbyterian Church.  In fact, my neighbor congregation in Dallas, 
the Highland Park Presbyterian Church, has gone so far as to issue a call 
through the vote of their session for a denominational repudiation of what Rev. 
Ficca said at that conference, and for a public reaffirmation of historic faith of 
their church that Jesus Christ is the only Savior and Lord.   And as I have 
watched and listened to this theological dispute rage in the Presbyterian Church, 
I have had feelings of déjà vu all over again. You see, we Disciples have already 
been down this road. 

At the 1987 General Assembly of the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ) meeting in Louisville, Kentucky, a resolution (8728) was introduced 
concerning salvation in Jesus Christ. Following three “whereas” clauses in which 
some of the biblical foundations for the claim of our faith that Jesus Christ is the 
only Savior of the world were cited, and the spiritual heritage of our church that 
Christ is our “only creed” was affirmed, this resolution had two “therefore be it 
resolved” clauses.  First of all, it asked the General Assembly to go on record in 



reaffirming “the historic faith” of the church in general and the Disciples in 
particular that “Jesus Christ is the only Savior of the world, and that apart from 
Him there is no salvation.”  And then this resolution asked all Disciple 
congregations and institutions “to weigh carefully the implications of this central 
truth and to do whatever is necessary to insure that our programs and activities 
are centered on Christ, and (are) consistent with the fact that He alone is Savior 
and Lord.”  

According to the author of this resolution, its origins can be traced to a 
meeting of the Directors of the Division of Overseas Ministry on Friday, June 20, 
1986, in Indianapolis.  It was at that meeting, during a report from a personable 
young man who had just returned from a missionary assignment in Japan, that 
the historic commitment of the Christian Church to the centrality of Christ was 
called into question.   

In his report to the Division of Overseas Ministry this young man “spoke 
very positively about his personal interest in Zen Buddhism” (Bowman 4).  And 
part of what he said in his comments was that he thought it was time “for the 
church to boldly proclaim that of course there is salvation apart from Jesus” 
(Bowman 4).  This rejection of the “exclusive saviorhood of Jesus Christ” by 
somebody who had been sent overseas and supported by the church’s mission 
dollars deeply disturbed the author of the resolution who was in attendance at 
that meeting as an observer.  But even more bothersome to the resolution’s 
author was the way that none of the Directors of the Division of Overseas 
Ministry publicly objected to the young man’s comments.  It seems that the 
stewards of our denomination’s mission resources and programs didn’t so much 
as bat an eye when one of their workers “jettisoned Jesus Christ” (Bowman 5). 

The 1987 Louisville General Assembly voted to refer this resolution 
concerning Jesus Christ to the Commission on Theology of the Christian Church 
for further reflection, an action that was unfortunately interpreted in some 
congregational circles as the General Assembly “tabling Jesus Christ.”  And 
many Disciples have been troubled ever since by the way that this action taken 
by the General Assembly gave the appearance that we Disciples had “some 
ambivalence about the Christological foundations of this church,” and could be 
construed as “a rejection of Biblical Christianity” (Forstman/Crow letter).  
 The Commission on Theology eventually returned with a generally useful 
report on salvation in Jesus Christ that was received by the next General 
Assembly meeting in Indianapolis in 1989.  And the conversation continued at 
the General Assembly after that in Tulsa in 1991 with a counter report issued by 
a conservative alliance of evangelical Christian Church pastors and 
congregations known as Disciple Renewal.   But the damage was done in 
Louisville.  That’s when the Christological question was directly asked, and it felt 
like the church flinched.    

“What’s the big deal about Jesus?”  At one time this was a question you 
expected to hear from people outside the church.  But today it’s a question that 
increasingly gets posed by people inside the church.  And “pluralism” is the 
reason why.  Lesslie Newbigin said that the supermarket is the model for the 
culture in which the church now finds itself.   



 
We’re accustomed to an amazing variety on the supermarket shelves and 
the (individual) freedom to choose our brands.  And so it is only natural 
that this mentality should pervade our view of religion as well.  One may 
stick to one’s favorite brand and praise its merits.  But to insist that 
everyone else should choose the same brand is unacceptable. (Callison 
11) 

 
And that’s pluralism. 

Clark Pinnock, an evangelical theologian who teaches at McMaster 
Divinity College in Ontario, Canada, says that while religious pluralism “is not a 
new problem” (7), there are nevertheless “some factors in the modern situation 
that make the problem feel like a new one for Christians” (8).  He points out that 
we’ve been generally sheltered in the West from the rival claims of alternate 
faiths.  There was a time when if you wanted to know something about one of the 
world’s great religions you had to go to the library and read about it in a book, but 
today all you have to do is go next door and talk to your neighbor.   

There are as many Moslems in the United States today as there are 
Presbyterians, as many Buddhists as there are Episcopalians, and as many 
Hindus as there are Disciples.  Clark Pinnock calls this the “phenomenon of the 
global village” (9), and he says that it has contributed directly to our more 
“relativistic mindset” (11).   And J.I.Packer, the evangelical statesman, agrees.  
He writes – 

 
Pastorally, pressure is felt because post-Christian pluralism and anti-
Christian alternatives are always on our doorstep.  We rub shoulders with 
people of other, ethnic faiths; with people who are ‘into’ cults; with 
disillusioned ex-Christians; with scientific humanism. (23) 

 
And this raises some important and difficult questions for Christians. 
 Because of the pluralism of our world, and our immediate neighborhoods, 
can we really insist on the uniqueness of Jesus Christ?  Isn’t it spiritually arrogant 
of us to go out and insist that people everywhere believe in Him to be saved?  
Wouldn’t it be better for us to talk less about Christ and more about God, 
wouldn’t that better serve the interests of the divine Kingdom and the human 
community?  Isn’t God big enough to receive anyone who turns to Him in 
genuine faith and worships Him from the heart?  Do we really need Jesus? 

Some say “no,” and they cite Biblical truths to defend their position. God 
made and loves the whole world (John 1:3; 3:16) they remind us, and it’s not 
God’s will that anyone He made in His own image and after His own likeness 
should be lost (I Timothy 2:4).   God has never left Himself without witness 
anywhere or at anytime (Acts 14:17) and whoever fears God and does what is 
right is welcome to God (Acts 10:35).   Others say “yes,” and they cite Scripture 
too. They know all those Biblical texts that tell us how in Jesus Christ God has 
decisively shown Himself and definitively done the work of salvation.  And so it is 
that we who strive to be Biblical Christians find ourselves living, believing and 



serving in the tension between two sets of truths. On the one hand we are bound 
by our faith to recognize and celebrate the way that God is always and 
everywhere showing Himself, doing good and drawing people to Himself.  But on 
the other hand, we are bound to proclaim Jesus Christ as the unique Word of 
God made flesh who dwelt among us, full of grace and truth, and who by His 
death, burial and resurrection is the only Savior of the world.  And this means 
that there must be both humility and  confidence in us as Christians.   

George Hunsinger of Princeton Theological Seminary calls the ground we 
must occupy out of our commitment to the authority of Scripture a “generous 
orthodoxy” (The Jesus Debate, Prebyweb 9/2/00).  He says that while we must 
have confidence as Christians in the New Testament’s clear teaching that Jesus 
Christ is the only Savior of the world and take up with urgency the work of 
mission, we must at the very same time adopt a stance of humility that never 
disrespects the genuine faith it finds in others, nor diminishes the light that they 
legitimately possess.  This is the same position Raymond Brown took in his 
commentary on the book of Hebrews.  He wrote -  
 

It is important to emphasize that in an age of religious pluralism that this 
letter is a constant reminder of the necessity of God’s salvation in Christ.  
However sensitive one chooses to be to the claims of other world 
religions, it is impossible for any serious student of the New Testament to 
escape what has been called ‘the scandal of particularity.’   By this phrase 
we refer to those clear and uncompromising assertions of New Testament 
Scripture that the only way we can come to God the Father is through 
Jesus Christ His only Son (Jn. 14:6).  Other religions testify most 
eloquently to man’s basic spiritual needs, but the Christian Gospel asserts 
that only in Christ can those needs be met (Acts 4:12).  In a day when 
many people may try to discern some form of acceptable syncretism, 
whereby Christ and His gospel become merely one expression among 
others of the idea of salvation, Hebrews directs us to the uniqueness of 
Christ’s redemptive work. (21) 

 
 I want to be just as generous as I possibly can to the adherents of the 
world’s great religions.  I want to recognize the way that God has already been at 
work in them.  I want to respect their humanity and honor their genuine 
expressions of faith and deep devotions of heart.  When I was a freshman at 
Northwest Christian College back in 1971 Dr. Ward Rice used The Christ of the 
Mount by E. Stanley Jones as one of our texts.  It remains one of my favorite 
books to this day.  And in it, E. Stanley Jones told this story – 
 

I was with some students at Hardwar, where the sacred Ganges issues 
from the Himalayas into the plains.  As we were getting into a boat to go 
across, some of the students thoughtlessly began to throw stones into the 
Ganges.  A kindly faced old sannyasi said in a grieved tone: “You throw 
stones into Mother Ganges, but I throw flowers,” and he proceeded to 
strew flowers upon the sacred waters.  “Give me some of the flowers, “ E. 



Stanley Jones said, “I too wish to throw them into the Ganges, not,  of 
course, with your meaning, but still I’ll throw them in as a symbol of my 
reverence for India.” (114) 

I appreciate the generous spirit of that gesture, and have tried to personally 
incorporate it into my life and ministry in this pluralistic day. 
 At the same time, I have resolved to never jettison Jesus Christ. 
I will not give in to Christological heart failure.  I understand that He is the 
“irreducible minimum without which ‘Christianity’ loses any distinctive definition 
and becomes an empty pot into which men pour whatever meaning they choose” 
(Kinnamon 114).  The reason why I wholeheartedly endorse and engage in the 
mission of the church is Christ.  As David Bosch put it, “mission is a 
Christological exercise” (9).  Both the mandate for the church’s mission and the 
content of the church’s mission resides singularly in Jesus Christ. 
 As Donald McGavran pointed out at The World Mission Strategy 
Conference of the Christian Church in 1960, “mission is not a man-defined 
program” (65).  Going into all the world to preach the Gospel and to make 
disciples by baptizing them in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit, and teaching them to obey all that Christ commanded was not originally 
our idea.  If anything, it is an idea we have resisted.  Still, it is an idea that 
persists. 
 Leslie Newbigin repeatedly examined in his writings the basis for the 
church’s missionary work today.  He probed both the authority for and the logic of 
the mission of the church in our pluralistic age.  He said that we must have an 
answer when somebody asks us, “By what authority do you do this?” (56).  
Whether the question is asked by “the man in India who stops in the street to 
hear an evangelist preaching,” or by the church member at home who thought 
that the day of foreign mission was over, we must have an answer.  Too often, 
Newbigin said, we have given the wrong answer (56).  We have allowed the 
mission of the church to get co-opted by political, economic and cultural agendas 
that have absolutely nothing to do with the Gospel. And so, when the church gets 
pressed by the question, “By what authority are you doing this?” there is just one 
answer according to Lesslie Newbigin, and it is - “In the name of Jesus” (57).   

At the beginning of their work of witness from Jerusalem to the ends of the 
earth, the Apostles were asked by their opponents, “By what power, or in what 
name, have you done this?”  And they replied, “…by the name of Jesus Christ” 
(Acts 4:7-10).  The reason why the church engages in mission is because as 
God sent Christ, so Christ now sends us.  The mandate for the mission of the 
church is nothing less than the example of our missionary God and the command 
of our missionary Lord.  The answer to the question, “why does the church do 
mission?” is Jesus Christ, as is the answer to the question, “what is the message 
of the church’s mission?” 

“Who do you say that I am?” was the defining question that Jesus Christ 
Himself asked His disciples (Matthew 16:15).  And Elton Trueblood says that this 
is still  “the crucial question for Mission” (105).  By asking this question, Jesus 
forever made Himself the issue of faith for Christians. As James Stewart pointed 
out – 



 
He does not say with other teachers, ‘The truth is everything, I am 
nothing’; He declares, ‘I am the truth.’  He does not claim… to suggest 
answers to the world’s enigmas; He claims to be the answer… He does 
not offer the guidance of a code or a philosophy to keep men (and 
women) right through the uncertainties of an unknown future; He says, 
‘Lo, I am with you to the end of the world’” (146).   
 
David Bosch ended his magisterial book Transforming Mission with an 

exploration of “the six Christological salvific events” that, when taken together, 
provide the church with the whole Gospel it has been entrusted to proclaim. 
 
 It begins with The Incarnation.  As Christ was moved to compassion at the 

sight of the real needs of human beings, and “agonized, sweat and bled for 
the victims of oppression” (513), so the church today is called to proclaim and 
demonstrate that very same care. 

 
 It involves The Cross.  As Christ died for our sins on Calvary, so the church 

today is called to proclaim that forgiveness and embody the reconciliation that 
sacrifice makes possible. 

 
 It moves to The Resurrection.  As Christ was raised from the dead on the 

third day in triumph over the powers of sin and death, so the church today 
must proclaim that victory and confront the principalities and powers that still 
threaten to ensnare us. 

 
 It includes The Ascension.  As Christ sat down at the right hand of God the 

Father, so we must proclaim Him Lord and bring all of life under His reign. 
 

 It doesn’t ignore Pentecost.  As Christ sent the Holy Spirit so that we would 
experience His presence and could be empowered for discipleship, so we 
must rely on the power of the Spirit and respond to His promptings and 
stirrings. 

 
 And it climaxes with The Parousia.  As Christ promised to personally, visibly 

and gloriously return at the close of the age, so we live in hope and offer 
signs of the Kingdom that will come. 

 
The church engages in mission because of Jesus Christ, and the church 
proclaims Jesus Christ as its mission.  Take away Christ, and you take away 
mission.  Focus on Christ, and mission automatically follows. 
 In just a few minutes we are going to be gathering as a community of faith 
at the Lord’s Table to break the bread and bless the cup of the Lord’s Supper. 
We are about to celebrate with thanksgiving the saving acts and presence of 
Jesus Christ.  And so, in closing, I want to suggest that it is also at the Lord’s 



Table each week that we embrace and are empowered for the mission of the 
church. 
 As you came in this morning, in addition to the outline of my message, you 
were given a “Come to the Welcome Table” mailer.  Around Easter this year tens 
of thousands of these cards were mailed by Disciples congregations to residents 
all over the State of Texas.   Northway Christian Church alone, the congregation 
that I serve in Dallas, sent close to 25,000 of these cards to our immediate 
neighbors. 
 The spark for this idea came from the sermon Dick Hamm, the General 
Minister and President of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), preached at 
our last General Assembly in 1999 in Cincinnati, Ohio.  In that message Dick 
lamented the fact that most of the slogans and labels we have historically used to 
describe ourselves have been pretty passive images.  “They don’t send is 
anywhere” to do anything, he complained (2).  They might tell us who we are but 
they don’t tell us what to do.  And so Dick proposed at that Assembly that we 
start to think of ourselves as “The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ: Inviting 
the world to Christ’s Table.”  Dick explained – 
 

I like “inviting the world to Christ’s Table” because it draws on our heritage 
and who we are.  I also like it because it is “active” rather than “passive.”   
More simply than describing us, it reminds us of our mission.  As any one 
who has given a party knows, it is not enough merely to set a table with 
food and drink and wait for people to show up.  People must be genuinely 
invited to the party so that they know they are truly welcome and expected 
to be there. (3) 

 
 Nearly twenty years before Dick issued this call, Paul Crow wrote about 
the Lord’s Table as the “matrix of mission” (58).  He said that while we might not 
ordinarily think of evangelism and Eucharist together, that we must start to if our 
faith is to be whole.  He said that without mission our worship becomes 
“disfigured” (57).  Communion gets reduced to a private act of personal piety.  
But without the ordinances, mission gets “disfigured” too.  It becomes a “merely 
humanitarian program of ‘doing good to others’ without a sense of the presence 
of Christ” (57).  And so Paul Crow argued that “a missionary presence is the fruit 
of participation in the Lord’s Supper” (58).  It is at the Lord’s Table where we 
remember Christ’s sacrifice and encounter Christ’s presence that we are also 
commissioned to proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes again. 
 And so it was that Dick Hamm concluded his message to the 1999 
General Assembly with an appeal to the Disciples to make the Lord’s Table our 
matrix for mission.  He said – 
 

To this day it is the Lord’s Table that calls us together, that reminds us 
who we are, what we need, and who supplies our need.  It is the Table 
that is the center of our life and of our mission… and we are called to 
invite the world to come to Christ’s Table with us. (4-5) 

 



 Our favorite communion hymn at Northway Christian Church these days is 
Bryan Jeffery Leech’s “Come, Share the Lord.”    We just love to sing those 
words, “Come, take the bread, come, drink the wine, come, share the Lord.”  And 
every time we do I am powerfully reminded that the Christ who makes Himself 
known to us in the breaking of the Bread is the same Christ who sends us out to 
invite others to come.  Mission is a Christological exercise, and I believe that the 
Lord’s Table is the “place from which Christians are sent forth to serve and to 
love” (Crow 58).  The bread and the cup are our best defense against 
Christological heart failure. 
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