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The Life of the World 
and Future Judgement 
STEPHEN H. TRAVIS 

If we say that Jesus Christ is 'the life of the world', what are we 
implying about the validity of non-Christian religions and their claims 
to bring life or salvation to the world? Do we mean that Jesus Christ is 
one among many sources of life, and that he happens to suit us best? Or 
does our claim about Christ involve the judgement that other religions 
are inadequate or inferior? Emilio Castro raised this question in an 
issue of International Review of Mission (IRM) which heralded the 
theme of the Vancouver Assembly: 

To those outside the Christian family, the theme sounds somewhat 
imperialistic and pretentious. Who are these Christians to claim for 
themselves the secret of life? Who is this Jesus, unrelated to some of the 
most important religious traditions of humankind, to pretend to be the 
bearer of life? Does not an explicit claim on the part of Christians imply a 
judgement of others?1 

It is a question of first importance-too important to be debated 
only by those Christians who have a close personal knowledge of other 
religious and cultural traditions. So, despite my limited qualifications, 
I shall try here to offer a route through the question. I shall not of 
course attempt to compare whole religions, nor to ask what should be 
the Christian attitude to Islam or Hinduism or Buddhism or Marxism. 
Nor shall I interpret 'life of the world' in its broad, semi-secular sense, 
though I believe that Christians can and must co-operate with people 
of all religions and political beliefs to create the conditions for a secure 
and worthwhile life for all men. Instead, I shall focus on the specific 
question of whether eternal life and salvation may be found only in 
Christ, or whether salvation is possible in other religions. 

The challenge of non-Christian belief 
Gone are the days of the confident optimism about Christianity's 
confrontation with other religions which characterized the World 
Missionary Conference at Edinburgh in 1910. In his official account of 
that conference, Temple Gairdner could write: 'The spectacle of the 
advance of the Christian church along many lines of action to the 
conquest of the five great religions of the modem world is one of 
singular interest and grandeur.'2 Since then, western Christianity has 
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experienced declining numbers of adherents, declining confidence, 
and growing secularism. Improvements in communication systems, 
and the influx of communities from overseas, have made us aware of 
the beliefs and values of other religions and cultures. Greater theologi
cal sophistication has made us wary of 'writing off the majority of 
mankind on the pretext that it does not happen to be Christian. Can we 
go on saying, as evangelicals have traditionally said, that only those 
who actually hear the gospel and put their faith in Christ can be saved? 
Or must we bow to the logic of Carl Braaten's complaint, that this view 
commits us to believing that, in the end, God's share of mankind will 
be much smaller than the devil's? 'There is not much for the angels to 
sing about if the evangelicals get what they expect-a heaven sparsely 
filled with only card-carrying Christians. '3 

Let us begin, then, by surveying and commenting on some influential 
viewpoints on whether salvation may be found apart from Christ. 

First, there is the traditional view that salvation is only available 
through explicit faith in Christ. The Council of Florence in 1442 
declared: 

The holy Roman Church firmly believes, professes and proclaims that 
none of those who are outside the Catholic Church-not only pagans, 
but Jews also, heretics and schismatics-can have part in eternal life, but 
will go into eternal fire, 'which was prepared for the devil and his angels', 
unless they are gathered into that Church before the end of life. • 

John Wesley wrote in a letter in March 1748: 

In plain terms, wherever I see one or a thousand men running into Hell, 
be it in England, Ireland, or France, yea, in Europe, Asia, Africa or 
America, I will stop them if I can: as a minister of Christ, I will beseech 
them in His name to tum back and be reconciled to God. Were I to do 
otherwise, were I to let any soul drop into the pit whom I might have 
saved from everlasting burnings, I am not satisfied that God would 
accept my plea 'Lord, he was not of my parish' .5 

This attitude is not much welcomed these days, but it has been forcefully 
advocated recently by Dick Dowsett in a book written in popular 
style. 6 The biblical basis of this view, and my own attempt to rephrase 
it, will be discussed later. 

Secondly, we may group together various Roman Catholic writings 
which express the spirit which pervaded Vatican II. Already in 1961, 
Karl Rahner had begun to popularize the notion of 'anonymous 
Christians'. 7 According to Rahner, God desires the salvation of all 
mankind and therefore makes himself known by grace to all men. His 
gift of salvation takes different forms in different religious contexts. 
But since all salvation is Christ's salvation, the adherent of a non
Christian religion is an 'anonymous Christian'. Once the Christian 

32 



The Life of the World and Future Judgement 

message is adequately presented to such people, they are obliged to 
embrace Christianity. For Rahner, Christ remains the final and norma~ 
tive revelation. And he also asserts that a person who is explicitly a 
Christian 'has a much greater chance of salvation than someone who is 
merely an anonymous Christian.' 

Problems with this view have often been pointed out. A devout 
adherent of another religion may understandably feel insulted at being 
labelled an 'anonymous Christian'. How would a Christian feel at 
being called an 'anonymous Buddhist'? Milan Machovec has in fact 
illustrated the problem by arguing that those in our world who 
experience the pain of alienation, and strive to transform the status quo 
by their radical political commitment, may be labelled 'anonymous 
Marxists'. 8 

Other Roman Catholic theologians, whilst avoiding Rahner's prob~ 
lema tic terminology, have embraced similar viewpoints. A conference 
at Bombay in 1964, attended by men such as Hans Kiing and Raymond 
Pannikar, concluded that men can be saved 'in their own non~Christian 
religions', which are 'the historical way to God for their followers'. 9 

These statements, like Rahner's position, are open to criticisms 
voiced by Lesslie Newbigin. The argument from the universal saving 
purpose of God to the saving value of non~Christian religions assumes, 
without proving, that it is religion among all human activities which is 
the sphere of God's saving action. And, more seriously, it assumes that 
our position as Christians entitles us to know and declare what is God's 
final judgement on other people. 10 If this is a problem with the tradi~ 
tiona! view-that all men apart from Christ are destined for condem
nation-it is no less a problem for the view that there is salvation in 
other religions. Both approaches leave too little room for the element 
of surprise which is such a feature of Jesus' teaching about human 
destiny. 

A third approach is that of John Hick. He argues that the differing 
world religions represent different responses to God's self-revelation, 
arising from the different cultural situations of each religion's early 
adherents. 11 The conflicting truth-claims of the various religions arise 
because, like the blind men touching the elephant, the understanding 
of truth varies according to the part of the elephant each touches. Each 
religion's account of the divine may be true in that it represents a 
genuine encounter with the divine. Hick takes the argument further 
when he postulates that, for all men and women, life after death takes 
the form of a series of 'lives' in which the self is gradually drawn by 
God's love towards perfection and the vision of God. 12 Thus, however 
near or far from God a person has been in his religion (or lack of it) in 
this life, he will eventually be won, in a free response of love, into a 
perfect harmony with God. My difficulties in accepting Hick's univer~ 
salist view will become dear in the next section, where I shall sketch 
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out under six headings what seem to me to be key elements in a biblical 
approach to our question. 

A way forward? 
1) Universalism is unacceptable as a solution to the problem of the 
destiny of adherents of non-Christian religions, or of no religion. 
Undoubtedly there is a strong 'universalist strand' in the New Testa
ment which is frequently underplayed by evangelicals: see passages 
such as Romans 5:18; 11:32, 36; 1 Corinthians 15:24-28; Ephesians 
1 :9f.; Colossians 1: 19f.; 1 Timothy 2:4. But they must not be lifted out 
of context and made to teach that God will save all people in the end. 
Paul uses the word 'all' with different shades of meaning in different 
contexts. Thus in Romans 11:32, 'all' means 'Jews and Gentiles alike'. 
To argue that 'all' here means 'all men individually' is to take it out of 
its context in Romans 9-11, which shows clearly enough that Jews, as 
well as Gentiles, who disobey are subject to God's condemnation. And 
to impose a dogmatic universalism on Romans 5:12-21 renders incom
prehensible the argument of Romans 1:16-5:11, which expounds 
God's judgement and the way of salvation through faith in Christ. 
Moreover, nearly all these 'universalist' statements occur alongside 
other statements about the need for faith in order to experience 
salvation. In Colossians 1:19-23, for example, God's plan to 'reconcile 
to himself all things' is said to include the Christians at Colossae, 
'provided that you continue in the faith ... 'So we can hardly take these 
'universalist' statements as declarations of what will happen. Rather, 
they declare that God's saving purpose has universal scope, even 
though some people may refuse to enter into that purpose. 

Universalism also does not take freedom seriously enough. Whereas 
the universalist claims that for all men not to be saved would be a 
defeat for God and therefore unthinkable, I would argue that God will 
go on respecting the freedom of those who resist him-even though it 
means that his will is not fully realized. We may recall C. S. Lewis's 
words: 'What you call defeat, I call miracle: for to make things which 
are not itself, and thus to become, in a sense, capable of being resisted 
by its own handiwork, is the most astounding and unimaginable of all 
the feats we attribute to the Deity. ' 13 

Another problem with many expositions of universalism, including 
Hick's, is that it postulates a period of purgation after death, during 
which a person moves from rebellion or imperfect response towards a 
complete openness to God. This is a very speculative structure, with no 
foundation in the New Testament. 14 

2) We must ask who, according to the New Testament, is condemned 
by God, and on what basis? Here it may be helpful to distinguish 
between the teaching of Jesus and of Paul, since rather different 
emphases are discernible. In the gospels, Jesus seems to reserve his 

34 



The Life of the World and Future Judgement 

condemnation for those who have had opportunity to hear and under
stand his message and have rejected it. The people of Chorazin and 
Bethsaida are condemned for rejecting the evidence of their own eyes 
and ears (Luke 10:13f.). Religious leaders are frequently denounced, 
precisely because they should have known better (e.g. Luke 12:52). By 
contrast, the people whom we might compare to 'those who have never 
heard the gospel'-the outcasts, the foreigners whom Jesus encoun
ters-are characterized as 'lost' rather than 'wicked'. It is from these 
'no-hopers' that his followers mostly come. And they are not saved by 
being articulate in their faith. The cry of helplessness, which casts itself 
on Jesus as the only conceivable source of help, is enough (Mark 5:28; 
Luke 7:9; cf. 18:9-14). I wouldnotwanttobuildtoomuchon this, but I 
think it fair to conclude that Jesus explicitly announces God's rejection 
only of those who reject him on the basis of adequate knowledge, and 
that he does hold out hope of salvation to those who look to God for 
mercy. 

Paul, on the other hand, with his more systematized theology, 
appears to divide humanity into two groups. There are 'believers' and 
'unbelievers'. There are those who are under the wrath of God, and 
those who are 'in Christ Jesus' and therefore not subject to condem
nation (Rom. 8:1). There are 'those who are being saved' and 'those 
who are perishing' (2 Cor. 2:15; cf. 4:4f.).lt appears that Paul assumes 
everyone to be without salvation unless and until they explicitly have 
faith in Jesus. That leaves little room for manoeuvre to anyone wishing 
to urge that salvation may be found outside the Christian fold. But 
perhaps, even here, there is reason to believe that Paul's meaning is 
not so cut-and-dried, as we shall suggest under heading 4. 

3) The New Testament was written for people in a pluralistic culture. 
Although it is often assumed that Christianity's encounter with other 
religions is a comparatively new phenomenon, that is not the case. The 
first Christians inhabited a world of many cultures and many religions. 
And against that background they quite consciously and deliberately 
asserted the unique claims of Christ as they had experienced him. The 
earliest followers of Jesus, all Jews, had no desire to start a new 
religion, but were driven by their own experience to acknowledge 
Jesus as the fulfilment of Jewish hopes and therefore to argue that Jews 
who refused the claims of this Messiah forfeited salvation. Jesus, they 
said, gives life in contrast to religion (John 5:39f. ). Paul, in the multi
religious Graeco-Roman world, argued that though there are many 
so-called gods, 'yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are 
all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through 
whom are all things and through whom we exist' (1 Cor. 8:6).1t might 
perhaps be argued that the old myths of the Greeks and the sensual 
mystery religions of Paul's day are hardly worth comparing with the 
great eastern religions of today, which deserve more credence and 
respect than Paul gave to those expressions of religion which he 
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encountered. Yet Paul, too, was dealing with people influenced by the 
great philosophies of his day (including the philosophy of Plato, who 
himself shows some signs of being influenced by Hinduism). Neverthe
less he offers no hints that the philosophies provide a viable way to 
salvation. 

So it is in full awareness of rival claims that the New Testament 
writers claimed Jesus as the universal Lord and Saviour ( cf. Acts 4: 12; 
1 Cor. 8:6; Rom. 10:12f.; and many other passages). They could not 
allow the saving efficacy of other religious systems without denying 
their experience of God in Christ. Or, rather, they claimed to have 
received in him what other systems vainly promised. The question of 
salvation in other religions is a matter of Christo logy. 

It has of course been argued from time to time that the 'exclusive' 
statements of the New Testament are not to be taken at face value. 
Peggy Starkey, in an article in the IRM to which I referred at the 
beginning, tackles Acts4:12 and John 14:6. 15 She argues that Acts4:12 
('There is salvation in no one else ... ') is a confessional statement, an 
affirmation of the community of believers that Jesus Christ is the name 
through which they have experienced salvation. And because it is a 
confessional statement ('This is what we have experienced') rather 
than a metaphysical statement, it is not meant to deny that God's 
saving grace may come to other people in other ways. However, this 
way of looking at the verse underplays the fact that a confessional 
statement in the New Testament is not merely a description of experi
ence, but is a statement about Jesus' power and place in God's purpose 
in contradistinction to other beliefs and confessions. The context of 
Acts 4:12 (especially vv. 10, 11) implies that, since God has resurrected 
Jesus to a unique position, those who rejected him were in the wrong, 
and would not find salvation apart from him. (This is not to deny that, 
on a different level, the passage is about healing, and implies that 
ultimately all healing derives from the God revealed in Christ.) 

Starkey describes John 14:6 ('I am the way, and the truth, and the 
life; no one comes to the Father, but by me') as 'survival language'. It is 
the kind of strong assertion made by a group struggling to defend a 
position against powerful opponents. Once the Christian church has 
become the community in power, it cannot go on repeating the 
absolute claims of the original statement without becoming unfaithful 
to its original meaning. She also suggests that statements such as John 
14:6 may be the overstatement of religious enthusiasm, and that New 
Testament writers might have expressed themselves differently if they 
had been aware of the rich religious heritage of mankind which we 
know today. Again, I do not think these 'explanations' are adequate, 
because they fail to do justice to the fact that John 14:6 (and similar 
statements) bears witness to a figure whose resurrection is a unique 
event and implies something unique about the salvation which he 
offers. 
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4) There are elements of continuity and discontinuity, of fulfilment 
and newness, in the New Testament's handling of other faiths. Jesus' 
relationship to Judaism was one of continuity: he fulfilled Jewish 
longings rather than destroying Jewish religion. Yet also he con
demned what was not true to the gospel (e.g. Matt. 5:43f.). The 
prologue of John's gospel is designed to show how God's action in 
Jesus is continuous with his action in Jewish history, and indeed with 
his activity in the whole of creation, including Greek philosophical 
systems. Yet at the same time there is a discontinuity-'the Word 
became flesh'-which marks out Jesus as the unique, saving embodi
ment of God's revelation. The discontinuity here involves the dis
tinction between the doctrines of creation and salvation. It is not that 
there is salvation in Greek philosophy but a fuller salvation in Christ. 
Rather, there is a knowledge of God apart from Christ, but it is not 
apparently a saving knowledge. There is 'common grace' (Matt. 5:45), 
but that is not the same as 'saving grace' (cf. Matt. 7:13-27). 

This same distinction explains the attitude of Peter in Acts 10 and of 
Paul in Acts 14 and 17. Peter recognizes that 'in every nation anyone 
who fears God and does what is right is acceptable to him' (Acts 
10:35). He acknowledges that Cornelius the Gentile is within the scope 
of God's care. But in calling Cornelius 'acceptable' to God, he cannot 
mean that Cornelius is 'accepted' in the sense of 'saved'. He still needs 
to hear the gospel (vv. 36ff. ). Similarly, in Acts 14 and 17, Paul speaks 
of God's revelation in creation, in a way which would strike a chord in 
the minds of his hearers. But he does not say that his hearers' aware
ness of these things brings them salvation. On the contrary, he claims 
that their knowledge of these truths makes their idolatry inexcusable. 
God has overlooked it in the past, but now commands all men to 
repent, in view of coming judgement by Jesus, the resurrected one 
(Acts 17:30f.). And the same themes emerge again in Romans 1-3. 

5) The idea that all are saved in their own religions leads to 
impossible contradictions. Whilst religions share much in common, 
there are crucial points at which contradictions occur, and the question 
of truth and falsehood has to be asked. One familiar example is Islam's 
denial that Jesus was crucified. To take another example, Panikkar 
believes that 'it is through the sacraments of Hinduism, through the 
message of morality and the good life, through the Mysterion that 
comes down to him through Hinduism, that Christ saves the Hindu 
normally.' 16 But how is this to be squared with the Christian's aware
ness that 'the message of morality and the good life' is precisely what 
cannot save him? 

And what are we to make ofNewbigin's observation that so often it 
is at points of highest ethical and spiritual achievement that the reli
gions find themselves threatened by, and therefore opposed to, the 
gospel? It was the guardians of God's revelation who crucified the Son 
of God. It is the noblest among the Hindus who most emphatically 
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reject the gospel. Surely the Samaritan was closer to God than the 
priest and the Levite. 17 The tax-collector was closer to God than was the 
Pharisee (in Luke 18:9-14). 

6) All who are saved are saved through God's grace in Christ, and 
through their response to his grace. This is the central truth of the 
gospel and of Christian experience. If we have rejected in our discus
sion several commonly accepted standpoints on the question of salva
tion in non-Christian religions, we have picked up some hints that 
salvation may be attainable by God's grace to some who have not 
explicitly known Jesus Christ through explicit response to the gospel. 
We have noted the attitude of Jesus to those who cast themselves on 
God's mercy. We have seen that God reveals something of himself and 
his will in the created order. We could add that the Old Testament tells 
of people such as Noah and Job who found acceptance with God 
outside the normal workings of his covenant with Israel. And if (as I 
believe) the 'parable' of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25:31-46 is 
about the judgement of all men on the basis of their care for the 
suffering and the destitute, we have another interesting piece of 
evidence. For the theme of surprise in the passage indicates that the 
'sheep' are saved not on the basis of good works understood as merit, 
but on the basis of response to God which issues (unconsciously or 
'naturally') in acts of charity. They have been open to the grace of God 
in their lives, even though they have not necessarily named the name of 
Christ. 

Finally, it must be stressed that in any religious context, including a 
Christian one, 'saving faith' involves coming to the end of one's 'reli
gion' and abandoning oneself to the grace of God. If I am saved, I am 
saved by Christ. I am not saved by adherence to the Christian religion 
any more than my Sikh friend is saved by adherence to the Sikh 
religion. 

Will there be many or few who find salvation in this way? I do not 
know. Would Cornelius have been saved, on the basis of responding to 
God as fully as he knew how, if he had not heard the gospel preached? I 
do not know. What I do know is that Jesus refused to answer such 
speculative questions (Luke 13:23f.), and that I must take very 
seriously his teaching about reversal, about surprise, at the final 
judgement (Luke 13:23-30). To fail to take such teaching seriously 
would be to risk aligning myself with the religious professionals who 
have got everything worked out, and to incur Jesus' judgement on 
them. 

If the approach outlined here is right, evangelism amongst people of 
all cultures and religions must continue to be the church's top priority. 
Certainly any approach which says, 'A person may find salvation 
without explicitly putting faith in Jesus, and therefore it is wrong to 
evangelize people of other faiths', is out of step with the spirit of the 
New Testament. There are those who fear that any retreat from the 
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traditional view, that every individual who does not explicitly believe 
in Jesus will be condemned to hell, is bound to reduce motivation for 
evangelism. But this need not be so. A doctor who has discovered a 
vaccine to prevent a lethal disease will rightly desire to persuade 
everyone to take the vaccine, and his motivation for this desire to 
persuade is not reduced by his knowledge that not every individual will 
in fact catch the disease. Precisely because the outcome is uncertain for 
everyone who does not take the vaccine, he urges everyone to take it 
and be sure of protection. How much more, then, should followers of 
Jesus want to bring a sure knowledge of God's love and his salvation to 
all peoples? 18 

Does such an approach imply a judgement on 
non-Christian religions? 
We return, finally, to Emilio Castro's question with which we began. 
The answer, I think, must be 'Yes, but .. .'. I cannot avoid answering 
'Yes' without at the same time surrendering that which makes me a 
Christian-the conviction that Jesus, crucified and risen, is the unique 
revelation of God, and God's way of salvation for all mankind. Yet 
there are some 'buts' which, I believe, preserve us from the imperial
istic arrogance which such a claim might seem to imply. 

First, we are only claiming to have received what is revealed, what is 
given by God. The revelation, the gift of salvation is not 'ours' to be 
triumphalist about. What we share with others is what we in our turn 
have received from others. We are only too conscious that Christianity 
comes to us from Asia, and that it has come to us only because the early 
missionaries to Britain were not persuaded that people should be left 
to find God in their traditional religions. 

Secondly, the Christian believes that the gospel comes not merely as 
a judgement on his brother of another faith, but as a judgement on 
him. As Newbigin puts it, he meets a person of another faith not by 
shouting down to him from the top of a stairway, but by meeting him at 
the foot of the stairway, beneath the cross. And he knows that God's 
judgement may come to him through the words and life of his partner 
of another faith. 19 

Thirdly, to be intolerant of other religious viewpoints is not neces
sarily as wicked as is sometimes supposed. Of course intolerance of 
other people, and the refusal to take them seriously, is wrong. But if 
truth and falsehood are more than merely a matter of personal 
opinion, then there is a real sense in which intolerance of another 
viewpoint is essential. Honest dialogue cannot proceed without it. 

Fundamentally, the question we are handling is not a matter of one 
religion in comparison with another. It is a matter of human beings 
standing before God, dependent on him for grace and salvation. 
Christians claim that this grace and salvation, though present else
where, are supremely focused in Christ. If Christianity is unique, it is 
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only because he is unique. If Christianity fails to bear witness to him, it 
fails to be of any use in the world. 

THE REVD STEPHEN H. TRAVIS is Lecturer in New Testament and Director of 
Academic Studies at StJohn's College, Nottingham. 
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