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The destiny of the unevangelized is one of the perennial questions in Christian theology. In short, it is the question of how we should think about the salvation of those who had no opportunity to respond to the gospel in this life. This book is a defense of a version of the theory of Postmortem Opportunity, or the idea that those who die without a genuine opportunity to hear and respond to the gospel will receive an opportunity after death to do so. The uniqueness of this theory is driven by a pair of commitments: one typically thought as solidly traditional and the other deemed to be “outside-the-box.” The defender of Postmortem Opportunity assumes that explicit, conscious, and intentional faith in Jesus Christ is necessary for salvation, but they also make a claim that many have discounted as impossible, theologically liberal, or otherwise problematic: that death is not the end of salvific opportunity and that some might receive their first and only opportunity to hear the gospel and respond to God’s salvific offer after death.

My goals for this book are twofold. My first goal is apologetic in nature—that is, I want to provide what I think is a good answer to the question of the destiny of the unevangelized. I have wrestled with this issue for as long as I have thought about theological questions, though I am clearly not the only one to do so. I routinely poll my students at Bethel University regarding the questions they deem to be most pressing or difficult. For the last eight years, the question of the destiny of the unevangelized has never been lower than number two on that list, and it has only been beaten by the problem of evil. The second goal is theological in nature—that is, I seek to explain the theological commitments that underlie the commitment to Postmortem Opportunity. Engaging these theological questions is not the primary goal of this book, but it is impossible to articulate the theory of Postmortem Opportunity without doing at least some theological spadework. This is because one’s understanding of the salvific fate of the unevangelized is closely connected with other significant debates in soteriology, not the least of which is the perennial debate between Calvinists and Arminians on the role of divine and human choice in salvation. But it would be folly to pretend to plumb the depths of that argument. It will have to suffice to explain my perspective and discuss the various ways the debate as a whole affects my claims. As such, the tone of this volume is largely constructive. I do not spend much time deconstructing other answers, either apologetic or theological. When I do engage other answers or views, it is primarily to discuss objections to my view or to explain where my view differs from those alternative theories.

There is one other feature of this volume that is important to mention—namely, its interdisciplinary nature. The theological nature of this book will be immediately apparent. This is because the destiny of the unevangelized is an explicitly soteriological question, but also because a good number of my interlocutors are theologians. The philosophical nature of significant stretches of this book is also fairly obvious. Everything from how I articulate the question of the destiny of the unevangelized to how I argue for my preferred view draws on philosophical insights and methods.1 The emphasis on theology and philosophy in this volume make sense, for while my academic position and most of my teaching work is in theology, my personal and academic interests have always driven me toward the intersection of theology and philosophy. However, in addition to theology and philosophy, this volume includes a quite a bit of exegetical work and a chapter that addresses historical issues in depth. While I do not claim to be a specialist in biblical or historical theology, I firmly believe that some of the most important, interesting, and pressing theological conundrums—and the destiny of the evangelized question is paramount among them—require robustly interdisciplinary work. So, I have (courageously at best, foolishly at worst) thrown myself into areas in which I am not an expert, hoping that the value of the attempt to speak to this complex issue as a whole will be apparent. However, in doing this, I am swimming against a strong tide. Grand statements about the value of interdisciplinarity are common in the academic world, but the subtle push toward specialization and disciplinary purity is both ubiquitous and powerful.2

There are also a number of assumptions made in this volume that will be helpful to be upfront about. My discussion of the destiny of the unevangelized occurs wholly within the Christian tradition. This is not in any way to devalue the perspective of other traditions on this matter. There are non-Christian views of salvation, such as the karma-moksha-samsura doctrine in which people are reincarnated until they achieve some sense of “salvation,” that might be taken as an answer to the question of the destiny of the unevangelized. However, I am merely seeking to answer the version that arises within my own religious tradition. Not only am I writing from within the Christian tradition, I am trying this stay within an orthodox strand of it, and consequently, I will be assuming the ontological necessity of Jesus Christ for salvation. If anybody is saved, it is only because of the salvific work of Jesus Christ.

Further, I will assume that the individualistic framing of the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized is not insuperably problematic. While I wholeheartedly agree that much of Western Christianity assumes an individualistic mindset that skews the biblical picture of salvation, the question of the destiny of the unevangelized is as individualized as it is precisely because the unevangelized are, by definition, separated from any ecclesiological context. If one assumes that an ecclesial context is a necessary condition for salvation, then one has defined the unevangelized beyond salvific reach. Not only does this seem unreasonable, I would argue that there is an irreducibly individualistic component of the Christian notion of salvation. To see this, we need a distinction between the result of salvation and the means to salvation. The Christian picture of the result of salvation is undeniably and irreducibly communal. Salvation is union with Christ and being part of the body of Christ; one cannot even talk about the Christian picture of salvation without talking about others: God and neighbors. But the question of the destiny of the unevangelized is not primarily an inquiry into the result of salvation, it is to inquire about the means to salvation and particularly how those who do not possess the means of salvation, who have not heard the gospel of Jesus Christ, can be saved.

Last, I will be assuming that salvation includes an eschatological dimension. In particular, I will be assuming that there is a conscious afterlife for all persons, those who embrace relationship with God and those who do not. Moreover, contrary to those who believe heaven and hell exist as metaphors for aspects of or experiences in this life, I am assuming that heaven and hell exist in a realist sense—they are mind-independent realms of being. This is not to suggest that the point of salvation is wholly eschatological. Salvation is not just a promissory note for entrance to heaven, but a current participation in the life of God. Just as Christ’s resurrection was described by Paul as the “firstfruits” (1 Cor 15:20), so it might be said that our experience of God in this life is the firstfruits, not complete or final, but very real and important. The question of the destiny of the unevangelized, however, is by its very nature, a question that is outside the norm. It asks whether those who did not hear the gospel in this life and therefore did not have an opportunity to experience the this-worldly significance of salvation, still have an opportunity to be saved.

The sequence of argument in this book is the following. In chapter one, I describe the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized itself and discuss what sorts of people might fall into the category of “the unevangelized.” I argue that the problem is far more complex than most people who have addressed this issue have allowed. In addition to more traditional pictures of the unevangelized, there are a diverse group of people who might be called “pseudoevangelized” that must be reckoned with. After discussing the conceptual relationships between the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized, the problem of evil, and the problem of divine hiddenness, I offer a way of understanding the problem that has structural similarities to the trilemma. This way of understanding the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized also nicely highlights the three major categories of responses to it. I briefly canvas these responses and suggest the possibility of a different sort of answer to the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized: Postmortem Opportunity. In chapter two, I describe Postmortem Opportunity and explain the rationale for it. I also articulate the specific claims of my version of Postmortem Opportunity and apply these claims to the case studies of the unevangelized and pseudoevangelized discussed in the first chapter. In chapter three, I develop a theological argument for the theory of Postmortem Opportunity. In doing so, I first lay out the theological assumptions that undergird my argument. These assumptions are not radical or unheard of, but they are not universally held. The argument itself employs abductive reasoning, a form of argument often called “inference to the best explanation.” Chapter four considers two categories of scriptural objections to Postmortem Opportunity: the claim that Scripture rules out Postmortem Opportunity by teaching that death is the end of salvific opportunity, and the claim that Scripture teaches things that imply the falsity of Postmortem Opportunity. Chapter five addresses the scriptural evidence for Postmortem Opportunity, both indirect and direct. The most difficult set of texts here are the “descent into Hades” texts. While there is some scriptural evidence for Postmortem Opportunity, it is not as strong as the defender of Postmortem Opportunity might hope, and as such, the chapter concludes with a discussion of how to think about theological concepts that are not directly and explicitly taught by Scripture. Chapter six considers the historical objection that the church has decisively rejected Postmortem Opportunity as an orthodox option. I discuss the witness of the early church and seek to explain why the postmortem hope held by some in the early church waned. Chapter seven addresses the primary theological objections to Postmortem Opportunity: the objection that we shouldn’t try to answer this question, objections to the problematic implications of Postmortem Opportunity for this life, objections to the eschatological details of Postmortem Opportunity, and difficulties associated with the very concept of the pseudoevangelized. Chapter eight addresses a common and influential wider hope view: Inclusivism. I argue that the combination of Inclusivism and Postmortem Opportunity is significantly preferable to Inclusivism alone. Chapter nine considers the biblical and theological arguments for and against Universalism. I argue that the evidence does not support the belief that all will be saved. The final chapter considers whether the commitment to Postmortem Opportunity requires one to be a Universalist. After arguing that it does not, I discuss what the concept of hell might look like for a defender of Postmortem Opportunity.

Regarding Postmortem Opportunity, I make two claims. The first is that Christians are permitted to believe that God will provide a Postmortem Opportunity to the unevangelized. The language of permission, here, has two senses: (1) epistemological—there is nothing epistemically substandard or irrational about embracing the theory of Postmortem Opportunity—and (2) theological—there is nothing heretical or contrary to the clear teaching of Scripture about Postmortem Opportunity. My second claim is that, for synergists at least, the theory of Postmortem Opportunity is better than other answers to the question of the destiny of the unevangelized. That being said, the primary burden of this volume is to establish the first of these claims. While I do speak to the second, I do not really do the detailed comparative work necessary to establish it.
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There are a large number of people who have contributed to this book in one way or another. In particular, there are a number of authors whose work was especially helpful: John Sanders’s No Other Name is quite simply the best book available on the question of the destiny of the unevangelized; Clark Pinnock’s A Wideness of God’s Mercy was my introduction to the Postmortem Opportunity view; Millard Erickson’s How Shall They Be Saved? was an invaluable source of fair, clear objections to my view; Terrence Tiessen’s Who Can Be Saved? is a magisterial treatment of soteriological questions; Jerry Walls’s Hell: The Logic of Eternal Damnation provides the best version of Postmortem Opportunity of which I am aware; and finally, Richard Bauckham’s The Fate of the Dead saved me from making a good number of mistakes in my treatment of the early church.

In addition, a good number of friends have also offered comments on the manuscript of this book or discussed portions of it with me. Their help has been invaluable. They include Greg Boyd, Paul Eddy, Steve Enderlein, Josh Gerth, Juan Hernández, Mike Holmes, Erik Leafblad, Tom McCall, Tim Pawl, Mike Rea, Dan Reid, Tom Schreiner, Mark Strauss, and Jerry Walls. My apologies to anybody I have missed. Thanks is also due to the participants of the Analytic Theology group at the 2019 Evangelical Theology Society: Amy Peeler, Daniel Strange, and Marc Cortez. I have also received valuable assistance from a number of students, most of them my TAs: Anna Anderson, Gabrielle Arland, Sierra Beilby, Kasey Erickson, Allie Fauth, Evan Gosen, Mckenzie Van Loh, and especially John Barclay III, who read and provided comments on the entire manuscript. Thanks is also due to Bethel University, which provided me with a sabbatical in spring 2016 and a course release in January 2017 and 2018. I wish to thank David McNutt and the editorial staff at IVP for their wise counsel and assistance. I also offer my thanks to the staff at the Lino Lakes Caribou Coffee and HammerHeart Brewing Company, where I wrote much of this book.

In addition, I cannot thank my family enough for their love and support. My wife Michelle, and my kids Sierra, Maddie, Zach, and Malia have put up with my early morning writing sessions and with my being distracted by some abstruse aspect of this project at other times during the day. You all bring joy to my life like nothing else in this world.1 Finally, I wish to thank a person who has been an interlocutor on the issues in this book, a coauthor/coeditor on many other projects, and a treasured friend who has been there for me in times of tears and in times of side-splitting laughter. Paul Eddy, this book is dedicated to you.







[image: Illustration]

If Christ declares Himself to be the Way of salvation, the Grace and the Truth, and affirms that in Him alone, and only to souls believing in Him, is the way of return to God, what has become of men who lived in the many centuries before Christ came? . . . What, then, has become of such an innumerable multitude of souls, who were in no wise blameworthy, seeing that He in whom alone saving faith can be exercised had not yet favored men with His advent?

PORPHYRY, AGAINST THE CHRISTIANS





If Christ is the only way and if there are millions who never hear of him, then any being worthy of the title “God” must have known this fact when he chose to create. And if he did know that millions would never even have an opportunity to be saved, it is impossible to think of God as perfectly loving. As such, even though I am lucky to be among those who hears the gospel, I cannot believe in a God who makes the opportunity to be saved a matter of temporal and geographical luck.

ME, LETTER FROM JUNE 1991







Porphyry’s objection is a well-known and succinct statement of what has come to be known as the “problem of the destiny of the unevangelized.”1 The Christian affirmation that salvation is through Jesus Christ alone forces the question of how to think about those who lived and died without ever hearing of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Less well-known, but more personally relevant, the second quote is from a letter written to a friend during a crisis of faith I experienced in 1990–1991. The root issue for my crisis of faith was the problem of evil, catalyzed by the death from cancer of my college football coach. But my faith crisis also brought to light and intensified several theological issues I had struggled with as long as I could remember. Paramount among those was the destiny of the unevangelized. Part of my coming back to faith in late 1991 was a belief there might be an answer the question of the destiny of the unevangelized. And since then I have been wrestling with what that answer might look like.

The issue of the destiny of the unevangelized is first and foremost a theological conundrum. The problem finds its origin in the common belief that God desires everyone to be saved. Some see this as a straightforward implication of God’s love for humanity. Others point to the scriptural basis for such a claim, including 1 Timothy 2:4, which says that God “wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth” and 2 Peter 3:9, which says that God “is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” These passages (and others) make it difficult to make sense of the idea that there are many (probably many millions) who seem to never receive an opportunity to hear the gospel of Jesus Christ. There are, of course many different ways to look at these theological issues and, given some of those, this problem is less pressing. Nevertheless, the destiny of the unevangelized represents a genuine theological dilemma for many ways of thinking about God’s salvific will and human salvation. While theology is front and center in the issue of the destiny of the unevangelized, apologetics is lurking close by. For many, this issue constitutes a serious challenge to central claims of Christianity: the fact that there are some who (apparently) never have an opportunity to respond to the gospel calls into question either God’s love or God’s justice or both. For others, this issue highlights possible contradictions (or at least conundrums) in Scripture. And, last, as is always the case in theological matters, one’s personal experience can intensify the power of this objection—such as when one’s ancestors (apparently) never had an opportunity to hear the gospel, or if one’s child died before they had the capacity to hear and understand the gospel message.

So the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized, simply stated, is the question of how to think salvific possibilities of those who never hear the gospel. But answering this question is anything but simple. Engaging the question of the destiny of the unevangelized forces one to think about the nature of faith, grace, and salvation; God’s will with respect to salvation; beliefs about what happens to people at death; and ultimately the nature of judgment and hell. In other words, the matter of the destiny of the unevangelized is connected with some of the most significant issues in soteriology and eschatology, not to mention some important matters in theology proper, anthropology, pneumatology, and ecclesiology. It is for this reason that I call the destiny of the unevangelized a “theological nexus”—answering this question requires networking together a good number of theological answers.

It is the task of this book to explicate and defend a somewhat nontraditional answer to this problem. The task of this chapter is to introduce the problem itself and then introduce the traditional answers to the problem. But first, we need to address an obviously important question.


WHO ARE THE UNEVANGELIZED?

This is not a pro forma introductory question, for one’s belief as to who is, in fact, unevangelized has the power to shape their answer to this question, or at least shape their sense of what sorts of answers are possible/impossible or likely/unlikely. For the purposes of concreteness, I will offer a trio of case studies, each of which presses the issue of the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized in a slightly different way.

George. The first category of “unevangelized” are those who never hear the gospel because of geographic or temporal isolation from anyone who could tell them about Jesus. Take for example, a denizen of Upper Mongolia in the ninth century BCE; let’s call him George. George exists prior to Jesus and in a part of the world where he will not have access to the special revelation given to the nation of Israel. This does not mean, of course, that George does not receive any revelation. According to Romans 1:20, which says that God has made his essential nature known through his creation, all people, including George, receive general revelation. What is hotly debated is whether general revelation alone can be salvific. For instance, even if George walks out of his hut, looks up at the night sky, and is struck with awe by the majesty and power of God’s creation and on the basis of that experience chooses to faithfully trust the “creator of the stars,” some will say that he cannot be saved, because he has not heard the gospel of Jesus Christ. In other words, people like George are referred to as “unevangelized” because (it seems) they have been given only general revelation, and general revelation (it is claimed by some) is insufficient for salvation.

There are undoubtedly many “Georges,” but the exact number can only be guessed at, and guesses vary widely depending on one’s view of human origins. (Do all humans come from two specially and recently created human beings? If not, are only “modern” humans to be counted or do we include various other species—Neanderthals, for instance—with whom modern humans interbred?) Nonetheless, it is plausible that there were hundreds of millions of people who lived before Christ and had no access to the special revelation given to Israel. To that number, we must add those who have lived since the time of Christ, but have never heard his gospel. This number is also up for debate, but since there were approximately 310 million people in 1000 CE,2 and only an estimated 50 million Christians,3 it would not be unreasonable to say that there have been tens of billions of people (and maybe a lot more) who have never heard the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Baby Anna. The second category of “unevangelized” are those who, at the time of death, lack the cognitive capacity to grasp the gospel message. Consider the example of an infant named Anna, who dies at the age of six months.4 Obviously, Anna died well before developing the intellectual capacities to understand and respond to the gospel of Jesus Christ. How should we think about the salvation of babies like Anna?5 Unfortunately, Scripture is not as helpful on this matter as we might wish. Despite the fact that the word infant (in its various forms) occurs nearly one thousand times, there is not a single scriptural text that directly speaks to the salvific status of infants who die before developing the capacity to understand the gospel.6

Nonetheless, placing infants in the same category, soteriologically speaking, as George is controversial. Even if it we grant that Scripture does not speak clearly to the salvific status of those who die in infancy, it is undeniable that, throughout history, there have been a range of ways Christian theologians have dealt with the problem of infant salvation.

Age of accountability. One common solution is to claim that since infants do not have any personal guilt (that is, guilt associated with their own conscious, intentional sin), they do not need faith until they reach what is called the age of accountability. There is no reason, of course, to think that the age of accountability can be specified precisely or is even the same for all children.7 But, however the idea of the age of accountability is understood, it is pretty clear that there are many who die before being able to understand the gospel. Defenders of the age of accountability have used a number of scriptural texts. Jesus’ words in Matthew 19:14, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these” is commonly cited in this context, as is Matthew 18:3 and parallels: “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” But perhaps the most significant text is David’s words to his deceased infant son: “I will go to him, but he will not return to me” (2 Sam 12:23). The hopefulness of David’s words, especially considered in juxtaposition to the lack of hope in David’s words following the death of his adult son Absalom (2 Sam 18:33), has been taken to teach that infants are saved despite their inability to hear and respond to the gospel.8 The assumption here is that (1) as a “man after [God’s] own heart” (1 Sam 13:14; Acts 13:22), David is of course saved and (2) therefore, “I will go to him” should be understood as “the infant is already in heaven and David will be reunited with him there.” The problem with this assumption is that it projects a New Testament understanding of death and the afterlife onto the Old Testament, and the Old Testament is shockingly silent on specifics about the reality of the postmortem world, and salvation in the Old Testament was understood primarily in this-worldly terms. This leads to the following question: If someone would have asked David, “Where is your child now?” would he have said “heaven”? On the fairly reasonable assumption that David’s views reflected the personal eschatology in the Old Testament, David would have likely believed that his son was in Sheol, the place of the dead. Consequently, his statement “I will go to him” was plausibly simply a statement that David, like his son, would someday die.9

In addition, the problem with the age of accountability position on infant salvation is that it does not seem to fit well with the affirmation of original sin. The essence of the doctrine of original sin is that even though infants have not yet chosen to sin, they still have a sin nature that separates them from God. They are, in other words, not in the same boat, spiritually speaking, as Adam and Eve prior to their sin. Now there are complexities here and variations of the doctrine of original sin that begin to speak to this problem, but for our purposes it is sufficient to note that the matter of original sin is a potential barrier to the simple affirmation that infants who die prior to the reaching the age of accountability are saved.10

Baptismal regeneration. A second common solution to the problem of infant salvation is to affirm that infant baptism removes the stain of original sin and therefore, if an infant who has received the sacrament of baptism dies, they are understood as part of God’s covenant people. Jesus’ words to Nicodemus in John 3:5, “No one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit,” have been taken as supportive of the doctrine of baptismal regeneration, as has Titus 3:5: “He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.” Opinions on the salvific efficacy of infant baptism have varied throughout history, but the primary difficulty with the baptismal regeneration view comes not in upholding the importance of infant baptism. Rather, the difficulty lies in making infant baptism sufficient by itself for salvation without rendering unnecessary a personal decision of commitment and the explicit faith that accompanies it. It is one thing to say that baptism is salvifically efficacious in the sense of bringing one into the community of God or by removing the taint of original sin; it is another thing altogether to say that infant baptism is sufficient all by itself for salvation. Suffice it to say that there are interesting arguments that suggest that infant baptism is not salvific in any simple sense and, to the degree that those arguments are valid, then even baptized infants might still be seen as unevangelized in an important sense. And, even apart from these debates, the salvific destiny of unbaptized babies remains a pressing question.

Elect infant. The final common solution to the problem of infant salvation is to allow that infants are capable of being elected by God even though they are unable to conceptualize and embrace the gospel of Jesus Christ.11 This perspective was embraced by the Westminster Confession: “Elect infants dying in infancy are regenerated and saved by Christ through the Spirit who worketh when, and where, and how he pleaseth” (10.3). The logic of this perspective is closely tied to the Calvinist notion of salvation. Since Calvinism views adults as dead in their sin and incapable of doing anything to contribute to their salvation, “there is no more inconsistency in the infant being saved by Christ’s atoning death than in the adult being saved.”12 Erickson summarizes this position as follows: “Infants are savable because they are electable and they are electable because election is the work of God, not of human beings.”13 In fact, some go so far as to say that all persons who die in infancy must necessarily be elect, because “providence must delay the death of the reprobate infant until he comes to maturity, and translates his original sin into conscious actual sin, so that there may be a basis, not simply in law and truth, but in consciousness and conscience and experience for penalty.”14 This solution to the problem of infant salvation is, of course, only available to those who embrace a Calvinist soteriology. Those who find Calvinist soteriology to be problematic must look elsewhere for an answer.

Sam. The third category of “unevangelized” are those who, due to various types of disabilities, never develop the cognitive capacity to grasp the gospel.15 There has been extensive attention paid throughout the centuries to the problem of infant salvation, but the problem of those with cognitive disabilities has only recently been given its due attention. Unfortunately, when the issue of the salvation of the cognitively disabled is discussed, it is often treated as a subset of the problem of infant salvation. This is understandable because there are significant parallels between the Anna and Sam cases. In particular, if there is such a thing as the age of accountability for infants, it is plausible to apply it to at least some of the cognitively disabled as well. Similarly, if infants like Anna can be saved due to infant baptism or election, then undoubtedly, so can the Sams of the world. However, while there are undoubtedly parallel differences between the two cases of Anna and Sam, I treat them as separate because there are significant differences between the two. One of the most important of these differences is the significant variety of cognitive disabilities. There might be some differences within the set of Anna cases, depending on how close the child is to the age of accountability, but the range of differences in Sam cases are much greater. Undoubtedly, some cognitive disabilities are so severe as to utterly rule out any possibility of grasping the gospel in any way, but there are some who are diagnosed with cognitive disabilities that nonetheless have the ability to cognize at least some of what is necessary for salvation. The second difference between Anna and Sam cases is the fact that, in terms a number of important virtues such as kindness, faith, commitment—virtues usually taken as being crucially important to relationship with God—it is plausible to see at least some with cognitive disabilities as a model toward which those without disabilities can aspire.

The questions about salvation that Sam cases force us to engage are profound. The question is not simply whether the individuals represented by Sam cases have or have not received the gospel. Rather the question is how we should understand the concept of salvation when considering people who have been created in God’s image and who are loved by God, but who may lack certain intellectual categories often thought to be essential for salvation, like awareness of sin, grace, and conversion. In fact, one might go so far as to ask how the concept of sin applies to individuals who do not reason in power-over categories like the rest of us. This is not, of course, to deny that individuals like Sam are sinful and in need of salvation. Rather it is to point out that our typical ways of describing sin and salvation probably have to be at least complicated and perhaps reimagined to successfully engage the situation of those with cognitive disabilities.16




COMPLICATING OUR QUESTION: THE PSEUDOEVANGELIZED

The unevangelized are those who have not heard the gospel of Jesus Christ, either due to geographic or temporal isolation from the gospel (George), or due to cognitive limitations due to premature death (Anna), or due to cognitive limitations due to developmental disability (Sam). This understanding of the state of being “unevangelized” arises from the belief that “faith comes from hearing” (Romans 10:17). This auditory understanding of “hearing” fits perfectly with the George case, but less well with Anna and Sam. Anna and Sam may have actually “heard” (auditorially) the gospel, but their problem is their capacity to understand what they have heard. However, it is important to note that there are more barriers to truly hearing the gospel than merely failure to hear or failure to understand what has been heard. To make this point concrete, I will offer three more cases, each of which articulates a different kind of barrier to having a genuine opportunity to respond to the gospel.

Kunta Kinte. Kunta Kinte is the main figure from Alex Haley’s novel Roots.17 Born in 1750 in Juffure, Gambia, Kunta was taken captive by white slave traders at age seventeen and brought over to America. While in America, Kunta hears about his slave owners’ God. This God, Kunta is told, thinks that African slaves are not quite human and that the enslavement, rape, and torture of Africans by white Christians is perfectly acceptable. Kunta Kinte utterly rejects this God, not just because he is a devout Muslim, but because the Christian “gospel” he hears is morally repugnant. Moreover, all Christians should agree with Kunta’s assessment of this “gospel” and should regard Kunta Kinte’s rejection of this bastardized “gospel” as not only eminently rational, but even morally praiseworthy. Has Kunta heard the name of Jesus and rejected it? Yes, but only in the most superficial sense. He has heard the name “Jesus” and he has heard some information about Jesus, but the gospel that he has heard is certainly not good news—not for him and I suggest not even for his white slave owners, for a God who blesses their actions is neither good nor worthy of worship.

Notice that this category does not just include African slaves like Kunta Kinte. It also includes the many indigenous people who were forced to give up their “heathen” cultural heritage and convert to a Western cultural mindset. Undoubtedly, some of the hearers of this Westernized gospel rejected it because of the dismissal of their culture, not because they were rejecting the genuine good news of Jesus Christ. Have they heard the gospel? Yes and no.

Micha. Micha was born in South Korea to a prostitute who gave her up for adoption to an American couple.18 Her adoptive parents, however, divorced shortly after her adoption and after years of neglect and abuse, Micha ended up in the foster care system. Sadly, while from the outside Micha’s situation with her foster family seemed to be a vast improvement, it was not. Her foster father sexually abused her, and when she told her foster mother, she accused Micha of seducing her husband and told her that she didn’t want to talk about it anymore. In high school, Micha started attending church and mustered up the courage to tell her youth pastor, who she had come to trust and respect, of her experience at home. But instead of helping her, her youth pastor took advantage of Micha’s vulnerability and began abusing her as well. Moreover, he was spiritually abusive and sought to justify his actions on biblical and theological grounds. Having been rejected and abused by every person that was supposed to love and protect her, Micha considered ending her life, but chose instead to survive. To survive, Micha refuses to trust anybody and she masks her pain with drugs and alcohol.19

The details associated with each situation vary widely, but there is no doubt that there are many, many Michas out there. They may have heard the gospel in one sense, but their childhood experiences have rendered them unable to genuinely grasp the idea of an all-powerful, loving God and unable to drop their protective defenses to allow them to trust anybody. The mindset “Sure, maybe God exists, but he obviously doesn’t love me (because I’m intrinsically unlovable or because if he did he would have protected me, etc.)” is tragically common.

Rapunzel. The third example is controversial, because like Kunta Kinte and Micha, Rapunzel has heard the gospel, but unlike Kunta Kinte, the version of the gospel she has heard is not bastardized, and unlike Micha, she has not had experiences that have left her unable to trust. Rapunzel is a young woman who has heard the gospel and who (we have every reason to believe) is on a trajectory toward repentance and relationship with God.20 Gretel and Rapunzel are identical twins who are very close and who have very similar backgrounds, personalities, and preferences. They have started attending church and have both felt some attraction to both the Christian community and to the gospel message. One day Gretel and Rapunzel were both heading to a church event, but because Rapunzel needed to do some errands, they drove separately. Gretel arrived and, during the event, became aware of her need for salvation and committed her life to Jesus Christ in an authentic and wholehearted way. What she doesn’t know is that her sister, Rapunzel was involved in a fatal car crash on her way to church.

While there is no way to be certain, it seems highly plausible that Rapunzel would have followed a path similar to Gretel had she survived the accident or if the accident never happened. This is reasonable to believe not only because Rapunzel is so similar to Gretel, but also because the closeness of Gretel’s and Rapunzel’s relationship would itself become one of the reasons pulling Rapunzel toward faith. While the Gretel and Rapunzel story is just that, a story, it seems extremely probable that there are many Rapunzels out there, people who are on a trajectory toward faith, a trajectory interrupted by an untimely death. It is not technically true that Rapunzel is unevangelized, but it is certainly plausible to think that a God who desires to be in relationship with every person would want to ascertain whether Rapunzel’s trajectory toward repentance was going to continue.21

Considering cases of pseudoevangelism. Considering these cases is difficult, for a variety of reasons. First, there are what might be called “threshold issues.” For example, how bastardized does the gospel have to be before one is considered “pseudoevangelized” instead of evangelized? Or how personally damaged does one have to be before one is deemed to be unable to really hear the gospel? It is undoubtable that the situation of each and every person is unique and that some of those differences are significant. So one must be aware of the very real problem of painting with too broad a brush or assuming that what is true in one case must be true in another subtly different case.

Second, I have agonized a fair amount over how to refer to these sorts of cases. I considered three candidates for the label: pseudoevangelized, quasievangelized, and semievangelized. While in contemporary parlance, each of these prefixes carries the meaning “sort of” or “somewhat,” no one prefix captures all of the cases I wish to highlight.22 Kunta Kinte is pretty clearly pseudoevangelized, Micha is either pseudoevangelized or semievangelized, depending on how you look at her situation, and Rapunzel is pretty clearly quasievangelized. However we label these cases, they force us to reconsider simply placing all people into two categories: “those who have heard the gospel” and “those that have not.” At the very least, these cases suggest (at least) that the question of who has and who has not heard the gospel is more complex than has been acknowledged. I will continue to use the label pseudoevangelized for these difficult cases, acknowledging that the term is not ideal in a number of respects.




THE STRUCTURE OF THE QUESTION OF
THE DESTINY OF THE UNEVANGELIZED

The question set before us, therefore, is this: How should Christians think about the soteriological status of the unevangelized and the pseudoevangelized? But, in order to answer this question, our first task is to seek to better understand the question itself. This is important, because it is unfortunately common to understand the question of the destiny of the unevangelized as an oblique way of asking whether explicit faith in Jesus Christ is necessary for salvation. Those who understand the question in that way will frame the discussion around what is called the threefold typology—that is, they will see the primary answers to this question as being Exclusivism, Inclusivism, and Religious Pluralism. Exclusivists hold that Jesus Christ is ontologically the only savior and epistemologically, one must have explicit faith in him on order to be saved. Inclusivists affirm the ontological necessity of Christ, but deny the epistemological necessity of Christ—they hold that it is possible that some who do not know the name of Christ might still be saved by him. Pluralists deny both the ontological and epistemological necessity of Christ, holding that there are paths to salvation other than the Christian path.

The threefold typology has been the recipient of withering criticism in recent years, for reasons both good and bad. I do not object to using the threefold typology when addressing certain questions, but the question of the destiny of the unevangelized is most decidedly not one of those questions—for two reasons. First, Religious Pluralism is not an answer to the question of the destiny of the unevangelized—in effect, Religious Pluralism denies that there are any who are genuinely and in principle unevangelized, for all can be saved through whatever salvific path preferred by their culture.23 Second, using the threefold typology would reduce the conversation to an Exclusivism/Inclusivism debate. And doing so is misleading because two of the alternative views I will discuss and the view I will end up defending end up in the exclusivist camp. Moreover, my view bears some structural similarities to Inclusivism. In short, while the threefold typology is an effective way of presenting the various options on the exclusivity/finality of Jesus question, it is not an effective way of presenting the options in the question of the destiny of the unevangelized.

So what is the best way to understand the question of the destiny of the unevangelized? The key to answering that question is to recall that while the destiny of the unevangelized is a theological question, it is also an apologetic question. (Or perhaps it is best to say that it is a theological question with unavoidably apologetic overtones.) To put it bluntly, the salvific status of the unevangelized does not merely pose an interesting opportunity to discuss the extent of salvation, it is a straightforward and in-your-face objection to the meaning and even coherence of the Christian claim that God loves all people and that he is providentially in control of his creation. Stated in this way, it is easy to see that the best way to understand the question of the destiny of the unevangelized is to see it as running parallel to and perhaps even a conjunction of two classical apologetic problems: the problem of divine hiddenness and the problem of evil.

The problem of divine hiddenness. Succinctly stated, the problem of divine hiddenness is “If God exists, then why isn’t his existence more obvious?” This is a question that believers might ask in a moment of doubt and trial—a “dark night of the soul”—but our topic is more closely related to the version of the question that nonbelievers might ask as an objection to the very idea of God’s existence. J. L. Schellenberg falls into the latter camp and phrases the objection this way: “Why would God . . . permit his or her own existence to be hidden even from those who are willing to see it? . . . Wouldn’t a loving personal God have good reason to prevent such obscurity?”24 Of course, there are some conceptions of the divine where this isn’t as pressing of a problem—pictures of the divine that do not require belief or where relationship with the divine is not the goal—but for Christians who believe in a perfectly loving, personal God who desires to be in relationship with his creation, this is a pressing question indeed.

The problem of divine hiddenness can be interpreted either qualitatively or quantitatively—that is, the question can be either, “Why isn’t the evidence of God’s existence better, clearer, more obvious?” or “Why isn’t it given to everyone?” Thus stated, it is clear that the destiny of the unevangelized is closely related to the quantitative version of the problem of divine hiddenness, although, as we will see, qualitative concerns are relevant as well. Moreover, while the problem of divine hiddenness is epistemic in nature (it presses the question of the lack of evidence of God’s existence), the destiny of the unevangelized is soteriological (it inquires why some do not have an opportunity to be saved).25 Finally, both the destiny of the unevangelized and the problem of divine hiddenness can be understood as arguments against God’s existence. They each highlight a feature of reality—either the existence of the unevangelized or pseudoevangelized or the existence of “reasonable nonbelief” due to lack of evidence for God’s existence on the part of some persons26—that seems out of step with God as we understand him. Schellenberg formalizes the problem of divine hiddenness this way:


	1. If there is a God, he is perfectly loving.


	2. If a perfectly loving God exists, reasonable nonbelief does not occur.


	3. Reasonable nonbelief occurs.


	4. No perfectly loving God exists.


	5. There is no God.27




For Christians who cannot embrace the conclusion of this argument, there are two possibilities: deny (2) and argue that reasonable nonbelief is compatible with the existence of a perfectly loving God or deny (3) and argue that reasonable nonbelief does not occur. In other words, the two choices are to acknowledge and explain divine hiddenness or to deny divine hiddenness.

For our purposes, what is interesting here are some of the parallels between the destiny of the unevangelized and the problem of divine hiddenness. First, it is possible to use Schellenberg’s argument as a way of expressing the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized by replacing “reasonable nonbelief” in (2) and (3) above with “lack of salvific opportunity.” And second, these two answers are also possible with respect to the destiny of the unevangelized—one can argue that lack of salvific opportunity is compatible with the existence of a perfectly loving God and one can argue that lack of salvific opportunity does not occur. But before we pursue these answers, let’s consider the relationship between the destiny of the unevangelized and the problem of evil.

The problem of evil. Consider the classic articulation of the problem of evil, a way of stating the problem that goes back to Epicurus.


	1. If God is perfectly good, he should want to eliminate evil.


	2. If God is all-powerful, he should be able to eliminate evil.


	3. Evil exists.28




This formulation of the problem of evil is called the trilemma because it presents three statements that all seem to be true but also seem to be logically incompatible. One can affirm any two of these three statements, but (on the surface, at least) not all three. It seems axiomatic that a perfectly good being would want to eliminate evil—in fact, the desire to eliminate evil seems to be a fundamental part of the definition of what it means for a person to be “good.” If somebody sees an evil and thinks, “I’m absolutely okay with that,” then they are not a good person. Similarly, it seems that an all-powerful being should be able eliminate evil. Moreover, on the orthodox Christian understanding of divine omnipotence (or all-powerfulness), there is nothing outside of God who can thwart his will. Finally, it seems difficult in the extreme to deny that evil exists. Defining what is meant by the term evil, of course, is important; it is also very difficult. When I say that evil is difficult to define, what I mean is that providing a list of necessary and sufficient conditions for “evil” is enormously difficult. Even more difficult is doing so in a way that is useful by people who do not share belief systems or worldviews. For instance, I could define evil as “whatever runs contrary God’s moral will,” but such a definition would be unhelpful or objectionable to my atheistic friends. Of course, none of this suggests that evil is difficult to describe or identify. Perhaps, therefore, we might say of evil what Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart said of pornography: “Perhaps I cannot define it, but I know it when I see it.”29 The point is this: however evil is defined, everything in our experience suggests it exists.

To respond to this version of the problem of evil, one has two options. One can deny one of the premises or one can demonstrate that there is no incompatibility in accepting all three propositions by offering a fourth proposition which reconciles the set. Many of the answers to the problem of evil take this later approach. Alvin Plantinga’s famous “free will defense,” for example, is best seen as a fourth proposition that demonstrates how it could be that an all-powerful, perfectly good being would allow evil in his creation.30

The question of the destiny of the unevangelized is best thought of as a version (or perhaps subquestion) of the problem of evil—in fact, it is sometimes called the soteriological problem of evil (or the problem of evil applied to the question of salvation). The problem of evil is the question of why there is evil (and so much of it and such horrible, unexplainable evil) in a perfectly good God’s creation. In so doing, the problem of evil calls our attention to an expectation/reality gap—given the fact that God has created everything that exists other than himself and given that God is perfectly good, one would expect there to be no evil. But those expectations do not match reality. In the arena of salvation, the destiny of the unevangelized issue highlights a similar expectation/reality gap. Given that God loves all people and desires to be in relationship with all people, one would expect that God would make sure that his offer of salvation was universally accessible. But, it seems that it is not.

Consequently, the issue of the destiny of the unevangelized can be helpfully stated in a manner that is structurally similar to the problem of evil. Consider the following three statements:


	1. God desires that the gospel be universally accessible.


	2. Responding to the gospel of Jesus Christ with explicit faith is necessary for salvation.


	3. Some die without having heard the gospel.




The incompatibility between these three statements (at least on the surface) is clear. How can we reconcile God’s desire that all have an opportunity to be saved with the fact that some die without any opportunity to receive that which is necessary for salvation? We have an expectation/reality gap. Given the reality of (1), we would expect (2) or (3) to be false. Or (to state the incompatibility in a different way) given the reality of (3), we would expect (1) or (2) to be false. I do not mean to claim that there is an actual logical incompatibility between these three statements, such that affirming each of them would necessarily result in a logical contradiction. It is probably best to say that there is apparent theological incompatibility here.

This is, I submit, the best way to understand the question of the destiny of the unevangelized. It is an inquiry into the theological coherence of God’s apparent desire for universal accessibility of salvation, the apparent requirement that one must hear and respond to the gospel of Jesus Christ to be saved, and the apparent fact that some die without hearing the gospel. Answering this question requires showing that the contradiction here is only apparent, not actual. Before offering and defending my preferred answer, it is appropriate and worthwhile to discuss the traditional ways of answering the question of the destiny of the unevangelized.




THE TRADITIONAL ANSWERS

Discussing the various answers to the destiny of the unevangelized is more complicated than it appears at first blush. The number of closely related theological topics and the various ways of nuancing the underlying issues makes for an explosion of possible views. John Sanders discusses five views (many of which have multiple subviews),31 Tiessen also identifies five,32 Millard Erickson discusses seven,33 and Christopher Morgan34 and Daniel Strange35 both identify nine views. While each of these treatments of the range of possible view have their merits, I think it is possible to simplify matters a bit—not just because simple is better (because it often isn’t), but because such simplification can refocus our attention on the primary issues.

There are either two or three broad categories of traditional views, depending on how one asks the question.36 If the question is phrased, “Is salvation universally accessible?” then there are two traditional views: Restrictivism and Accessibilism. Restrictivists restrict salvific access to those that hear the gospel of Jesus Christ and Accessibilists hold that salvation is accessible even to those who have not heard the gospel.37 However, if the question is phrased, “What are the different theories on universally accessibility of salvation?” then we have three traditional views: Restrictivism, which denies universal accessibility, Universal Opportunity, which claims that, despite appearances to the contrary, all will receive an opportunity in this life to be saved through special revelation, and Inclusivism, which claims universal accessibility is granted by the fact that it is possible to be saved through general revelation.
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There are, of course, variations within each of these, but my claim is that Restrictivism, Universal Opportunity, and Inclusivism nicely express the primary categories of traditional views on this issue. To see this, recall the trio of statements that together express the objection of the destiny of the unevangelized:


	1. God desires that all people have an opportunity to be saved.


	2. Responding to the gospel of Jesus Christ with explicit faith is necessary for salvation.


	3. Some die without having heard the gospel.




The incompatibility of the three above statements is a product of their conjunction. Any two of the above statements are perfectly compatible, but not all three—or, to say the same thing a different way, to remove the compatibility, one must deny one (or more) of the above statements. Consequently, not only is this a good way of describing the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized, it also nicely highlights the three traditional categories of response: Restrictivism, which affirms both (2) and (3), but denies (1); Universal Opportunity, which affirms (1) and (2), but denies (3); and Inclusivism, which affirms (1) and (3), but denies (2).

Restrictivism. Restrictivists are those that acknowledge that some do not hear the gospel in this life, but nonetheless affirm the necessity of responding with explicit faith to the gospel of Jesus Christ. Some use the term Exclusivism to describe this position, but I prefer the term Restrictivism, for Exclusivism speaks to a related but subtly different matter—namely, what it is that provides humans with access to salvation. Exclusivists hold that salvation is only possible through Christ’s atonement.38 Restrictivism on the other hand is the idea that access to salvation is restricted to those who hear the gospel and respond affirmatively to it.

Restrictivists support their position by appealing to several lines of biblical and theological evidence. First, Restrictivists appeal to texts that emphasize the importance of preaching the gospel. For example: “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? . . . Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word about Christ” (Rom 10:14, 17).

Second, the reason it is important to preach the gospel is because saving faith requires repentance and commitment to Jesus Christ. Romans 10:9-10 is one of the most common texts appealed to by Restrictivists to support this contention. “If you declare with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you profess your faith and are saved.” Restrictivists also find a clear statement of the necessity of personal faith in Jesus in John 3:17-18: “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because they have not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.” Based on texts such as these, Charles Hodge concludes, “There is no faith, therefore, where the gospel is not heard; and where there is no faith, there is no salvation.”39

Third, Restrictivists appeal to texts that affirm the particularity and exclusivity of salvation through Jesus Christ. For example:


Acts 4:12: “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to mankind by which we must be saved.”

John 14:6: “[Jesus speaking] I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”

John 3:36: “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on them.”

1 John 5:12: “Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life.”



These passages, says the Restrictivist, clearly affirm the necessity of a personal relationship with Jesus for salvation.

Fourth, Restrictivists appeal to texts that talk about the universality of sin and the hopelessness without Christ. Romans 3:23 is the obvious text in this respect: “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Restrictivists also appeal to Ephesians 4:18, which references Gentiles as examples of those who have not heard the gospel and argues that “they are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts.” Carl Henry argues thus: “No man who has never heard of Jesus Christ is condemned for rejecting Christ; all men are condemned for their revolt against the light that they have. . . . In a real sense, a man who has never heard the name of Christ rejects him nonetheless, every time he sins against whatever light he has.”40 Related to the matter of universal human sinfulness, R. C. Sproul points out that the question, “What happens to the poor innocent native in Africa who has never heard of Christ?” is a faulty question. He responds, “The innocent native who never hears of Christ is in excellent shape, and we need not be anxious about his redemption. The innocent person doesn’t need to hear of Christ. He has no need of redemption. God never punishes innocent people. The innocent person needs no Saviour; he can save himself by his innocence.”41

Finally, it is important to draw a distinction between the universal accessibility of salvation, which Restrictivists deny, and the universal awareness of God’s eternal power and divine nature, as seen in his creation (Rom 1:19-20), which Restrictivists affirm. The awareness of God’s character provided by creation is, to use the old saying, sufficient to damn, but insufficient to save. General revelation merely makes humans aware of our need for salvation. Carl Henry claims, “General revelation elicits the anxious interrogation, ‘What shall I do to be saved?’ It prompts the question and poses the difficulty, but it cannot provide the solution.”42 In a similar vein, Roger Nicole asks, “Why was it necessary for Christ to come at all if salvation can be attained apart from him?” He continues, “When we reflect on the immensity of his suffering and the paramount significance of the incarnation, it appears incongruous, to say the least, that these great deeds should represent only one of several ways of being reconciled to God.”43

The above arguments are what unite Restrictivists, but there are also variations on the Restrictivist themes, often correlated with different ways of addressing various challenges. First, there are different opinions within Restrictivism on what is required to hear the gospel.44 “Gospel Restrictivists” assert only that salvation comes through preaching of the gospel. “Church Restrictivists,” on the other hand, hold that one can only hear the gospel through the church—a position typified by Cyprian’s “no salvation outside the church” and common in pre–Vatican II Roman Catholicism.45 And both of these positions can allow that Old Testament patriarchs can be saved despite not hearing the gospel of Jesus Christ in any straightforward way. It is common for Restrictivists to allow that Old Testament patriarchs are saved through a different covenant (or set of covenants) than New Testament Christians and that the old covenant assumed faith in a messiah or Savior to come. Similarly, there are a variety of ways Restrictivists deal with the problem of infant salvation. They might affirm any or all of the following as explaining how infants might be saved: the age of accountability, baptismal regeneration, or election of infants to salvation.

Second, while all Restrictivists affirm that those who do not hear the gospel are lost, some acknowledge that the punishment for those who hear the gospel and reject it will be greater than those who did not hear the gospel. Loraine Boettner, for example, appeals to Luke 10:12-14, where Jesus says that the day of judgment will be more severe for those who reject his message than it will be for the people of Sodom.46 Similarly, in Luke 12:47-48 the punishment is more severe for the servant who knew his master’s will but did not do it than it was for the one who was not aware of his master’s will.47

Third, while Restrictivists are united in their claim that ultimately God does not desire the universal accessibility of the gospel, there are very different rationales for this claim. Calvinist Restrictivists connect their denial of God’s desire for universal accessibility with their commitment to unconditional election—those whom God has not elected will not be saved and all of those whom God has elected will hear the gospel. Arminian Restrictivists, on the other hand, affirm that in one sense God desires the universal accessibility of the gospel, but acknowledge that God has tied the accessibility of the gospel to human efforts to spread the gospel. Hence, because God chooses not to work outside the human proclamation of the gospel, it is true that even for Arminian Restrictivists God does not ultimately desire the universal accessibility of the gospel.

Universal Opportunity. Those who accept Universal Opportunity affirm both that God desires all to hear the gospel and that salvation requires explicit faith, but hold that (contrary to appearances) there is no person that has (or will) die without hearing the gospel. This position is not merely an affirmation of universal accessibility of salvation, for anyone who accepts that general revelation is both given to all and is salvific might argue that salvation was universally accessible.48 Rather, this position is that the gospel is universally accessible in this life because God provides special direct access to the gospel via dreams or angelic messengers to all who do not hear it in more traditional ways. Because “universal opportunity to hear the gospel in this life” is a bit of a mouthful, this position has been simply called Universal Opportunity.

There are couple of variations on the Universal Opportunity view.49 The first of these was fairly popular in the Middle Ages and is called the Universal Sending view.50 Drawing on the stories of the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8) and Cornelius (Acts 10), the Universal Sending view asserts that when an unevangelized person genuinely seeks God (as did the Ethiopian eunuch and Cornelius), God will find a way to reveal himself to them. This revelation might come in the form of someone being sent to them (as were Philip or Peter), it might be given by an angelic messenger, or it might come in the form of a supernatural dream or vision. Alexander of Hales (1180–1245) provides a nice summary of this view when, speaking of an unevangelized person, he says, “If he does what is within his power, the Lord will enlighten him with a secret inspiration, by means of an angel or a man.”51 Similarly, Jacobus Arminius asked, “What peril or error can there be in any man in saying, ‘God converts great numbers of persons, (that is very many), by the internal revelation of the Holy Spirit or by the ministry of angels’; provided it be at the same time stated, that no one is converted except by this very word?”52 Finally, Norman Geisler claims, “Historically, God has mysteriously conveyed special revelation through dreams and visions. God is more willing that all be saved than we are (cf. 2 Peter 3:9).”53

The second variant of the Universal Opportunity view—Middle Knowledge Universal Opportunity—is more difficult to explain. It draws on a particular (and somewhat controversial) view of God’s foreknowledge called “middle knowledge” or “Molinism.”54 According to middle knowledge, God knows not only what will happen, but also what would have happened. Suppose my wife and I go out to eat at restaurant A and I order a steak. God foreknew what I would order, but he also knows what I would have ordered if we would have gone to restaurant B instead. As such, by virtue of his middle knowledge, God knows exactly how each person would respond if presented the gospel, including those who were unevangelized in this life. So imagine all of the people divided into the following categories:


	1. Those that hear the gospel in this life and accept it.


	2. Those that do not hear the gospel in this life but would have accepted it if they would have heard.


	3. Those that do not hear the gospel in this life and would not have accepted it if they would have heard.


	4. Those that hear the gospel in this life but reject it.




The difference between Middle Knowledge Universal Opportunity and other Universal Opportunity theories is that on other theories God makes sure that everybody hears the gospel—they might reject it, but they hear it—and therefore, there is nobody in categories 2 or 3—everybody is in categories 1 or 4.

One could develop this middle knowledge insight in an accessibilist direction and assert that God will save all those who are unevangelized who would have responded to the gospel, if it were presented to them.55 On this view, heaven is populated not only with people who responded to the gospel in this life, but also with the people who would have done so, if they would have been given the opportunity. These people, according to Norman Anderson, “will awaken, as it were, on the other side of the grave, to worship the one in whom, without understanding it, they found forgiveness.”56 But it is also possible to develop this perspective in more restrictive manner. William Lane Craig is the guiding light of this approach.57 While he avers that “if there were anyone who would have responded to the gospel if he had heard it, then God in His love would have brought the gospel to such a person,”58 he also argues that those who do not hear the gospel in this world suffer from what might be called “transworld damnation.” That is, there is no feasible world in which these people would have accepted the gospel. According to Craig, God has providentially so ordered the world that “anybody who never hears the gospel and is lost would have rejected the gospel and been lost even if he had heard it.”59

Inclusivism. Inclusivists acknowledge that some do not hear the gospel in this life but maintain that God desires them to have an opportunity to be saved. They reconcile this tension by claiming that it is possible to be saved without hearing the gospel. This position does not in any way deny the value of hearing the gospel, it is simply that it is possible that some who have not heard the gospel can be saved by their response to general revelation.

Inclusivists appeal to a number of strands of biblical and theological evidence. (I will develop these claims more fully in chapter eight; the purpose here is brief summary.) First, Inclusivists reference Romans 1:20: “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse.” From this passage they infer that if general revelation is sufficient to damn, it must be sufficient to save. Second, Inclusivists appeal to examples of “holy pagans” in Scripture that were apparently saved apart from special revelation: Melchizedek and Job in the Old Testament and Cornelius in the New. Each of them fell outside the special revelation given to humanity by God, but were nonetheless saved by virtue of their obedience and faith. Finally, Inclusivists argue that the salvation of premessianic believers and Cornelius is perfectly compatible with the definition of faith presented in Hebrews 11:6: “Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” The message of this passage, according to Inclusivists, is that it is not the theological content of faith that saves, it is faith and obedience.

Unlike the other views, the number of varieties of Inclusivism is more manageable.60 General Revelation Inclusivism is the variety I have described above—salvation is given to those who respond to general revelation. The other variety is World Religions Inclusivism, which involves the claim that the various world religions are means to salvation. This does not amount to the claim that all religions are equally salvific, for a World Religions Inclusivist still affirms the ontological necessity and normativity of Christ’s death. Rather, the World Religions are vehicles of general revelation and perhaps even remnants of special revelation and, therefore, to the degree that they point people to God, they can be salvific.




A DIFFERENT DIRECTION: POSTMORTEM OPPORTUNITY

I believe that there is an answer to the debate over the destiny of the unevangelized that is preferable to each of the views considered so far in this chapter. But I do not claim that there is nothing to be learned from these views. In fact, my purpose in discussing the arguments for each of these views has been to highlight some very important facts. I think that a number of the best insights within the views discussed above should be taken very seriously. From Restrictivism we learn of the universality of sin and that salvation requires conscious and intentional faith in Jesus Christ, from Inclusivism we learn of the universality of God’s love and the possibility of salvation of those who have not heard the gospel, and from Universal Opportunity we see unique ways of conceiving of the universal accessibility of the gospel.

These affirmations may seem incompatible, but I will argue they are not. Recall our statement of the issue of the destiny of the unevangelized. There is, I suggested, an apparent logical incompatibility in the following:


	1. God desires all to have access to salvation.


	2. Hearing the gospel and responding with explicit faith is necessary for salvation.


	3. Some die without having heard the gospel.




One way of resolving this incompatibility it to affirm two of the three statements and deny the third. That is the method employed by the answers we have considered thus far. But it is possible to remove the theological incompatibility by adding a statement to the above trio, a statement that renders the previous three consistent. That is the approach I will take. I affirm each of the three statements and I can do so, without theological inconsistency, because I also believe the following:

	4. Those who die without receiving a genuine opportunity to hear and respond to the gospel will receive a Postmortem Opportunity to do so.



The assumption of each of the traditional views discussed earlier in this chapter is that death is the final opportunity to hear and respond to the gospel. It is that assumption that I question. To the Georges, Annas, Sams, Kuntas, Michas, Rapunzels, and millions (or even billions) in similar situations, God provides a Postmortem Opportunity to hear and respond to the gospel. In this Postmortem Opportunity, he makes them aware of his nature, and love, and holiness, and desire for relationship with each person and he gives each one an opportunity to respond.

This answer to the destiny of the unevangelized has been called “Postmortem Evangelization,” “Divine Perseverance,” and “Future Probation,” but I prefer the term “Postmortem Opportunity.” There are, of course, many different kinds of objections—scriptural, theological, philosophical—to this view. Those will be dealt with in due time, but first we need to unpack the theory of Postmortem Opportunity itself.








[image: Illustration]
My first glimpse of the idea of Postmortem Opportunity was given to me by C. S. Lewis in the final volume of the Narnia Chronicles, Last Battle.1 In Lewis’s profoundly evocative account of the day of judgment, Aslan (who represents Jesus in Lewis’s Narnia Chronicles) stands in a doorway with all his creatures in a line before him. Lewis writes:

The creatures came rushing on. . . . But as they came right up to Aslan one or other of two things happened to each of them. They all looked straight in his face; I don’t think they had any choice about that. And when some looked, the expression of their faces changed terribly—it was fear and hatred. . . . And all the creatures who looked at Aslan in that way swerved to their right, [Aslan’s] left and disappeared into his huge black shadow. . . . The children never saw them again. I don’t know what became of them. But the others looked in the face of Aslan and loved him, though some of them were frightened at the same time. And all of these came in at the Door, in on Aslan’s right.2


Lewis’s narrative of the day of judgment is, of course, fictional, but the question of what will happen to those who did not hear in this lifetime is very real. The Postmortem Opportunity theorist suggests an idea that is as simple as it is controversial: that death is not the end of salvific opportunity and those who have not heard the gospel in this life will have an opportunity to respond to an offer of relationship with God. The task of this chapter is to develop that basic claim. There are many different layers to this claim and there many different kind of objections that must be faced. Discussing these requires a distinction between the core claim of the theory of Postmortem Opportunity and additional claims that add theological depth or detail. The core claim is this: those who die without receiving a genuine opportunity to hear and respond to the gospel will receive a Postmortem Opportunity to do so. The task of this chapter is to articulate the rationale for this and then discuss the specific theological claims and assumptions that undergird or flesh out my particular version of Postmortem Opportunity.


THE RATIONALE FOR THE CORE CLAIM
OF POSTMORTEM OPPORTUNITY

Offering a rationale for the core claim of Postmortem Opportunity is not the same as offering an argument for any particular version of Postmortem Opportunity. I will offer an argument for my version of Postmortem Opportunity in the next chapter, but here I will articulate the rationale for accepting the core claim itself.

The unevangelized and fairness. I will start by suggesting an unhelpful, misleading, but all too common way to think about the rationale for Postmortem Opportunity. There is some degree of intuitive appeal to the claim that what really drives the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized is an appeal to God’s fairness. Undoubtedly, this is partially because fairness is one of our society’s most treasured concepts. The sequence of thought in the “fairness” argument goes like this:


	1. Some people never receive an opportunity to be saved.


	2. The problem with (1) is that it is not fair.


	3. God should be fair to all people.


	4. Therefore, God will provide a Postmortem Opportunity to the unevangelized.




As common as this argument is, it is spectacularly mistaken. If the theory of Postmortem Opportunity is driven by the concept of fairness, it is on very shaky footing, for two reasons: the concept of “fairness” is much more complex than many people realize and applying it to God is fraught with difficulties. Consider first the question of whether human beings are even in a position to charge God with unfairness. Wouldn’t we have to be his moral superior (or at least his moral equal) to do so? This is an important question and one that should not be answered flippantly.

Let’s consider the issue of fairness by looking an example. Suppose my kids tell me that I am being unfair because their friends get to travel to Hawaii for spring break and they do not. While my kids’ desire for spring break in Hawaii is perfectly understandable, I submit that I am not being unfair in denying them their desire. The simple reason is that my kids do not have a right to vacations in Hawaii (or anywhere, for that matter). And the fact that they passionately desire this vacation does nothing to bolster their claim. There are important qualifications that would have to be made if the subject of fairness and rights was our primary topic, but for the purposes of the present discussion, let’s describe unfairness as the withholding (or taking away) of something to which one has a right. If I have a right to be paid a salary by my employer, then it is unfair of them to withhold my pay.

Therefore, the success of the fairness argument hinges on whether humans have a right to salvation. Or, more accurately, since the problem of the destiny of the unevangelized is not that God does not save everybody, it is that some do not even have a chance, maybe a better way to think about the “fairness” claim is that human beings have a right to at least have the chance to be saved? This claim has a veneer of plausibility, but I think it has the disadvantage of being false (or at least, misleading). To see this, consider what it might be that would give humans this right. Does the fact that God created us require that he give us a chance to be in a saving relationship with him? It is hard to see how it would. Our mere existence does not require our Creator to give us an opportunity for external existence or blissful existence in his presence or anything of the sort. Moreover, even if God created human beings for the purpose of relationship with him, that fact alone would not give any particular person the right to define the terms of that relationship. In fact, there is good reason to think that a relationship with a holy God could be subject to conditions and that one of those conditions would be that humans would not impose their own conditions on the relationship or seek to redefine the terms of the relationship. We are not in a position to demand or even expect anything of God.

If this is true, what explains the persistent intuition that there is something deeply wrong with the state of affairs in which some human beings do not even have a chance to be saved? Perhaps this intuition comes from the fact that the Christian tradition holds that those who are not saved end up in hell and experience terrible punishment. This does seem problematic, but for reasons that are separate from the matter of God’s fairness toward the unevangelized. Suppose one adopted a “gentle annihilationist” position on the eternal destiny of the unevangelized. Instead of being punished in hell, the unevangelized are painlessly annihilated; they simply cease to be. Would this be sufficient to remove the sense that there is something wrong with some persons failing to have a chance to be saved? I don’t think so. The problem of hell is a very real problem—one that I will attempt to address in the final chapter of this book—but even if the specter of punishment of the unevangelized is removed completely, the intuition that people need the opportunity to be saved is persistent.

This intuition is not driven, I believe, by the claim that fairness demands that God provide an opportunity to be saved, but by something intrinsic to God himself. To see this, let’s return to the question of whether humans have a right to an opportunity to be saved. Nicholas Wolterstorff has developed a powerful (and, I think, persuasive) picture of the nature of “rights” and how those rights might be violated.3 To wrong a person, according to Wolterstorff, is to “treat her in a way that is disrespectful of her worth.”4 But what is it that gives human beings worth? Merely existing or even having been created by God doesn’t seem to do it. Wolterstorff argues that the best way to account for human worth is that humans have the “relational property of being loved by God.”5 God’s love is given universally and has nothing to do with human abilities or capacities (which are not universally shared or distributed equally). Wolterstorff’s point can be illustrated with reference to the children’s book The Velveteen Rabbit. Just as the worth of a child’s stuffed rabbit is not decided by her looks or state of repair, human worth is not decided by our capabilities or achievements.6 It is a function of the fact that God loves us and created us to be in relationship with him. And it is this fact that explains how humans can acquire rights. “Natural human rights,” says Wolterstorff, “inhere in the worth bestowed on human beings by [God’s] love” and “are what respect for that worth requires.”7

To say that God’s love grounds human rights does not suggest that human beings automatically have any particular right. We do not, by virtue of God’s love for us, have the right to be famous, be president of the United States, or be considered moral equals with God. After all, the fact that humans have rights at all is not a product of anything intrinsic to us, they come from the fact that God loves us. Consequently, we need to draw a distinction between an internal requirement and an external requirement. It might be the case that God’s love is such that, if he creates beings and those beings fall into sin, then he will seek to repair that relationship. But this is a requirement created by an aspect of God’s own nature, it is not an external requirement demanded by fairness. My point is that it is difficult to see how there could be any external requirement that requires God to provide salvation for those he has created. As such, what drives the destiny of the unevangelized issue is a particular understanding of God’s love.

Therefore, while it is not technically unfair for God to create people who have no opportunity to hear and respond to the gospel, his doing so seems out of touch with his love. When we say this, we are not presenting ourselves as God’s moral peers and demanding that he act differently, we are trying to make sense of the fact that Scripture seems to teach that God loves all people and desires that all be saved, but it seems many people never have the opportunity to respond. So in asking the question at the heart of the destiny of the unevangelized issue, we are not really “charging” God with anything, we are trying to make sense of what God has revealed to us about himself.

The love of God for the lost. The hope for those who have not heard the gospel in this life is not grounded on the goodness of the individuals themselves or in any external requirement that God give everybody a “fair chance.” The hope that underlies Postmortem Opportunity is rather grounded in the idea that God loves each and every person and genuinely desires to be in relationship with them. Fittingly, Scripture speaks clearly and unequivocally about God’s love. But that does not mean that it is not possible to misunderstand this important doctrine. In fact, I submit that love is one of the most misused terms in the Western world, and this has had an effect on how we think about God’s love. The broader society uses the term love to denote everything from sex to infatuation. This misuse, of course, migrates into theology. God is popularly envisioned as a kindly grandpa whose only attribute is love. Or, more commonly in recent years, in a move reminiscent of Marcion’s separation of the God of wrath in the Old Testament from the God of love in the New Testament, people bypass God and just speak about Jesus. Or, for those for whom Jesus is still too demanding, perhaps they just focus on a particular expression of Jesus. A recent movie, Talledega Nights: The Ballad of Ricky Bobby (2006), nicely caricatures this tendency. Ricky Bobby (a NASCAR driver played by Will Ferrell) is praying before a meal to “Dear Lord Baby Jesus.” When asked about his prayer he responds, “Well, look, I like the Christmas Jesus best when I’m sayin’ grace. When you say grace, you can say it to Grown-up Jesus, or Teenage Jesus, or Bearded Jesus, or whoever you want.” He then continues his prayer: “Dear Eight-Pound, Six-Ounce, Newborn Baby Jesus, don’t even know a word yet, just a little infant, so cuddly, but still omnipotent.” While Ricky Bobby’s prayer is obviously a caricature, this basic mentality is common. Our society is more comfortable with baby Jesus, a God full of love but without holiness, moral expectations, or justice.

Scripture teaches about God’s love, but also about God’s holiness and justice and wrath at sin. When articulating the doctrine of the love of God, it is crucial that we do not get tunnel vision and ignore other important aspects of God’s nature.8 In fact, there are very good reasons to think that God’s nature is such than any abstraction of God’s love from God’s other attributes is inherently problematic.9 God’s love is not just reflected in his loving actions, rather the concept of love starts within God’s own being. 1 John 4:8 teaches that “Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.” Love is what unites and defines the internal relationships within the Trinity. Love was why God chose to create and when sin entered the world, love was why God provided the possibility of salvation. This idea is powerfully taught in 1 John 4:9-10: “This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.” And then John completes the point by drawing out the responsibility that God’s love for us gives: “Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us” (1 Jn 4:11-12).

The message of Scripture is that the love of God for his creation is not mitigated by the presence of sin. God is wrathful at sin and sin demands justice, but sin does not eliminate or separate us from God’s love. In fact, Scripture teaches that God has a unique love for those who are lost. This theme is prevalent in the Old Testament, where God pursues his recalcitrant and unfaithful people, the nation of Israel, and always keeps a remnant. And the love of God for the lost is powerfully evident in the parable of the lost sheep.10

Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear Jesus. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.” Then Jesus told them this parable: “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Doesn’t he leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.’ I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.” (Lk 15:1-7)


This type of parable sets up a hypothetical situation and asks the reader a straightforward question with the purpose of showing that the logic of the answer applies powerfully to another important matter or question.11 Snodgrass describes the logic of the parable this way: “If, as surely you would agree, a shepherd would go after a lost sheep and rejoice when he finds it, how much more will God search for a lost/strayed person and rejoice when he recovers that person.”12 Is Jesus speaking explicitly here of people who do not hear the gospel? No, he is speaking generally about people who are in need to salvation, but the application of what he does say to the arena of the unevangelized is difficult to miss.

Two things are important about this parable with respect to God’s love for the lost. First, while the Matthean parallel (Mt 18:12-14) is shorter than the Lukan version, it concludes with a theological reflection on God’s will regarding the “lost” not found in the Lukan version: “your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should perish” (Mt 18:12-14). While Matthew’s reference to “these little ones” are set in the context of Jesus’ comments earlier in the chapter regarding the importance of having faith like a child, any attempt to restrict the scope of those that God is unwilling should perish is vitiated by the statement “whoever takes the lowly position of this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 18:4). Second, observe a few features about this lost sheep. This sheep will not be found without effort on the shepherd’s part, for, as Snodgrass notes, “a lost sheep usually lies down and gives up and will not find its way back.”13 Moreover, there is no fault ascribed to the lost sheep; this is not an unusually stupid sheep, it’s just that sheep sometimes get lost.14 And finally there is nothing in the parable to indicate that there is anything special about this particular sheep—it is not any better looking, more valuable, or more beloved than the other ninety-nine sheep; the only thing that makes it special is that it is lost.15

The other two parables in Luke 15 make a similar point.16 The lost coin is not blamed for being lost and it has no greater value than the coins that are not lost, and while the prodigal son is not loved more than the older son, his being lost is what makes him special. The father’s words to his older son make this point powerfully: “‘My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found’” (Lk 15:31-32). What is most interesting about the parable of the prodigal son is the differences between the son on the one hand and the sheep and coin on the other. While the sheep and the coin are not blamed for their becoming lost, the son bears clear responsibility for his being lost and in fact twice says, “I sinned.” And yet, despite the guilt of the son, the father’s response is identical to that of the shepherd of the lost sheep and the owner of the lost coin: he does whatever he can to retrieve what was lost. The point of these parables, not just individually, but taken together, is obvious. God seeks those who are lost, even in the cases where the lost are to blame for their being lost.

But we must be careful here. To say that God has a special love for the lost is not to say that he loves his followers any less, or even (technically) that he loves the lost more. To illustrate this, consider Nicholas Wolterstorff’s powerful words in Lament for a Son. His son, Eric, was killed in a climbing accident, and Wolterstorff wrote this book to help process his grief. When speaking of his love for Eric, he writes. “Was he special? Did I love him more—more than his sister and brothers?” He answers his question this way: “Death has picked him out, not love. Death has made him special. He is special in my grieving. When I give thanks, I mention all five; when I lament, I mention only him. Wounded love is special love, special in its wound. Now I think of him every day; before, I did not. Of the five, only he has a grave.”17 So it is not that Nick loved Eric more than his other children, it is that he was lost, separated from him by death. But this illustration only captures part of my point, for Nick has the eminently warranted hope of eventual reunion with Eric. God’s love for the lost is fundamentally different than our love for our departed ones, because God is facing the possibility of eternal separation from the lost. And that is the “why?” of Christ’s incarnation. Nowhere is God’s love for the lost more powerfully seen than in the example of Jesus Christ willingly enduring the cross.
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