The Salvation of Non-Believers

 By Metropolitan Bishoy 

There is a viewpoint maintaining that those who have not believed in the Lord Christ, or who have not been baptized - including atheists, Hindus and others - can share in the paschal mystery and the mystery of the resurrection. It is also argued that their salvation is attained in a manner known to God alone. They search for the unknown God (that is, the One True God Whom they do not know) in shadows and images. 

The argument continues to say that those, through no fault of their own, who have no knowledge of Christ or His church can obtain eternal salvation. This is possible if they search for God with a sincere heart and, under the influence of grace, try to put into effect the will of God as known to them through the dictate of conscience. 

The argument even goes further to affirm that in Hinduism, the divine mystery is explored and propounded with an inexhaustible wealth of myths and penetrating philosophical investigations. It also states that liberation is sought from the distresses of our state, either through various forms of ascetical life, deep meditation, or taking refuge in God with loving confidence. Moreover, in Buddhism, according to its various forms, the radical inadequacy of this changeable world is acknowledged. A way is taught whereby those with a devout and trustful spirit may be able to reach either a state of perfect freedom or, relying on their own efforts or on help from a higher source, the highest illumination. 

Our Answer to the Arguments Regarding the Salvation of Non-Believers:

Such teachings are the deepest blow directed against the Christian faith. It undermines the commitment to the ministry of the death of Christ, His resurrection, and its durability for the sake of evangelism of His gospel. Our teacher Saint Paul the Apostle wrote to his disciple Timothy: “Remember that Jesus Christ, of the seed of David, was raised from the dead according to my gospel, for which I suffer trouble as an evildoer, even to the point of chains; but the word of God is not chained. Therefore I endure all things for the sake of the elect, that they also may obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory” (2 Tim.2: 8-10). In the aforementioned verse, it is clear that Saint Paul considers it necessary for eternal salvation, that the evangelism of the gospel reaches those elected through the apostles who are servants of the word of God. Concerning those elected, he also wrote: “…just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world that we should be holy” (Eph. 1:4). He also said: “And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose. For whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brethren. Moreover whom He predestined, these He also called; whom He called, these He also justified; and whom He justified, these He also glorified” (Rom.8: 28-30). 

From what is stated by Saint Paul the Apostle, it is evident that God knew His children before the foundation of the world. They are called according to His purpose, because though His foreknowledge, God knew that they would accept His call. It is impossible that God will not call someone who is ready to accept His call; since it is written in the Bible “Behold, the Lord’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save” (Is. 59:1). 

Moreover, it is well known that without faith, no person can escape the wrath of God: “He who believes in the Son has everlasting life; and he who does not believe the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him” (John 3:36). Baptism is the condition required both to enter into, and see the kingdom of God. “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God…Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (John 3:3-5). Without baptism, how can one obtain the resurrected body with spiritual eyes, through which he will inherit the kingdom and see its glory?

Arguments:

1)
One argument uses the verse mentioned in the Epistle of Saint Paul to the Romans in which he wrote: “…these, although not having the law are a law to themselves” (Rom. 2:14). 

Our answer is that this particular verse, if read in its full context, demonstrates the opposite. The full text is as follows: “…for when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do the things in the law, these, although not having the law, are a law to themselves” This means that when the Gentiles carried out the commandments contained in the written Law of Moses (according to the law of nature in their hearts, since they did not have the Law of Moses itself), they became a law unto themselves, through the moral law of their nature. This moral law of nature coincides with the Divine Law. This is the result of a sum-total. It means that in both cases man was asked to follow the commandment whether he had the Law of Moses or not. This is what the apostle emphasized when he wrote: “For as many as have sinned without law will also perish without law, and as many as have sinned in the law will be judged by the law” (Rom. 2: 12).

It is entirely unacceptable to say that the Gentiles had the freedom to follow private laws which are against the Divine Law. If a gentile killed he deserved judgment, if a Jew killed, he also deserved judgment; there was no distinction between the two.

Furthermore, all that was mentioned regarding this subject of the Law in the Epistle to the Romans Chapters Two and Three, concerns both the Gentiles and the Jews before the coming of the Savior. It does not apply to the new covenant. Hence, when Saint Paul soon after spoke of the new covenant, he addressed something completely different. He said: “But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus Christ, to all and on all who believe. For there is no difference; for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:21-23).
2) 
Another argument misapplies what our teacher Saint Peter the apostle wrote, when he said: “But in every nation whoever fears Him and works righteousness is accepted by Him” (Acts 10: 35). 

In response, we say that Saint Peter spoke these words in the house of Cornelius the gentile, where he went to evangelize and to preach about Christ. He meant to say that God shows no partiality between the Jews and the Gentiles. He also intended to demonstrate that all nationalities are accepted before Him, if they believe in Christ. The verse begins as follows: “In truth I perceive that God shows no partiality. But in every nation whoever fears Him and works righteousness is accepted by Him” (Acts 10:35). He means that faith is for the Jews, as well as the Gentiles. Moreover, we should remember that the remainder of the apostles disagreed with Peter for entering the house of Cornelius the gentile. They did not easily accept the admittance of the Gentiles into the faith. It was not until Saint Peter the Apostle related all that God had manifested and organized concerning Cornelius, that they accepted. Thus the Apostles said: “Then God has also granted to the Gentiles repentance to life” (Acts 11: 18).

Who can do what is righteous? Is it not he of whom it is said: “Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness” (Rom. 4:3)? Saint Paul the Apostle wrote: “Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). He also said: “But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus Christ” (Rom. 3:21-22). Moreover, he writes “…to demonstrate at the present time His righteousness, that He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus” (Rom. 3:26).

Saint Paul also says: “…since there is one God who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith” (Rom. 3:30). Consequently, there is no righteousness except through faith in Christ. Any other attempt at righteousness may cause delay to the faith. Similarly, when the Jews sought to prove their own righteousness they did not attain it. In Romans 9:30-32, we read: “That Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have attained to righteousness, even the righteousness of faith; but Israel, pursuing the law of righteousness, has not attained to the law of righteousness. Why? Because they did not seek it by faith, but as it were, by the works of the law.”

3) When Saint Paul was in Athens and saw the city given over to idols, his spirit was provoked as a result of his intense hatred for idolatry. However, among the idolatrous altars, he saw an altar having no idol, image, or name of a specific god inscribed upon it. Rather, its inscription was ‘for the unknown God’; that is a god unknown to the Athenians. He considered this an opportunity through which he could begin preaching to them about the One True God. Thus, he mentioned to those present, that he had seen this altar and addressed them saying: “…the One whom you worship without knowing, Him I proclaim to you. God, who made the world and everything in it, since He is Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples made with hands. Nor is He worshipped with man’s hands, as though He needed anything, since He gives to all life, breath, and all things” (Acts 17: 23-25). 

Unfortunately, those who argue by misapplying the words of Saint Paul the Apostle, contend that he did not forbid worshipping God through idols. They refer to above-mentioned section in the book of the Acts, using it as a means to justify the false worship of God, for those who seek the unknown God through images and shadows. How can this incorrect notion be attributed to Saint Paul, whose spirit was provoked within him when he saw the city given over to idols.

4) A further argument states that adequate preaching did not reach some people, therefore we have clarified, using Biblical references, that God assuredly calls His elect. He “did not leave Himself without witness” (Acts 14:17). God can use men in preaching. Likewise, He can ask the service of His angels; for the Bible states: “Are they not all ministering spirits sent forth to minister for those who will inherit salvation?” (Heb.1:14). Of the Gentiles it was written: “…because what may be known of God is manifest in them, for God has shown it to them. For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even His eternal power and Godhead, so that they are without excuse, because, although they knew God, they did not glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but became futile in their thoughts, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Professing to be wise, they became fools, and changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made like corruptible man—and birds and four-footed animals and creeping things. Therefore God also gave them up to uncleanness, in the lusts of their hearts, to dishonor their bodies among themselves, who exchanged the truth of God for the lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen” (Rom. 1:19-25). 

The Biblical text concerning the Gentiles which says, “they are without excuse” is quite clear and does not require comment.

We have clarified how God calls those whom He knows will accept His call, because their hearts are prepared to accept the truth (see Rom. 8:28-30). Concerning those who do not accept the call of God, although it reaches them, Saint Paul the Apostle said: “But even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing, whose minds the god of this age 
 has blinded, who do not believe, lest the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine on them” (2 Cor. 4:3-4). There is no occasion for arguing that they do not understand, because the Lord Jesus Christ had said, “Everyone who is of the truth hears My voice” (John 18: 37).

Generally speaking, our teacher Saint Paul the Apostle says: “But they have not all obeyed the gospel. For Isaiah says, “Lord, who has believed our report?” So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God. But I say, have they not heard? Yes indeed: “Their sound has gone out to all the earth, And their words to the ends of the world” (Rom. 10:16-18). Therefore, There is no place for an excuse concerning unbelief.

What Becomes of Those Who Do Not Obey the Gospel:

With regard to those who do not obey the Gospel, our teacher Saint Paul wrote: “…since it is a righteous thing with God to repay with tribulation those who trouble you, and to give you who are troubled rest with us when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with His mighty angels, in flaming fire taking vengeance on those who do not know God, and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. These shall be punished with everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power, when He comes, in that Day, to be glorified in His saints and to be admired among all those who believe, because our testimony among you was believed” (2 Thes. 1:6-10).

Saint Paul, when describing how the Lord Christ appeared to him as he was going to persecute the Christians in Damascus, told King Agrippa: “And when we all had fallen to the ground, I heard a voice speaking to me and saying in the Hebrew language, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.’ “So I said, ‘Who are You, Lord?’ And He said, ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. ‘But rise and stand on your feet; for I have appeared to you for this purpose, to make you a minister and a witness both of the things which you have seen and of the things which I will yet reveal to you. ‘I will deliver you from the Jewish people, as well as from the Gentiles, to whom I now send you, ‘to open their eyes, in order to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who are sanctified by faith in Me.’ “Therefore, King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the heavenly vision, “but declared first to those in Damascus and in Jerusalem, and throughout all the region of Judea, and then to the Gentiles, that they should repent, turn to God, and do works befitting repentance” (Acts 26: 14-20).

From what Saint Paul said, it is evident that those who did not hear of Christ are:
1.   Blind: “to open their eyes”  

2.   In darkness: “to turn them from darkness”   

3.   Under the power of Satan; “from the power of Satan”   

4.   Away from God: “to turn them… to God”   

5.   Non-believers in Christ: “they may receive… by faith in me”   

6.   Their sins are not yet forgiven: “may receive forgiveness of sins”   

7. “They have no share with the sanctified”. This means that they may receive an inheritance in the community of the holy church, in paradise of joy, and also in the eternal inheritance when the heavenly kingdom is declared. All this will happen if they believe in Christ and enter into the community of the church through the holy sacraments.   

8. They should repent: “they should repent turn to God”.   

9. They should do works befitting repentance: “do works befitting repentance”. In these aspects there is no difference between the people of Damascus, Jerusalem, Judea, or the Gentiles. All are called to return to God, through faith in Jesus Christ.

The Biblical Opinion Towards Heathen Religions:

Contrary to the aforementioned assumptions concerning the salvation of non-believers and the glorification of heathen religions, which are in fact a worship of Satan, these are witnessed to in Holy Scripture. Saint Paul said “Rather, that the things which the Gentiles sacrifice they sacrifice to demons and not to God, and I do not want you to have fellowship with demons” (1Cor. 10:20). 

Concerning God, the Psalmist said: “Let all be put to shame who serve carved images, Who boast of idols. Worship Him, all you gods” (Ps. 97:7). When the people of Israel were affected by the heathen Gentiles, God said in anguish: “They made a calf in Horeb, And worshiped the molded image. Thus they changed their glory into the image of an ox that eats grass. They forgot God their Savior, Who had done great things in Egypt…. But they mingled with the Gentiles And learned their works; They served their idols, Which became a snare to them. They even sacrificed their sons And their daughters to demons, And shed innocent blood, The blood of their sons and daughters, Whom they sacrificed to the idols of Canaan; And the land was polluted with blood. Thus they were defiled by their own works, And played the harlot by their own deeds” (Ps. 106: 19-21, 35-39).

How hideous was the heathen worship in the eyes of God in the old covenant. This is even more displeasing to God in the covenant of grace and the knowledge of salvation!

The Biblical Opinion Concerning the Jews in the Apostolic Era:

In the Epistle to the Thessalonians, Saint Paul the Apostle wrote to the believers who were being persecuted by non-believers in Thessalonica saying: “For you, brethren, became imitators of the churches of God which are in Judea in Christ Jesus. For you also suffered the same things from your own countrymen, just as they did from the Judeans, who killed both the Lord Jesus and their own prophets, and have persecuted us; and they do not please God and are contrary to all men, forbidding us to speak to the Gentiles that they may be saved, so as always to fill up the measure of their sins; but wrath has come upon them to the uttermost” (1 Thes. 2: 14-16).

It is astonishing that some denominations praise the Jews, rather than calling them to repentance through faith in Christ, whom their fathers rejected. Yet, the Jews continue in their evil ways, and remain in enmity with all people. Consequently, Saint Paul stated that they: “are contrary to all men.” For this reason, we cannot say that those who have not yet accepted the gospel are related to the people of God in various ways.

� What is meant here is ‘Satan’; for the Lord Jesus Christ called him “the ruler of this world” (John 


14: 30)
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