The Fate of the Unreached:
Vithout Special Revelation?

Are They Lost

| “If we argue that there must be a way of entrance into the Kingdom of heaven other
than the way of faith in Christ for those who have never heard, then we cut away the ground

except that of philanthropy, from beneath all vital missionary enterprise.” J. Oswald Sanders

By Jack Cottrell and Stephen E. Burris

Introduction

This paper secks to lay a firm theo-
logical foundation from the epistle of
Paul to the Romans for missions in the
future. It is intended to address the de-
bate that is currently taking place
among evangelicals over the final desti-
ny of the unreached. This is not a dis-
cussion of what God can or will do
about those who haven’t heard. Romans
does not support some type of “relig-
ious pluralism,” “universalism,” or a
“neo-universalism.” The epistle to the
Romans clearly indicates there is no
salvation outside of Christ. Therefore,
we assert that Romans is the missiologi-
cal response 0 a passive attitude about
frontier missions.

Background

Clark Pinnock summarizes the cur-
rent debate clearly in the following
terms:

A majority of evangelicals today are
hardline restrictivists in my estima-
tion. The only possibility for encoun-
tering God and receiving salvation in
this view is to exercise explicit faith in
Jesus Christ in this earthly life. Gener-
al revelation is not sufficient; all must
receive God’s revelation in Christ.
QOutside of this special revelation,
there is near-total darkness. Other re-
ligions are emor and falsehood and
non-Christians with few exceptions
are on their way to hell. The main mo-
tivation for missions is to rescue
people from this fate... A middle path
has been developing between the two
extremes, a megashift in Christian
thinking moving us in the direction of
greater theological globalism.... I refer
t0 a greater appreciation of how wide
God’s mercy is and how far-reaching
God’s salvific purposes are. (Pinnock
1992:12)

This “middle way” Pionock de-
scribes lies somewhere between restric-
tivism—the belief that acceptance of Je-
sus Christ as Savior and Lord is the
basis of salvation—and inclusivism or
universalism—the belief that a loving
God will find a means to save every-

one. John Sanders gives additional
helpful insight into the debate:

Proponents claim that universalism is
the only legitimate means by which to
harmonize God’s universal salvific
will with the plight of the unevangel-
ized. Why, they ask, should people be
condemned just because they were
never able to hear of Jesus? (Sanders
1992:81)

Pinnock goes on to state the “middle
way” position in the following:

If God really loves the whole world
and desires everyone to be saved, it
follows logically that everyone must
have access to salvation. There would
have to be an opportunity for all peo-
ple to participate in the salvation of
God. If Christ died for all, while yet
sinners, the opportunity must be given
for all to register a decision about
what was done for them (Rom. 5:8).
They cannot lack the opportunity
merely because someone failed to
bring the Gospel of Christ fo them.
God’s universal salvific will implies
the equally universal accessibility of
salvation for all people. (Pinnock
1992:157)

General Revelation

This raises the question of whether
any knowledge of God as Redeemer, or
only knowledge of redemption as such,
is available via general revelation.

The Form of General Revelation

That a general knowledge of God is
revealed in a general way to all man-
kind is a fact well attested in Scripture.
This knowledge comes both from creat-
ed nature external to man and from
within man’s own nature as created by
God. Regarding the former, the classic
passage in the Old Testament is Psalm
19:1-6. This Psalm makes it clear that
the created universe, especially the
“starry heaven above,” reveals to us the
glory of its Creator. Indeed, the more
data we become aware of, the more glo-
rious does the Creator appear to our

- minds.

Along the same line, the most specif-
ic reference to general revelation is in
Romans 1:18ff., where Paul is speaking
of those who (unlike the Jews, for in-
stance) do not have the benefit and
blessing of God’s special revelation.
Truth and knowledge about God are
available to the whole ungodly race,
says Paul, “for God made it evident
them.” How long has it been available?
Ever since the creation of the world.
And in what way is it made available?
It is “understood through what has been
made” (verse 20).

We should not be surprised, then,
that even a pagan such as Aristotle
could make the following statement:
“Though God is invisible to every mor-
tal creature, He is visible from His very
work.” Cicero says virtually the same
things: “You do not see God, and yet
you learn to know God from His
works.” (Pieper 1950:371-372) Honest
observation of the creation can lead to
no other conclusion, as Paul affirms in
Romans 1:20.

In addition to the revelation from
creation around us there is also an ele-
ment of general revelation in the heart
of every man. It is present there by vir-
tue of the creation in that man is created
in the image of God.

Romans 2:14-15 teaches us two
things about general revelation. First, it
teaches an inborn knowledge of God’s
law. The second thing is that each per-
son has a conscience which reacts to
that law.

The Content of General Revelation

The question then is: exactly what
knowledge is actually received by man
through these general means? Two is-
sues are at stake here. One is the ques-
tion whether any knowledge at all is re-
ceived; the other is whether any saving
knowledge is received.

The key passage is Romans 1:18ff.
Verse 20 does not simply say that
God’s eternal power and divine natore
are revealed through creation; it says
they are actually seen and understood.
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The word translated as “anderstood” is
the Greek verb noeo, which means “to
perceive with the mind, to have under-
standing, to think upon., gain an insight
into” (A Greek-English Lexicon of the
N.T. by Arndt and Gingrich) Thus the
truth about God actually registers in the
minds of all men. This terminology
shows that man is clearly in possession
of the truth at one point but rebellionsly
rejects it in one way or another.,

We may ask at this point concerning
the content of the knowledge received
through general revelation. Romans
1:19 speaks of “that which is known
about God,” while verse 25 speaks of
the “auth of God” (see verse 18). What
is this truth? First of all, the very reality
or existence of God, since God “did not
leave Himself without witmess” (Acts
14:17). The heavens declare the glory
of God (Psalm 19:1); his own “divine
nature” is clearly seen (Romans 1:20).
Thus the existence of God is known,
even though he is invisible (Romans
1:20). Also known is the fact that the
invisible God is the Creator as distinct
from his creatures (Romans 1:25). Re-
vealed as well are his glory (Psalim
19:1; Romans 1:23) and his power (Ro-
mans 1:20). His eternity and immortali-
ty are also known (Romans 1:20, 23).
His goodness is seen from his works
(Acts 14:17). Also understood is our
duty as creatures to worship and serve
the Creator and to give him thanks (Ro-
mans 1:21, 25; Acts 14:17). The gener-
al revelation also includes the basic mo-
ral law (Romans 1:26-31; 2:14-15), and
the knowledge that one ought to do
right (Romans 2:15). Finally it includes
the knowledge that God is a righteous
judge (Romans 1:32). Most of these
items are summed up in the term “di-
vine nature” (Greck—itheiotes) in Ro-
mans 1:20.

The second question is whether any
saving knowledge is received through
general revelation. This is not necessar-
ily the same question as to whether any
heathen will be saved. Whether “the
heathen” or even some heathen are
saved is not the main question we are
addressing here. Our question is wheth-
er general revelation contains any
knowledge that can lead to salvation.
Can a person be saved through what he
knows about God from general revela-
tion alone?

The answer is that Scripture gives us
no basis for such a conclusion. General
revelation simply does not give us any
knowledge of redemption or of the Re-
deemer. In other words if someone is
going to connect salvation with general
revelation, he must be able to appeal to
something more specific than the fact
of general revelation alone.

Some ask, “What kind of God would
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give man enough knowledge to damn
bim but not encugh to save him?” This
question assumes that general revela-
tion should have or is somehow intend-
ed to have something to do with salva-
tion, and it suggests that if it cannot
redeem then somehow God has failed
or been unjust. But herein lies the basic
fallacy, the basic error of this whole
way of thinking, namely, the notion
that general revelation is a work of God
the Redeemer. The fact is that it is not.
General revelation grows solely out of
the works of creation and providence. It
is a revelation of God as Creator and
Ruler, not God as Redeemer. It speaks
to man as creature, not 0 man as sin-
ner. This is how it was intended to
function from the beginning, and this is
how it still functions. From the begin-
ning man has been able 1o respond ei-
ther positively or negatively to this rev-
elation. By responding positively man
is able to avoid condemnation. By re-
sponding negatively man comes under
God’s condemnation. The fact is that
mankind uniformly responds negatively
and thus all are “without excuse.” Does
this mean, then, that general revelation
has only a negative function—that it
only damns and cannot save? No. To
put the guestion in this way is {0 renew
the fallacy that such revelation is not a
function of creation but somehow has
an intended purpose for a post-Fall
world. The point is that general revela-
tion was not intended either to save
(positive) or to condemn (negative). It
was intended only for the positive pur-
pose of declaring the glory of the Crea-
tor and giving general guidance to the

" creature.

We conclude, then, that general reve-
lation as a function mainly of creation
gives an abundance of knowledge
about the Creator and his expectations
with regard to his creatures. We note
sadly that none of us has lived up to
these expectations. Every individual
has broken the law he knows; even
those under general revelation alone are
lawbreakers and are thus condemned.
Does this mean that the heathen are
lIost? Yes, that seems to be the very
point Paul is making in Romans 1:18ff.
And general revelation cannot provide
enough knowledge to save them. Does
this mean, then, that God is the kind of
God that would give man enough
knowledge to damn him but not enough
to save him? Of course not. God has
gone “above and beyond the call of
duty” to accomplish redemption
through Jesus Christ and to provide us
with a whole body of knowledge abou
that redemption through special revela-
tion.

One final thing is worth noting about
general revelation. Although it provides
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knowledge about the Creator, rebellious
man alters and distorts this knowledge
and even rejects it and replaces it with
lies of his own making. We are not talk-
ing here about a simple sin against what
one knows 1o be the truth; we are talk-
ing about an alteration of the truth it-
self—a willing, knowing, sinful altera-
tion of the tuth. Romans 1:21-25
shows how men have created their own
false philosophies and false religions
even in the face of revealed wuth.

In conclusion to this first section we
would call to mind the inscription on
the Athenian altar, “To an Unknown
God” (Acts 17:23). Quite comrectly it
did not say “To an Unknowable God,”
since the true God can be kmown. But
sadly the true God is unknown to those
who rely on general revelation alone.
This is why we rejoice that God has
also given us special revelation. This
special revelation begins with Adam
himself and is climaxed in Jesus Christ,
the Redeemer.

Special Revelation

The difference between these two kinds
of revelation is evident from their
names. General revelation is that which
is immediately available to all men in
general and which gives us a general
knowledge of God. Special revelation,
on the other hand, is revelation given to
a specific individual or group of indi-
viduals at a specific place and a specific
time, and which may include knowl-
edge that is more specific and detailed
than could be given via general revela-
tion. It is particular, not universal.

The Form of Special Revelation

The three main forms of special revela-
tion consists of the mighty acts of God,
the spoken words of God, and the visi-
ble presence of God.

1. The Mighty Acts of God. The first
of these is a rather broad and nebulous
category which serves to include those
forms which do not properly belong to
the other two. It embraces all those oc-
casions in which God miraculously in-
tervenes in history in order to work a
specific work or accomplish a specific
purpose. Sometimes this intervention is
only in the mind of an individual, while
most of the time it is an action per-
formed on the objective stage of histo-

Sometimes God reveals himself by
acting upon the mind of a person in or-
der to produce a dream or a vision
which does not in itself contain any
word revelation. The events acted out
before the mind’s eye may be real or
they may be symbolic; in any case the
sole purpose is to reveal something to
the recipient of the dream or vision. Ex-



amples are the dreams given to Pharach
{Genesis 41:1-7) and interpreted by Jo-
seph (Genesis 41:25-36), and the dream
of Nebuchadnezzar interpreted by Dan-
iel (Daniel 2:26-45).

More often, however, when we refer
to the “mighty acts of God,” we are
thinking of the actual deeds and accom-
plishments of God performed before the
eyes of many observers in open history.
Some of these may be small and have a
very limited purpose, e.g., the urim and
thummim (Exodus . 28:30; Numbers
27:21) and the guiding of lots (Acts
1:26). Sometimes the revelation is in
the form of a non-verbal theophany, as
the pillar of cloud and fire (Exodus
13:21-22). More often the revelation
comes through a mighty and marvelous
miracle which displays the power of
God before all who witness it or hear of
it. Primary examples are the ten judg-
ments (plagues) on the false gods of
Egypt and their worshipers, and the
opening of the Red Sea for the deliver-
ance of the people of Israel (Exodus 7-
14).

A point that needs to be emphasized
very strongly is that although all such
acts of God in history serve to reveal
His nature or his will o some extent,
revelation is not the primary purpose of
most of them. For instance, the main
purpose of a miracle is evidential, that
1s, it serves as proof or as a sign that the
message of the miracle-worker is an au-
thentic message from God. It is a sign
that bears witness to something beyond
itself. In other words the mighty mirac-
ulous acts of God are revelatory only in
the secondary sense that they are point-
ers to the more specific word of revela-
tion which they are designed to com-
firm. Also, the main purpose of the
mighty redemptive acts of God, e.g.,
the cross and the resumrection, is to
save, although they do in fact reveal
much about God’s nature.

We conclude therefore that the
“mighty acts of God” are the least ef-
fective form of special revelation and
are designed primarily for this purpose
only when a very simple message is to
be communicated. In most cases the
acts of God are not intended primarily
for revelation but are meant to accom-
pany or be accompanied by the more
specific form of revelation through
words. This conclusion is quite tradi-
tional, but it stands in direct opposition
to the modern theological trend of lo-
cating all revelation in God’s mighty
acts.

2. The Spoken Words of God. The
second form of God’s special revelation
is the spoken words of God. The Crea-
tor is a God who speaks as well as acts,
and he speaks verbally through human
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language. His words may come to man
in a number of ways. Many times God
has spoken orally and audibly from
heaven. Sometimes the Lord himself
does not speak audibly but uses a mes-
senger or spokesman to speak his
words for him.

Verbal revelation may be given in
other forms. Instead of being delivered
audibly the words may be written. Ver-
bal revelation may also be given wholly
within the mind, as in the case of a
dream or vision in which God delivers
a message (o the recipient.

3. The Visible Presence of God. The
third form in which God gives special
revelation is through his own visible
presence. This form usually embodies
one of both of the above (divine acts
and/or divine words) as done or spoken
by God himself as visibly present. Cer-
tain Old Testament theophanies fall
into this category. The spiritual theo-
phany in Exodus 24:10 probably did
not involve accompanying words or
deeds, but it was nevertheless a revela-
tion of God through his visible pres-
ence. The Lord’s appearance to Abra-
bam in Genesis 18 included word
revelation, as did his communion with
Adam and Eve implied in Genesis 3.
The “Angel of the Lord” appearances
usually involved word communication
and sometimes marvelous deeds (sec
Judges 6:21; 13:19-20).

Theophanies such as these appear to
be a kind of prelude to what is usually
regarded as the highest form of revela-
tion, the visible presence of God in the
person of Jesus Christ. Jesus as the In-

- carnate Logos is the climatic and clear-

est revelation of God. The very heart of
God is revealed by his personal pres-
ence—his character, his attitudes, his
priorities, his spirit. Since Jesus is God
in the flesh, his acts are the acts of God
and his words are the words of God.
Thus he reveals God in the other two
forms while adding the third form of
personal, visible presence. Kenneth
Kantzer describes this aspect of the
work of Jesus in this way:

The consummating mode of revela-
tion in all Scripture, which serves to
tie all other modes together, is the per-
son of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ dif-
fers from other modes in that he is not
so much a mode of the divine commu-
nication as he is the divine being Him-
self, communicating to man directly
in and through His incarnation in the
buman race. Jesus Christ combines
both the act of revelation and the
word of revelation. He is God acting;
and when He speaks, He is in turn,
God speaking with divine authority
and divine infallibility. (Kantzer
1968:76)

69

When we understand that redemption
is Christ’s primary purpose, we see that
his unigueness lies in this area and not
necessarily in his revealing activity.
There is a kind of uniqueness about
Christ as a form of revelation, of
course, since he is the only incamate
Son of God. But we do not have to ex-
aggerate this uniqueness in order to pre-
serve his uniqueness as such, since the
latter lies in his redemptive work.
Though his revelation tuly outshines
all others, it in no way impinges on the
authority of the other forms of revela-
tion. Christ did not nullify that which
went before him, and he did not make
other forms of revelation obsolete.

This leads us to the following conclu-
sions. (1) Jesus Christ is not the only
form of special revelation. There is val-
id special revelation outside of Jesus
Christ, including the writings of the Old
and New Testaments. (2) The revela-
tion in Jesus is not a higher form of rev-
elation in the sense that it has higher au-
thority than other revelations from God.
All revelation has the same authority
since it all comes uvltimately from the
same source, namely, God himself,
This does not mean that it is all equally
applicable in every age; we must retain
the distinction between the two cove-
nant eras, for instance. With regard to
inherent authority, though, the revela-
tion in Christ is no different from the
book of Isaiab or I Corinthians. Jesus

-Christ is not an epistemological norm

for knowledge of God; this idea is the
essence of the Christological fallacy.
(3) Jesus Christ in his earthly ministry
is not the final revelation. Revelation
was given to apostles and prophets in
the decades following the resurrection
and ascension; indeed, Jesus promised
his apostles that the Spirit would guide
them into all truth, truth which was ulti-
mately from him (John 16:13-14). Cer-
tain of the miraculous spiritual gifts
were revelatory in nature (e.g., prophe-
cy and knowledge). The canonical writ-
ings known as the New Testament
came into being after Christ’s ministry
on earth. These are all valid revelations
and are equal in authority with Jesus’
own words. They follow the revelation
of the earthly Christ and are interpretive
of his work. Finally, (4) Jesus Christ is
not a higher form than word revelation;
he is simply the highest form of word
revelation. In fact, words in themselves
constitute in a real sense the personal
prefrence of their author.

The Content of Special Revelation

At this point we will present a brief
survey of the content of special revela-
tion, especially to see how it correlates
with and complements general revela-
tion. We note at the outset that the con-
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tent of revelation is not just God him-
self in encounter, but also and primarily
truth, truths about God and his creation.
This truth will be discussed in two main
categories: 1) truth about God and man;
and 2), truth about sin and redemption.

1. Truth About God and Man. In the
first place, there is no dounbt that special
revelation contains truth about God and
man. Regarding the former, it gives us a
rather detailed knowledge of God. We
learn about his works, and we learn
about his nature. We learn about his ba-
sic nature as the Creator, and we leamn
about his work of creation. It is signifi-
cant that special revelation should give
us some of the details of the creation of
the universe. From general revelation
we may learn the facr that this is a
created world and that the invisible
Creator produced it by a stupendous act
of power. But general revelation could
not convey to us the data of Genesis
one and two. This knowledge of pre-
buman cosmic history could come to us
only through verbal revelation.

We find it ironic that some theolo-
gians who feel constrained to guestion
the historicity of the first chapters of
Genesis do so on the ground that there
were, after all, no human observers
there to record these events. It is said
that origins have no history; thus our
historical research draws a blank about
the “stories” in early Genesis.

Now, obviously, Bible believers
throughout history have been aware of
the absence of a human observer during
this period of origins, but by and large
they have not felt it necessary to ques-

tion the reality of the events on that ac--

count. Why not? Because they have rec-
ognized also the reality of word
revelation. There is no reason why God
could not have explained the details of
creation first of all to Adam and Eve,
and certainly to Moses. Special revela-
tion is the key that unlocks the door to
such knowledge of the Creator and his
work of creation.

Also given through special revelation
is more detailed knowledge about the
Creator’s will for his creatures. Ethics
is grounded in creation and has to do
with the creature’s relationship to his
Creator. Through special revelation
God tells us what he wants us to do and
what he does not want us to do. In other
words, he gives us law. Some of it is
vniversally applicable (the moral law),
and some of it is intentionally limited in
scope (positive laws).

We should note that data in these cat-
egories have been revealed both by gen-
eral and by special revelation, some of
the latter being given even before the
entrance of sin. Even in the pre-Fall era,
God did not intend to limit his revealing
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work merely to general revelation. Now
that sin has entered the human situa-
tion, however, the need for special rev-
clation is even more imperative. Even
the data about God and man knowable
through general revelation are re-
published and clarified in the special
forms and are complemented by the ad-
dition of more details. The special reve-
lation given to man after the Fall has
been adapted to man as sinner. It is
more than simply  anthropic—
accommodated to man; it is peccatopic,
adapted to man as sinner. The fact that
special revelation is adapted to sinners
means that beyond the special revela-
tion itself (e.g., the words of Scripture),
no further special work of God is need-
ed to enable the sinner to understand it
and respond to it. The revelation itself
impacts upon the sinner’s heart and
mind. There is no special need for re-
generation, illumination, or the internal
testimony of the Spirit to enable this
revelation to do its work. As we will
see later, “Faith comes by hearing and
hearing by the word of Christ.” (Ro-
mans 10:17)

2. Truth About Sin and Redemption.
Secondly, special revelation also con-
tains truth about sin and redemption. Of
course, according to Romans 1:18ff.,
general revelation alone convicts the
lawbreaker of his sin against God and
of his liability to God’s wrath and pun-
ishment. But through special revelation
this basic knowledge of sin and sinful-
ness also is clarified and complement-
ed, and is adapted to the minds of sin-
ners. If the sinner can be considered
without excuse on the basis of general
revelation alone, he is all the more in-
excusable in the light of special revela-
tion.

The one area where special revela-
tion breaks new ground has to do with
the subject of redemption. As we have
seen, the creation-knowledge says noth-
ing about God as Redeemer. This then
becomes the main theme of the special
revelation. Here we learn aspects of the
nature of God not included in the gen-
eral forms. Here we leam of his loving-
kindness and his grace, his patience and
his willingness to suffer pain in our
place to save us from our own folly.
We learn that even though he has been
sinned against, he is willing to forgive
the sinner and to receive him into fel-
lowship anyway.

We also learn the truth about how
this is all accomplished, namely,
through the incarnate Logos, Jesus of
Nazareth, the Son of God. From the
very beginning of redemptive special
revelation, the central theme is the gos-
pel of salvation through Jesus Christ
(Genesis 3:15). Here then is the true
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centrality of Jesus Christ, namely, as
the subject-matter of revelation, not the
mode; as the main content of this reve-
lation, not the main form. Christ as Re-
deemer (not Christ as Revealer) is the
central theme of special revelation.
Here is the glory of special revelation,
as well as the glory of Jesus Christ. He
is not the only content of this revela-
tion, but he surely is its main theme.
We glorify him when we honor him
thus as the central content of the Bible.

One other point that should be men-
tioned is that from special revelation we
also learn how to receive the benefits of
Christ’s saving work, and we learn how
to love and serve God not just as Crea-
tor but as Redeemer, too. Specifically
we learn to serve him through the new
motive of loving gratitude in response
to the grace he freely gives us.

With this background perspective on
general and special revelation we now
turn to the question of the unreached
peoples of the world and the implica-
tions for frontier missions.

How Lost Are the Heathen?
(Romans 1:18—3:20)
We are using the term heathen in the
sense of someone who has been ex-
posed to general revelation only. The
question is whether any or all heathen
will be saved. If they are, it will be ei-
ther by law or by grace, since these are
the only two bases for judgement.

Will the heathen be judged and saved
by LAW? Some believe that ignorance
of the law could mean salvation, ac-

‘cording to the principle in Romans

4:15. “Where there is no law” includes
“where there is no knowledge of law.”
God judges according to one’s con-
scientious response o available light.
But this cannot apply to the heathen as
a group, for they do have law. This is
the point of Romans 1:18-32; 2:14-15.
To whom, then, would Romans 4:15
apply? To those with fotal ignorance of
the law: infants, the mentally handi-
capped. And, to those who have ignor-
ance of particular laws.

Is it possible, then, that knowledge of
the law could bring salvation to the
heathen? Paul’s whole point in Romans
1:18-32; 2:14-15 is that the heathen do
have some law through general revela-
tion, but that they have sinned against it
and are therefore condemned. (See Ro-
mans 1:18, 20, 32; 2:12; 3:19-20, 23;
6:23.) “But what about the good heath-
en?” Paul’s answer is that there aren’t
any: Romans 3:9-20, 23.

Some approach the question of the
salvation of the heathen (and even sal-
vation in general) in a way that is exact-
ly opposite to Paul’s approach. Their
idea is this: “As long as there is a liftle
good, (i.e., some obedience, some posi-



tive response to God) in a person, God
will save that person.” An example will
suffice:

Any person upon the face of this earth
... who sincerely seeks the God of
heaven and responds positively to any
divine truth he discovers, whether
through the revelation of creation or
by means of special revelation,... will
be given eternal life. [This is based on
Romans 2:7.] This includes Jews,
Catholics, Presbyterians, Baptists,
Unitarians, Buddhists [sic], the non-
Sunday school brethrén, the non-
instrumental Church of Christ, pagans,
and all others. Anyone—now hear me
correctly—anyone who seeks glory,
honor, and immortality, and who sin-
cerely responds to any divine ruth to
which he may be exposed, will be giv-
en eternal life—yea, even those pa-
gans in the most remote sections of
the earth who seek God and find him
ONLY through the revelation of crea-
tion. If Paul is not teaching this princi-
ple in Romans Chapter 1, in referring
to the pagans, I am at a total loss as to
what he is teaching. (Scott 1988:11)

Paul’s point is just the opposite: As
long as there is g little bad (i.e., even
just one sin) in a person, God will con-
demn that person, if indeed law (one’s
relative goodness or badness) is the
standard of judgment and salvation. See
James 2:10. The bottom line is that 7o
one, including the heathen, can be
saved when judged by law.

Will the heathen be judged and saved
by grace? If any are saved, it will be
only by grace—not law. Will some/all
heathen be saved because of their
knowledge of grace? No, the knowledge
of grace comes only through special
revelation. The heathen (by definition)
have only general revelation, through
which they know God only as Creator
and Law-giver. “Knowing God” as
such is not enough for salvation. E.g.,
to “find God” in the sense of Acts
17:27 is not necessarily to find grace.

Will some/all heathen be saved be-
canse of the ignorance of grace? This is
probably the most prevalent opinion
Christians have about the fate of the
heathen. “Surely God will not condemn
someone for not believing in Christ if
he never even heard of Christ!”

The facts are otherwise, however.
Despite their ignorance of grace—even
though they are ignorant of grace, the
heathen are condemned. This is the
whole point of Paul’s discussion of the
heathen in Romans 1:18-3:20, and it is
confirmed by the following Scriptures
as well: John 17:3; Acts 16:31; 26:17-
18; Romans 10:13-15; Ephesians 2:12-
13; 4:17-19.

“But how can God condemn some-
one for not believing in Jesus, if that
person never even heard of Jesus?”

Jack Cotirell and Stephen E. Burris

This guestion misses the whole point. It
is based on a false assumption, namely,
that not believing in Jesus is the reason
for this condemnation. But this is not
the case. The heathen are not comn-
demned for “not believing in Jesus.”
They are condemned rather for break-
ing God’s laws, i.e., they are not judged
(either for salvation or condemnation)
in relation to that of which they are ig-
norant, but only in relation to that of
which they have knowledge.

“But what kind of God is he who
gives man enough knowledge to damn
him but not enough to save him?” (This
question is asked by Dale Moody in
The Word of Truth, pg. 59) As noted
above, this question misses the whole
point of general revelation. The light of
general revelation was given neither to
save nor to condemn. This puts general
revelation in a false context. God does
not give general revelation as Redeem-
er, but only as Creator and Ruler. It
also ignores the fact that God has given
us enough light to save as well as o
damn. But he has given it in the form of
special revelation, which must be taken
by us to the heathen. See Romans
10:13-15.

The heathen will be saved by grace if
someone takes them the gospel of grace
and they accept it. We have no Biblical
reason to think they will be saved by
grace on any other basis.

The implication of this section of
Romans for the necessity of frontier
missions is obvious. As long as they re-
main heathen (without special revela-
tion), the heathen will be judged and
condemned by law. Whether they are
judged and saved by grace depends
upon our obedience to the Great Com-
mission and their acceptance of the gos-
pel.

To have the knowledge of Christ im-

poses upon us the inescapable duty to

share that knowledge with every man

without delay. To withhold it is a

crime of infinite magnitude against

that large portion of the human race
which is still in midnight gloom.

The church and individual Christian
will have much to answer for because
they have withheld the saving truth
from needy souls. Missionary history
in all lands is replete with poignant in-
cidents which underline the crime of
delay. (Sanders 1972: 76)

The Means of Missions

(Romans 10:13-18)

Paul connects salvation with calling on
the name of the Lord. The answer to
the series of questions Paul asks in
these verses is that they can not. Then
how can the unreached peoples be
saved? They cannot unless a spokes-
man is sent to preach Christ. Then the
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unreached will hear, believe, confess,
be baptized and be saved. Hence the ne-
cessity of frontier missions.

The missionary functions as an
“apostie” or herald. He/she is sent, not
on his or her own authority, but to con-
vey a message that Christ himself has
authorized. To hear the herald is to hear
the King. It is God’s will that through
the proclamation of the good news of
Christ the unreached peoples of the
earth will come o a saving knowledge
and faith. The unreached are to call on
God’s mercy and grace in faith.

But how can anyone bave faith in
one of whom they have never heard?
This faith can come in only one way:
the missionary must make the un-
reached aware of their need for faith in
Christ. This requires making God’s spe-
cial revelation known, to proclaim God
as Redeemer not just Creator and Ruler.

There are two primary ways in which
a person can learn of someone of whom
they have never heard. Either the per-
son himself speaks directly to the indi-
vidual, or he sends his representative.
The task that Christ has given His
church is to make Him known to all
peoples, fa ethne. The missionary
works in partnership with Christ in pro-
claiming the good news of salvation.
This is what the apostles did and what
we are to do today. We are Christ’s
“apostles” through whom ail peoples
are to hear of Christ. The point this pas-
sage makes is that if the missionary is
sent and he preaches Christ's good
news some will hear, believe, confess
and be baptized. The result will be the
establishment of a church among every
people, a church capable of evangeliz-
ing that people group and extending the
good news of Christ to other peoples as
well.

Verse 18 raises the question of
whether every person had heard the
good news preached. It seems reason-
able to conclude that Paul is indicating
that the gospel had been preached wide-
ly enough that representatives of peo-
ples in the “known world” had beard it.
Those who did not respond at least had
the opportunity to hear and obey.
Therefore, it is important to note that at
the time Paul penned these words he
was planning to go to Spain, a region
where Christ was not yet known. (See
following section.)

To provide missionaries for every
people is clearly needed today. It is
God’s will that the church faithfully
proclaim the good news to all peoples
and that this be accomplished through
those who are sent, i.e., missionaries.
This is the priority facing the church as
we race toward the 21st Century.

There can be no other conclusion.
God has given special revelation, and it
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is His will that the content of that reve-
lation be proclaimed to all peoples. All
other ministries the church is to per-
form come as a result—and, in some
cases, in support—of this priority.

The Strategy of Missions

{(Romans 15:20)

Pinnock’s point is well taken when he
states,

It is Ged’s will that all the nations
shall participate in the redemption
and transformation of the world (Rev
7:9). Therefore, the central thrust of
this present age is the ingathering of
the Gentiles through the mission en-
trusted to us... What God began to do
in the event of Incarnation has to be
fully accomplished at the end of histo-
ry. (Pinnock 1992:117)

Paul’s priority was to preach the gos-
pel where Christ was not known. I Co-
rinthians 3:10 demonstrates that Paul’s
role as the master builder was to lay the
foundation of Christ and to allow oth-
ers to build on that foundation. Perhaps
he saw this as a matter of personal hon-
or. For whatever reason Paul’s con-
stant aim was to be a pioneer. His call-
ing was to found new churches, as
evidenced by his missionary journeys.
This meant going to places where oth-
ers had not been, not to go to places al-
ready penetrated with the gospel. Other
apostles did likewise. It was in this way
that the gospel extended so far in such
a short period of time. The pressing
needs of the unreached prevented Paul
from building on another’s founda-
tions. Evidently Paul had no trouble
finding places where Christ was not
known. After all he was hindered many
times from visiting the church in
Rome.

If the church in history had followed
Paul’s example a great deal of overlap-
ping of effort could have been avoided.
Likewise, if more of today’s missionar-
ies followed the example of Paul and
- sought to take the gospel to those peo-
ples where Christ is not known, all the
peoples, fa ethne, would soon have the
gospel.

Chaurch history is sprinkled with ex-
amples of those who in fact followed
the example of Paul. William Carey,
Cameron Townsend, Hudson Taylor
and others determined to go to those re-
gions where Christ was not known.
Carey’s words “go to the difficult plac-
es and leave the easy places for some-

The Fate of the Unreached

one else” rings as a resounding chal-
lenge today.

Conclusion

We tum again to I. Oswald Sanders
who has placed this whole discussion
clearly in view.

It has been cogently stated that, even
if we were academically uncertain
about the probable fate of the millions
who have never heard of Christ, the
parable of the Lost Sheep lays down
the principle that if we are convinced
of the fate of even one per cent of
mankind, we are under obligation to
g0, even at utmost peril and cost to
ourselves, to seek that He may save...
If we argue that there must be a way
of entrance into the Kingdom of heav-
en other than the way of faith in
Christ for those who have never
heard, then we cut away the ground
except that of philanthropy, from be-
neath all vital missionary enterprise.
The idea removes all urgency from
our task. We know the reality of hell,
and we know the way of escape. How
shall we escape if we neglect to warn
and woo the unevangelized? (Sanders
1972:78, 80)

Ralph Winter places the remaining
task in proper perspective when he
states,

The task is not as impossible as it
might seem. We must adjust our
thinking so that we focus on penetrat-
ing people groups and planting evan-
gelizing, indigenous churches. Then,
instead of talking of evangelizing 2.1
billion individuals, we will talk of
evangelizing 11,000 Unreached Peo-
ple groups.

If we were to assign one missionary
to each of these unreached people
groups, we would need at least 11,000
recruits, but this is only one new mis-
sionary from every 49,000 True Chris-
tians! Some frontiers involve millions
of people, and obviously require more
than one missionary or one couple.
Yet today we have the potential of
missionaries from all parts of the
globe:

The job is large, but not too large
for the church around the world. We
are in a new era. Now every church in
the world ought to be involved with
the frontiers. New missionary recruits
cannot come just from the West, nor
just from Asia, Africa or Latin Ameri-
ca. We must all work together to do
this task. (Winter 1992:189)

We must complete the task. General

revelation is not sufficient, special rev-
elation is required. The responsibility is
ours. The unreached are waiting for an
explanation of God’s good news that
they can understand and accept. An ex-
planation which tells them of God the
Redecmer. =
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