HOT POTATO COURSE

NOTES WEEK 1    “WHO GOES TO HEAVEN?”

(References here to John Sanders book “No Other Name”  SPCK 1994)
Preliminary comments

Christianity does not see Salvation simply in terms of “going to heaven”.

Salvation is from the power of sin and death and this salvation starts in this life.

True understanding of the “life to come” is of a “New Heaven and a New Earth” – not just of going to heaven.

Biblical understanding of Heaven now is that the dead are “sleeping” – but it is comforting to feel our loved ones are watching over us. Maybe this is the “Communion of Saints”? Therefore on this issue the Bible has differing angles.
This issue is important because it affects how we see God and his relationship to believer, agnostics, atheists and people of other faiths. Maybe even members of your own family.
Restrictivist texts – “Only a few, the believers, are saved”

1) Particularity and Exclusiveness of Faith in Jesus Christ. “Evangelical view”
For example Acts 4.12:

There is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men, by which we must be saved.

I am the way and the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father, but through me. (John 14.6)

And the witness is this, that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son does not have life. (1 John 5.11-12)

No man can lay a foundation other than the one which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. (1 Corinthians 3.11)

2) Sinfulness of humanity and utter hopelessness of life without Jesus

Sanders writes, in commenting on Paul’s theology in the books of Romans and Ephesians:

In Romans, Paul argues that all Gentiles and all Jews are guilty of rejecting God. The Gentiles have turned away from the light of general revelation (1.20) and conscience (2.15), he says, and the Jews have refused to follow the light of special revelation (2.23). Consequently, both Jews and Gentiles are “under sin” and guilty before God (3.9). Gentiles could use the revelation of God given them to repent and seek God, but none of them do so (3.11). Instead, they “suppress the truth in unrighteousness” (1.18). Jews could use the revelation of God given them to repent and seek God, but none of them do so (3.11). 

In Ephesians Paul speaks in the darkest terms about those who are not “in Christ”. The Gentiles, he says, were “strangers to the covenant of the promise, having no hope and without God in the world” (2.12). Those without Christ are “darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart.” (4.18). Restrictivists understand these texts as indicating that apart from the special revelation of the gospel there is only sin and no salvation.”

3) Importance of hearing the gospel and repenting

 Sanders’ next category is those which stress the importance of hearing the gospel and repenting. He quotes Mark’s gospel where Jesus told the disciples to “go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation. He who has believed and has been baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe shall be condemned”.

Other texts are mentioned in this context

He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him. (John 3.36)

Whoever denies the Son does not have the Father; the one who confesses the Son has the Father also.  (1 John 2.23)

If you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved. (Romans 10.9)

4) Narrowness of path and fact that only few will find it.

Enter by the narrow gate; for the gate is wide, and the way is broad that leads to destruction, and many are those who enter by it. For the gate is small, and the way is narrow that leads to life, and few are those who find it. (Matthew 7.13-14)

Commenting on this text, Sanders says: “On this basis, restrictivists argue that the majority of the human race is going to hell because few enter the narrow gate by accepting the gospel”

Universalist texts – “All will be saved”: “The Liberal View”
1) Texts which desire that God’s will is for all to be saved (this conflicts with Calvanist view):

I urge then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone – for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. This is good, and pleases God our Saviour, who wants all to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth (1 Timothy 2.1-4)

This text is of course only stating that God wants all people to be saved, as opposed to an understanding that he has saved all people. Chapter 4 of the same letter gives a little more hope to the universalist:

This is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance, (and for this we labour and strive), that we have put our hope in the living God, who is the Saviour of all , and especially of those who believe.  (1 Timothy 4.9)

The third text in this category is from 2 Peter 3.9:

The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.

2) The Unlimited scope of the Atonement

. Sanders quotes four passages, and I reproduce two:

 My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defence – Jesus Christ the Righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.  1 John 2.1-2

All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against them.  2 Corinthians 5.18-19

3) Texts that articulate the implications of the universal atoning work of Jesus. 
Texts like John 12.32

And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself” (John 12.32)

Sanders makes much of the importance of Romans 5.12-19:

Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned- for before the law was given, sin was in the world. But sin is not taken into account when there is no law. Nevertheless, death reigned from the time of Adam to the time of Moses, even over those who did not sin by breaking a command, as did Adam, who was a pattern of the one to come.

But the gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died by the trespass of the one man, how much more did God’s grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many! Again, the gift of God is not like the result of the one man’s sin: The judgement followed one sin and brought condemnation, but the gift that followed many trespasses and brought justification. For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ.

Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men, so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life to all men. For just as through the disobedient of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous.

It is clear that this “Adam Christology”, as theologians call it, makes a clear parallel between the universal effects of Adam’s sin on the human race, and the universal effects of Christ’s death on the cross, bringing forgiveness of sins for the human race. In the words of the hymn “Praise to the Holiest in the Height” we are reminded of “A second Adam to the fight, and to the rescue came.”

The restrictivist position on this text by Paul is that Christ’s death means that forgiveness is offered to all, as opposed to given to all, an important distinction. However, on a straightforward reading of the text, the final paragraph which I highlighted, verses 18 and 19, seem pretty clear-cut. It is not that the many will be offered the gospel – it is the “many” who will be made righteous. This is a clear echo of the “many” who were made sinners, signifying that he is talking about all humanity on both occasions, as earlier in the epistle Paul had already explained what he saw as the universal effects of Adam’s sin.

4) Texts which refer to the Consummation of God’s plan of salvation whereby all will be redeemed at the end of time

Acts 3 verses 19-21 speak of this restoration is clear terms:

Repent then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, and that he may send the Christ, who has been appointed for you – even Jesus. He must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, as he promised long ago  through his holy prophets.

The theme is to be found elsewhere in the New Testament, most notably in the favourite universalist text of all, according to Sanders, 1 Corinthians 15.22-28

For as in Adam all die, so in Christ will all be made alive. But each in his own turn: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong to him. Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death. For “he has put everything under his feet”. Now when it says that “everything” has been put under him, it is clear that his does not include God himself, who put everything under Christ. When he has done this, then the Son himself will be made subject to him who put everything under him, so that God may be all in all.

Sanders comments on this passage:

Restorationists interpret this text as saying that all people will be given life in Christ; it may take longer for some than for others, but eventually all will come into the kingdom of Christ, and there will no longer be any enemies to the kingdom of God, only loyal subjects. When this occurs, then Christ will have achieved his goal, and God will be “all in all”.

Another passage which Sanders sites in reference to the theme of Restoration is from Philippians 2.9-11

Therefore God exalted him (Christ) to the highest place, and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Characters in the Bible that are described as good and in favour but have had no direct “born again” experience or show no real understanding of the cross

Mary

Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favour with God. You will be child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.

Zacchaeus

Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through. A man was there by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was wealthy.  He wanted to see who Jesus was, but being a short man he could not, because of the crowd. So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see him, since Jesus was coming that way. 

When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, "Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today." So he came down at once and welcomed him gladly. All the people saw this and began to mutter, "He has gone to be the guest of a 'sinner.' " But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, "Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount." 

Jesus said to him, "Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost." Zacchaeus the Tax Collector  (Luke 19.1-10)

Jesus’ interesting statement

It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance. (Luke 5.31-32)

And the Beatitudes

the Beatitudes:

1 Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to him, 2 and he began to teach them saying: 
 3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, 
      for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
 4 Blessed are those who mourn, 
      for they will be comforted. 
 5 Blessed are the meek, 
      for they will inherit the earth. 
 6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
      for they will be filled. 
 7 Blessed are the merciful, 
      for they will be shown mercy. 
 8 Blessed are the pure in heart, 
      for they will see God. 
 9 Blessed are the peacemakers, 
      for they will be called sons of God. 
 10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 
      for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

 11 "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. 12Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.   (Matthew 5)
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