THE EXCLUSIVITY OF SALVATION –

PLURALISM

1.  DEFINITIONS

Pluralism is the belief that every religion is true.  Each provides a genuine encounter with the Ultimate, and while one may be better than others, all are adequate.

Relativism claims that every religion is true for the one who follows it.  If there is no objective religious truth, then there are no criteria to discern how any one religion is true or even better than any other.

Inclusivism maintains that one religion is explicitly true, and all others are implicitly true.

Exclusivism holds that only one religion is true and what is opposed to it in any other religion is false. 

2.  THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR THE EXCLUSIVITY OF CHRIST’S SALVATION WORK


(a)  the exclusive salvation claims of Christ

     John 3:18
     John 10:1, 9

     John 8:24

     John 14:6

(b)  the exclusive salvation claims made in scripture

     Acts 4:12

     1 Timothy 2:5

     John 10:12,14

(c)  the salvation necessity of believing in Christ

     Not only is the work of Christ needed for our salvation, but so is believing in the Christ who

     performed that work.

     John 3:18  believing “in”

     John 3:36  believing “in”

     1 John 5:10-12  believing “in”

     Romans 10:13,14

3.  ANSWERING OBJECTIONS TO THE EXCLUSIVE CLAIMS OF CHRIST

(a) Old Testament saints did not necessarily have explicit belief in Christ

     (i)  Not all Old Testament believers had explicit knowledge of the death and resurrection

          of Christ for their sins, which the New Testament affirms is essential to salvation 
          (Romans 10:9; 1 Corinthians 15:1-6).   From Hebrews 11:6, it seems God only

          required a belief that He exists, and that He graciously saves those who believe in

          Him.

     (ii) a biblical response:


a. there is a biblical progress in revelation.  As time passed, God revealed more 

    and more about His plan of redemption (eg. Genesis 3:15; 9:26; 12:3; 49:10;


    2 Samuel 7:12…) With each new revelation came a new obligation for God’s 

     people to embrace the truth of that revelation.  What was implicit in the Old

     Testament became explicit in the New Testament when Christ presented 


     Himself as the long anticipated Lamb who alone could atone for sin (John 1:29;


     1 Corinthians 5:7).  From this time on, it could truly be said “(God) has set a day


     when He will judge the world with justice, by the man He has appointed.  He has


     given proof of this to all men by raising Him from the dead” (Acts 17:31).  God has


     since required that everyone now “believe in the Lord Jesus” in order “to be

     saved” (Acts 16:31).  Paul’s message was unequivocal “I have declared to both

     Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our


     Lord Jesus” (Acts 20:21).

(b)  exclusivism is unfair to the unreached

     (i)  if explicit knowledge of Christ’s salvation work is a necessary condition for salvation, 

          then it is unjust of God to condemn the unevangelised to eternal separation from Him.

          It is unjust to punish people for irresponsibility in an area they didn’t know they were

          being held responsible in.

     (ii) a biblical response

a. this argument assumes the unevangelised have no understanding of what God


    requires of them.  The book of Romans presents a different view – that the 


    unevangelised are “without excuse” (Romans 1:19,20), that they have truth 


    “written on their hearts” and will justly perish if they refuse to respond (2:12-15).  

    The light of creation and conscience is sufficient for their condemnation, but the 


    Bibles does promise that should they respond to the light they have, God can 


    provide the knowledge sufficient for salvation (Acts 10:35).

4.  EXAMINING THE CLAIMS OF RELIGIOUS PLURALISM

Against exclusivism, pluralism claims that every religion is true, since each one provides a genuine encounter with what its adherents consider to be the Ultimate (God).  One religion may be more or less better than the others, but all are adequate.

(a)  all religions teach similar truth

     (i) the basic ideal of love, concern for others, and the golden rule, are all found in 

         other religions.

     (ii) a biblical response


a. the Christian “love-law” does not have an equivalent in other religions.  Jesus 


    talked of a God-kind of love (agape) that permeates our life, directs all our


    actions, and which is so strong we would be willing to die for those we love 

    (John 15:12,13; Galatians 5:22).  This love is imparted by God Himself 


    (Romans 5:6-8) to His people and is not just an ideal that people should strive


    for.  This God love is entirely self sacrificing. This combination of concepts of love 


    is unparalleled in any other major faith


b. while different world religions have sometimes claimed to have “produced”


    an extraordinary person (eg. Hinduism with Gandhi), Christianity has a long,

                 consistent history of remarkable men and women who have changed their world in                                                                                                                                                 n               significant ways.  Invariably these Christian men and women


    have shown a great love and compassion for others, particularly the needy.


    Churches down the ages have been unmatched in their care for the unwanted


    by any other religion.


c. granted there are similarities between some teachings of some religions, and 


    sometimes this has been in common with Christianity, but this can be accounted


    for by general revelation, the law of God written on all hearts (Romans 2:12-15)


d.  the moral manifestation of a belief, helpful though it is, does not settle the 


     truth question.  History sometimes shows that a disciple has risen considerably 


     higher than his sometimes immoral master.  The behaviour of neither proves


     the master was teaching truth.  Truth has to correspond to reality.  If Jesus said 


     He was the only way to the Father (John 14:6), the question of truth can only be 


     settled by whether His statement was truth – whether He actually is the only way


     to the Father.  World religions cannot be all true at the same time.  They contradict 


     each other far too much.  Whether their claims correspond to reality determines if 


     they are true.


e.  the preeminence of Christianity is not founded on the question of how perfect


     Christians are, but on how perfect Christ is. No other world religion claims a 


     perfect leader.  Christianity claims Christ’s perfection.  The first gospels were 


     written and distributed at a time when those who had heard and been with Christ


     were alive.  If the claims in those gospels could be disproved by witnesses to 
                  Christ’s “imperfections”, they had open opportunity to step forward. History records

                  that none did.                      
(b)  exclusivism is intolerant

      (i) by claiming to be the only true religion, Christianity shows it is intolerant of every other

          religion.

     (ii) a biblical response


a. if holding an exclusivist view makes one intolerant, then all true pluralists are 


    intolerant.  They claim their view is true to the exclusion of all others.


b. if the charge of intolerance is leveled, not because of the content of the view,


    but because of the manner in which one holds it, then we make no progress.


    The attitude with which one holds a view has no real bearing on whether that view


    is ultimately true.  Being intolerant of truth doesn’t make what we believe true,


    any more than being tolerant of error tells us about the truth value of what we 


    believe.  There are both tolerant exclusivists and intolerant pluralists.


c. the very concept of tolerance implies there are various views before us, some 


    we agree with and possibly some we don’t (but tolerate). The pluralist pats 


    himself on the back for tolerating what he sees as disagreeable views, without


    realising that toleration means just that – there are views before him he doesn’t


    agree with, (thus inferring he actually holds to some form of exclusivism).

(c)  exclusivism is narrow minded

     (i) exclusivism claims that its view is true and everything that opposes it is wrong.  This

         is presumptuous and narrow minded.

     (ii) a biblical response


a. pluralists and exclusivists make an equal claim to truth, and error.  Both claim that


    their view is true and whatever opposes it is false.  Exclusivism and pluralism are


    equally narrow.  In reality, anything that is true excludes whatever contradicts it.


    Narrowness or narrow-mindedness will always be found with what is true.  Narrow-


    mindedness is assumed to be a negative quality, but in everyday life, we rely on 


    things being true.  Our life depends on their being true.   If that makes us


    narrow minded, then narrow mindedness is a good thing.

(d) exclusivism assumes intellectual pride and imperialism

     (i) exclusivists set themselves up on an intellectual throne
     (ii) a biblical response


a. this accusation attacks a person rather than their position


b. this accusation hides an underlying belief that truth should be more 


    democratic.  But truth has never perfectly correlated with a majority opinion.
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