AN EXTENDED VERSION OF THE OXFORD UNIVERSITY SERMON PREACHED AT THE UNIVERSITY CHURCH ON SUNDAY, 8 MAY, 2011 BY PROFESSOR KEITH WARD, DD, FBA

In the reading this morning (Acts 2, 37 – 42), Peter says to the crowd, ‘Save yourselves from this corrupt generation’, and about three thousand people were baptized. It must be admitted, and indeed openly stated in any honest account, that while this is an amazing testimony to the power of gospel preaching, it is possible to interpret it in a very negative way. Were the baptized seeking to escape a terrible judgment that was just about to fall on the world? Matthew’s gospel speaks of ‘the wrath to come’ (Matthew 3, 7), and asserts that trees that do not bear fruit will be thrown into the fire (Matthew 3, 10). John the Baptist, speaking of the coming of Jesus, speaks of Jesus as the harvester, carrying a flail, separating out wheat from chaff, and throwing away the chaff to be burned (Matthew 3, 12). 

Gerd Theissen sets out very well a comparison of the Baptist’s message with that of Jesus, and points out that in Jesus’ preaching ‘a blunt preaching of judgment...turns into a preaching of grace with the offer of repentance in the face of the judgment which threatens’ (The Historical Jesus, p. 210). Nevertheless, Jesus still speaks of a coming judgment in the near future. 

It may seem, then, that there is a terrible day of judgment coming soon, and that the vast majority of people will be destroyed in fire. Only a few, the elect, will be spared, and they will have to be both genuinely repentant for their sins and more righteous than the Pharisees. This, however, is hardly a gospel, since it is bad news for the vast majority of people, and may well leave even the faithful few with a nagging doubt about whether they are penitent or good enough to qualify for salvation. Jesus is a fearful judge, and only fervent faith in him can spare his wrath. In some medieval interpretations, only the intercession of Mary (who is apparently more merciful than Jesus) can save us from the judgment of her son. 

There is, I think, something wrong with such an interpretation. The gospel is that human sins can be forgiven, that Jesus is the saviour of the world, who gives his life so that those who are lost may be found, and his mission is to social outcastes and sinners. There may be a terrifying judgment. But on the cross Jesus has taken it upon himself - ‘Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many...’ (Hebrews 9, 28), leaves no sins to be borne by us. Jesus bore our sins; that is, he took upon himself the judgment that we deserve. That is good news indeed. Yet we cannot ignore the ‘bad news’ teachings. What, then, are we to make of them? 

We must affirm that there is judgment, there is division, and there is destruction. The message of Jesus is not that everything will turn out for the best, whatever people do. But we must, as disciples of Jesus, be very careful to make sure that this bad news does not outweigh the good news of forgiveness and the promise of eternal life. We can best do this by being very careful of where exactly we locate the judgment, division, and destruction. 

Human greed, hatred, pride and the lust for power, have corrupted the human world, and destroyed the lives of millions of people by the gross injustice, exploitation and violence that are the tragic marks of human history. It is these things that fall under divine judgment, for they have frustrated God’s purpose that humans should learn to live together in understanding, kindness, and love. 

If we ever come to see our lives as they really are, in the context of God’s eternal purpose, we will see our complicity in the failures and corruptions of the world, and we will see the destruction and death that follows from our seemingly small acts of selfishness and greed. To see that clearly, with all its horrific consequences for the world, is already a form of judgment, for it is to see what we could have been and what we have failed to be, and the terrible consequences, both for others and for ourselves, of our failure. If we ever see that clearly, our problem would be how to go on living with ourselves and with knowledge of the world’s tragedy and our failure to deal with it in ourselves and in our daily lives with others. At the very least, it would seem, there would need to be some form of punishment. That punishment would involve coming to see and in some way to feel the harm we have done. It would involve some form of attempted recompense and personal penitential sacrifice, however inadequate that may seem. 

The great division is between those who sense something of this tragic failure and those who think that they are somehow immune from it or bear no personal responsibility for it. Jesus’ most severe warnings are for the scribes and Pharisees, those who are proud of their religious orthodoxy, yet who love the chief seats in the synagogues and wear fine robes, and who live in style while widows and orphans are neglected. That means, in the contemporary world, that he warns the ministers and priests of the church, who rely on their orthodoxy, but who neglect the poor, that they are the ones who are condemned, rather than the social outcastes whose lives have been blighted by misfortune and mistreatment for as long as they can recall.

There is a division, but it may not lie where most of us expect. The parable of the sheep and the goats (Matthew 25) makes the division between those who care for the sick and needy and those who do not. It does not make the division between those who have faith in Jesus or believe the right doctrines and those who do not. The implication is that it is the goodness of the heart, and not the orthodoxy of the mind, that is the qualification for entering the kingdom. This is not a conclusion that those who would confine salvation to those of correct beliefs (usually, the belief that Jesus is their Lord and Saviour, and many other additional beliefs too) have perceived. 
Yet this still seems to confine salvation to the few. Jesus said, ‘The gate is narrow and the road is hard, that leads to life, and there are few who find it’ (Matthew 7, 14). Many religious believers are in fact excluded from salvation – they cry ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name?’ but Jesus says, ‘ I never knew you; go away from me’ (Matthew 7,22 -23). The sheep (the saved) are not those who are filled with faith in Jesus. They are those who practice justice. The narrow way is the way of total commitment to self-giving justice, not a way of hymn-singing and emotional commitment to Jesus. Jesus is in fact presented in the synoptic Gospels, especially in Matthew’s Gospel, as a teacher of the most rigorous moral conduct. The saved will be those who are truly just (very few indeed). 

All this is avoids an impossibly rigorous moralism only by the fact that, while absolute righteousness is demanded, and few attain it, Jesus came to save sinners, and penitence is accepted where righteousness fails. The point is neatly summed up by the story of the rich man visiting Jesus and refusing to give his goods to the poor. Jesus says, ‘It is harder for a rich man to enter the kingdom than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle’ (that is, it is absolutely impossible). But then Jesus adds that ‘for God all things are possible’ (Matthew 19, 26). As with so many of Jesus’ sayings, this is cryptic and mysterious. On what conditions, if any, will it become possible for the rich to enter the kingdom? We are not told. I think the point is that it is humanly impossible, but divinely possible. That is, humans cannot enter the kingdom by their own efforts, but only by God’s forgiveness and gracious love. 
There is destruction, but it is not the destruction of those who, perhaps through no fault of their own, have never heard of Jesus or seen what Jesus truly is. It is the destruction of all that makes for hatred, greed, and pride in every human heart. If we become people whose lives are centred on those things, then we are on the path to destruction, to spiritual death. 
So, we may say, the gate is narrow that opens onto the kingdom, and few enter by their own efforts. But with God all things are possible. By God’s power people can enter if they accept God’s offer of forgiveness. If they reject God’s power, they remain excluded, condemned by their own selfishness and greed to lives of misery and anguish. 
Yet is this not still too exclusive, too cramped and confined a view of salvation, which leaves most people without hope? Can people who have never heard of God, or of Jesus, or of God’s offer of forgiveness in Jesus, be saved? The gospel suggests that it is humanly impossible. But with God all things are possible! That means everything is possible for God. Therefore God can, if God wills, save everyone who exists, even if their salvation is humanly impossible, totally impossible without God.

But does God want to save everyone? If God is revealed in Jesus as a God of unlimited love, it seems, on grounds of common morality, that God must so wish. And there is in fact a specific verse to this effect in the New Testament – not by any means the only one, but a particularly clear one. 1 Timothy 2, 4 speaks of: ‘God... who desires everyone to be saved’. That seems definitive. God wants everyone to be saved. We know that all things are possible for God (Mark 10, 27). Therefore God can save everyone. It is not said that God will save everyone, even those who have no desire to be saved, who reject love and who reject God with all their hearts. But it is said that God wants everyone to be saved, and that it is possible for God to save everyone.

This is confirmed by 1 John 2,2: ‘Christ is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world’. Christ died once, and for all. That is what God wished, and therefore must be possible, even if not absolutely inevitable.

On what conditions will God save everyone? The answer suggested by the Gospels is that God will save those who repent and believe that the kingdom, the power and presence of God, will work in them what they cannot work in themselves, bringing them to final union with the divine love. Are we then back to an exclusive gospel, which condemns most of earth’s population just because they have not even heard the Christian gospel? After all, Mark’s Gospel ends with the words, ‘the one who does not believe will be condemned’ (Mark 16, 16). That does sound as if condemnation is the lot of all those who do not positively believe the gospel of Jesus. 
The most frequently quoted verse in this regard is John: ‘I am the Way and the Truth and the Life. No one comes to the Father except through me’ (John 14, 6)). Taken together and in isolation from the rest of the New Testament, these passages sometimes result in the doctrine that all humans (millions and millions of them) are condemned to eternal suffering, except for a tiny few who believe that Jesus is indeed the Son of God who died for their sins. This is a frighteningly vindictive gospel.

Fortunately such an interpretation is in glaring contradiction with the basic gospel message that ‘God is love’ (1 John 4, 8). The nature of God’s love is spelled out in the Sermon on the Mount, where we are told to ‘be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect’ (Matthew 5, 48). The sermon spells out that perfection, and it includes love of enemies (Mat. 5, 44), and forgiveness which is elsewhere said to be without limit (Mat. 18, 22). God cannot be less perfect than we are called to be, and so we must believe – and this is indeed good news for most of us – that God loves even God’s enemies, and forgives them without limit. 

Whatever love of enemies is, it is not torturing them in flames forever. It has to include caring for their welfare, never giving up on them, and endlessly seeking to turn them towards life and joy, if at all possible (and all things are possible for God). It is not just those who happen never to have heard of Jesus, it is even those who are enemies of Jesus, that God will continue to love, whose ultimate welfare God will continue to seek, whom God will endeavour to turn toward repentance and acceptance of the divine love into their lives. Perhaps they may resist. Perhaps they may resist forever, for all we know. If they do, then perhaps they do indeed place themselves under condemnation, the condemnation of being excluded, by their own decision, from the kingdom of love and joy. But God, being a God of love, cannot ever cease trying to overcome that resistance, for as long as such overcoming remains possible. 

This entails that no condemnation needs to last forever. We condemn ourselves by turning from God, but God will never give up on us. There is judgment; there is the pain of loss, of exclusion from the feast of the kingdom; there is the burning of the flames of disordered desire. But there is also the love of God, seeking to turn us to penitence and to fill us with divine life and love. Nothing, not anything in the whole of creation, not even death, can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus (Romans 8, 38 -39). 

 Sheol, the world of the dead, is, of course, one of the things that are part of the whole of creation. Psalm 139, verse 8, makes it explicit: ‘If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there’. So even Sheol cannot separate us from the love of God. God is present in Sheol, and God will be present, not as a judge and torturer, but as one who everlastingly works for the return of the lost sheep that will cause joy in heaven.

 The New Testament includes one startling passage that is often overlooked. The first letter of Peter, chapter 3, verses 18 – 20, says that after Jesus died, ‘he went and made a proclamation to the spirits in prison, who in former times did not obey, when God waited patiently in the days of Noah’. Admittedly this passage is very hard to interpret. In medieval thought, it was turned into the Harrowing of Hell, when Jesus descended to the world of the dead and released the righteous who had been imprisoned until his coming. One modern interpretation is that, as Jesus ascended to heaven, he proclaimed to the fallen angels his victory over evil and death. So we cannot be too confident that one interpretation is correct. Nevertheless, it seems to me that, since Jesus is said to have descended to sheol after his death, those to whom Jesus preached were those who had not obeyed at the time of the Flood. If you look back at the Genesis account of the Great Flood, they were those who were so wicked that every thought of their hearts was evil, and God drowned them. What this passage then says is that God’s love did not end with that judgment. It continued, as is shown by the fact that Jesus preached to those who had been condemned for their total wickedness. Jesus did not preach that they were doomed to suffer forever – a gloomy and depressing sermon indeed! According to 1 Peter 4, 6, ‘This is the reason the Gospel was proclaimed even to the dead, so that though they had been judged in the flesh as everyone is judged, they might live in the spirit as God does’. Jesus preached, as all evangelists preach, to bring the offer of life and not to affirm the finality of death (see 1 Corinthians 15, 22: ‘as all (pantes) die in Adam, so all (pantes) will be made alive in Christ’). Even if the passage in 1 Peter, chapter 3, does not affirm that Jesus preached to those who had died, this sentence in 1 Peter chapter 4 does seem to say precisely that. The possibility of repentance does not end with death. In fact it never ends. God stands ready to forgive any and all who repent.
What follows, then? I think what follows is that God wants everyone to be saved. From this it follows that God will make it possible for everyone to be saved. And from this it follows that the possibility of salvation cannot depend upon having ever heard of Jesus or of the gospel during earthly life. How, then, does God make salvation possible even for the enemies of God? In the end, Christians say that salvation is through Christ alone. For Christ is the authentic human expression of the eternal love of God, and it is only through the power of God’s own love that humans can be brought into union with the divine life. Ultimately, there is no other way. But the path to that ultimate union may be long and winding, and it may begin from many different places, in many diverse historical situations.

The Gospel is that God offers, and will continue to offer, to absolutely everyone some beginning of a path that will lead to ultimate salvation. It is completely opposed to the spirit of the Gospel to confine salvation to Christians, and it is even worse to confine it to some particular sect of Christians, whether that is the Roman Catholic Church or the born-again separated strict and particular Baptists. 

What is that beginning of the path to salvation? We cannot know - remember Jesus’ teaching that we should not judge, for we do not know the secrets of human hearts. But we may suppose that God requires the pursuit of a number of things by those on the way to salvation. First, we must be open to the truth as it seems to us to be. Truth must not be distorted by prejudice, hatred, or selective and partial judgments. We must follow our consciences, even if we happen to be objectively in error, though we must also always seek to make our consciences, our moral sense, more sensitive and informed. Second, we must seek to respond to the claims of altruism and benevolence, and turn from selfishness and greed. Third, we must find some liberation from the imperious claims of anger, hatred, passion, and attachment to possessions and pride. We must be selfless and mindful, compassionate and non-attached, and in that way become sensitive to the beauty and wonder of the world. Fourth, knowing the weakness of our hearts, we must be penitent for our failures to seek truth resolutely, to practice altruism genuinely, and to achieve fullness of life. We must be aware of our limitations and failures, as far as we can, and yet resolve to go on with patience, endurance, and hope in facing the challenges our lives bring to us.

None of these things are explicitly religious. It may sound rather odd to say that an atheistic humanist can be saved. It is rather odd, for to be ‘saved’, in the Christian sense, is to know and love God fully and intensely, and to share without restriction the divine life of joy, wisdom, and love. On that definition of salvation, however, hardly anyone is saved during this life. We may believe in God and feel the presence and power of God to some extent, but we should scarcely claim to be filled with God’s presence and power. That is for the saints alone, and they are indeed few, and the path to sainthood is hard. 

We then, almost all of us, are not yet saved, but we are, we hope, on the path to salvation, to knowing and loving God fully. We may as Christians think that we are securely set on that path, since we know what God is in Christ, and we sense at least some of the love and power of God through the Spirit. Are humanists on the path to salvation too? They may well resent being told so, since they do not think there is a God, and probably would reject God as they understand God (perhaps as a tyrant or heavenly dictator). It is only from a Christian point of view that they could be said to be on such a path. Or perhaps we should not pretend that they are on the same path. They are truly on a different path. Yet that path opens them to the possibility of salvation by a different route. 
Christians should resist the temptation to say, ‘You are on the same path as us, only much further back, and you have a much longer way to go’. That does sound arrogant and paternalistic. A less patronising metaphor may be to accept that paths are genuinely diverse, but to affirm that in the end they will all converge. After all, in the end humanists think that too, but for them all paths converge in death, when the truth at last emerges – though unfortunately it cannot then be known by anyone – that there is no God and no life beyond the grave. 

 Christians may then say, ‘We believe there is a God, that Jesus reveals God and the Spirit makes God present to us. Further, the ultimate goal for all humans involves having these beliefs, if they are true, for when we are saved, we will necessarily know what is true’. Perhaps we should be careful to add that all present human beliefs, including our own, are inadequate and fallible, and will need to be changed by the final vision of God that we Christians hope awaits all of us. We are all at the beginning of a long journey, and we must all follow the truth as we see it, and seek to be just in ways we think are right. In this world we follow different paths, and they do not all lead, nor are they intended by their adherents to lead, to salvation as conceived by Christians. What we need to stress is that humanists are not condemned by God, or cut off from God. God is working in them, as in everyone, to turn them to the true and the good. If Christians are right, what we will all discover is that the true and the good (the Way, the Truth, and the Life) is God and the Wisdom of God, and it may be quite different from what we thought it would be. Yet Christians are bound to believe that they see something genuine of God in Jesus Christ, and that there they find a light that will in the end attract all who do not explicitly reject it.

This is a positive gospel, good news for everyone and not for a favoured few, and good news which does not condemn and exclude, but invites all to greater life and joy. The good news is that God draws near in the person of Jesus to offer the gift of eternal life to all. And that offer really is to everyone without exception. Not all will hear of Jesus, or will understand what he is, but Jesus is not one who limits eternal life to the few who hear and understand him. Jesus is the particular historical pattern on this planet of God’s universal action to liberate intelligent beings from anger, greed, and ignorance and unite them to the divine life of wisdom, compassion, and love. What the life of Jesus shows is not that God loves and redeems only a few lucky individuals. Jesus’ life shows that God loves and wishes to redeem every created personal being. His message is not one of condemnation, but of liberation (‘God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world – ho kosmos - might be saved through him’, John 3, 17). That is the open gospel which Christian churches have by no means always clearly seen, but which they have held in trust for two thousand years, and which is able to bring new life to the churches today.

