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74 The Six Big Questions About Salvation

¥ Much has been said about the idea of Salvation. Think about it for a minute. All of us
who consider the possibility of God’s existence will eventually come to the most
important issue at hand (at least from our earthly perspective): “What are God'’s plans for us, His
created children? Does God have a plan to reunite us with Himself? Is there a way that we could
someday be with God in the perfect realm where He exists?”

Many cases have been made for how is it that God might “save” us and end the separation that
exists between God and man. The study of Salvation is called “Soteriology” and this rather long
theological term simply comes from two Greek words:

“soter” “logos”
which means which means
“savior” “word”
“deliverer” “reason”
“preserver” “principle”

Soteriology, therefore, is simply the study of how it is that we are saved. It is the ‘reasoned’
examination of the ‘principles’ that define salvation and describe how it is that God will
eventually unite us with Himself. So, let's begin our study in a rather evidential way, asking six
important questions and allowing the answer to these questions to define an orthodox Christian
view of Salvation...

# S0, What's the Problem to Begin With?

il Before we can begin to address the issue of how it is that we are saved, we first have
to be clear about what it is that we need to be saved FROM! We simply have to
define the problem: “What is it that needs to be fixed?” Let’s look at it rationally and consider all
the possibilities. Those who have thought long and hard about this issue divide into three camps
as they try to understand the problem that we face as humans:

It's a Horizontal Problem It's an Internal Problem It's a Vertical Problem
Our problem is that we have Our problem is that we have Our problem is that we are
separated ourselves from each internal feelings of guilt and separated from God by our
other by failing to treat each other lack of self-esteem. Salvation disobedience and failure to
in the way that we should. eliminates these feelings follow his moral laws. Salvation
Salvation repairs the relationship and provides self-understanding restores the broken relationship
between individuals and the larger  and self-acceptance as we between man and the God
society discover all that we can be who created us

“Liberation Theology” “Existential Theology” “Evangelical Theology”



The Bible is pretty clear on which of these three descriptions accurately describes our situation
before God. The Scriptures declare that we have a SIN problem and that this sin has separated
us from a Holy and Perfect God:

Our first question has helped us to define the initial problem; our illness is wrapped up in our sin
problem and the fact that our free CHOICE and natural disposition to commit sin has separated
us from God. SIN is the base problem that describes why we have horizontal and internal
problems to begin with! It is because we have a vertical problem FIRST, that we also find
ourselves treating others poorly and suffering from the guilt and internal problems that plague
us. The base problem is a vertical problem. Let’'s move on now and ask another question...

il If SIN AGAINST GOD is the problem that God is addressing in His offer of Salvation,
"= we might next ask: “What or who is God focused on as He seeks to save His
creation?” This is an important question because many theologians have divided on this issue.
What is God's focus? There are two possibilities:

Human Beings All Creation
God’s work of Salvation is intended for God’s work of Salvation has a cosmic
human beings. We are the crown of dimension. He desires to save not only
God'’s creation; all other aspects of humans, but all of His creation that
the creation are merely a stage on has been impacted and affected
which the human drama is acted by sin
“Human Restoration” “Cosmic Restoration”

Some have argued that there is Biblical warrant to believe that God wants to restore ALL of
creation, and they typically go to a single verse in Paul’s letter to the Romans to make their
case:




This verse certainly seems to say that all creation waits for God’s redemptive activity! Is not all
creation then the object and focus of God’s offer of Salvation? Well, let's go back and read this
passage one more time! This passage argues that both we, as humans, and the rest of creation
are waiting for redemption. We are groaning in anticipation, and the rest of creation is groaning
right alongside us! But what is described in the last part of the verse as the mechanism by which
this salvation will eventually come?

This sounds amazingly similar to another verse in the Bible:

It appears that it is faith (“*hope”) that saves us. Can all creation have “hope”? Doesn'’t “hope”
require sentient free will and CHOICE? Can a tree, for example, have “hope”? If “hope” is what
is required, then how can the focus of God’s redemptive work be anything other than free will
creatures that can choose to have such hope? While we recognize the mystery that exists
between God’s Sovereignty and man’s apparent free will, the latter part of this verse in Romans
8 does seem to mandate that humans, as free will creatures, are the focus of God'’s offer of
Salvation.

@l If humans are the focus of God’s redemptive work, then we might find ourselves

e asking, “How does God move to restore humanity? Does he begin at the level of the
individual or at the level of the group?” There are two possibilities as we consider the direction in
which God moves to restore us as humans:

Inside — Out Movement Qutside — In Movement
People are inherently fallen and People are basically good, but
our own personal sinfulness must are corrupted by the fallen society.
be addressed before the larger The ills of society must be addressed
society can be impacted before individuals can be impacted

“Social Gospel” “Evangelical Gospel”



Now let’s think about these two possibilities for a minute. While it is true that God does want us
to impact our world for good, how exactly might we be able to do this? We’ve already
discovered that the problem we are trying to solve is a SIN problem. Sin is all about choosing to
do what offends God in order to satisfy our own selfish desires. In order to address sin, we must
first understand where sin BEGINS! Before we can step out to any final impact we might have in
the world around us, we have to know where the problem begins. The Scriptures tell us what we
already instinctively know to be true:

The Bible confirms what we already know. Sin begins in the heart of each individual. As a
detective | also understand this reality. While I've investigated a number of conspiracy cases, |
recognize that all conspiracies have a “ring-leader”; a person who first conceives of the evil idea
and CHOOSES to do something wrong. Yes, it is true that eventually the entire group decides to
do the crime together, but sin began in the heart of an individual and spread to the group like
wildfire. Like many other human movements (both good and bad), if you can “take out” the “ring
leader”, you can go a long way to stopping the movement.

The Bible tells us that our individual hearts are sick and capable of tremendous sin. The
Scripture also tells us that God searches the heart of each individual. God’s redemptive work is
an “inside — out” process because this is the way that sin manifests itself to us. It begins in the
heart of an individual, so it makes sense that it would need to be addressed here first, before
any possible transformation might have an impact on the nature of the larger group.

@l If this is the way that God works (if God moves from individual hearts to the larger

= group), we might find ourselves asking the next question: “How many will be saved by
God? How many individuals does He have in mind? How large is the group?” These questions
has also divided theologians, as there appear to be two possible answers:

A Specific Group Everyone
Salvation will not ultimately be applied Salvation will ultimately be applied to
to everyone. Some will be lost, everyone. God will restore all of
while others will be saved. Not us to the relationship we originally
everyone will go to heaven had with Him
“Particularism” “Universalism”

How are we to determine which of these positions is true? Well, we already know that the
problem is SIN, and that sin requires a free will CHOICE. It makes sense, then, that God would
require another choice in order to address our sin problem (more on that later). But let’s face it;
if we as a species are going to be given some latitude here; if humans are going to be given the



opportunity to choose God, it makes sense that not everyone will make this kind of choice.
Some will choose to repent, and others will not:

If some are going to be judged, then clearly some are not going to be saved. This means that
not everyone will enter into the realm of God:

Without looking specifically at what it is that saves us, it is clear that God has a particular offer
that He is making to mankind, and this offer won't be accepted by everyone. As a result, some
will come home to Him, and some will not.

il Now we come to the biggest question of all, and you'll notice that we didn’t get here

W until we first asked four important foundational questions. But if we know that our
individual predisposition to choose sin is the problem, and we know that God wants to offer us a
solution at the level of the individual heart, we now can ask about the means by which He would
make that effort, and you and | have already built the foundation for the answer! Theologians
have given this issue a lot of thought, trying to answer the question: “How is it that God saves
us?” The answer historically has fallen into one of three camps. Theologians have claimed that
God affects the Salvation of individuals in one of three ways:

A Physical Activity A Moral Effort A Faith Placement
Salvation is transferred to the Salvation is created by changing Salvation is the result of our
individual by way of some the way things are through placing our faith in the work
physical object or physical some effort on the part of that has already been done by
process the individual God through Jesus
“Sacramental Theologies”  “Social or Liberation Theologies”  “Evangelical Theologies”

Now let’s take a look at these three possibilities in light of what we already know from the
guestions we have already asked. We agree that our problem is a SIN problem and it comes
from our conscious choice to do what we know we ought not do. When we rely on OUR biased
and self serving judgment, we end up in sin. So it makes sense that the solution to the problem
would NOT be tied up in anything that we could do, but instead on something that God would
do. WE are the problem, GOD is the solution.

If God is the solution to our problems, how is it that we might embrace some material physical
object as the means by which this Salvation should be transferred? God, after all, is not a
physical, natural being. He is a supernatural, spiritual being:



God is spirit, and as such, when we assume that any aspect of His power can be transferred to
a physical object, we give that object the status of God Himself. This is clearly a form of idolatry.
When we ascribe God’s power, authority and identity to things that we craft with our own hands
(and even to physical processes that we design with our own minds), we anger the God who
wants to be at the center of our worship:

For these reasons, any sacramental system does not seem to reflect the evidence of the
scripture. But wait a minute, couldn’t the argument be made that Salvation could be achieved if
we simply exchanged our sinful desires for God’s righteous desires? Couldn’t we just begin to
OBEY God and earn our Salvation? Well, we need to remember that the problem is US in the
first place. When we claim that OUR efforts might help to solve OUR problem even as WE are
the problem to begin with, we foolishly trust the illness to cure itself! The Bible is clear in
describing the fallen nature of humans:

Is that clear enough? Do we really think that we are capable of doing ANYTHING that might
impress God and be credited to us as righteousness? When compared to the righteousness of
God, our works don’t seem to be all that great:

Given that this is our state of affairs, it seems that any system which maintains that our moral
effort can contribute to our Salvation is hopelessly optimistic. The third possibility seems most
consistent with the four foundational questions that we first asked. Our inability to do what we
ought to do is the problem. It makes sense that the solution would not be more of the same. The
solution is not to add more of US to the equation. The solution is a GOD solution. Choosing is



the mechanism, but GOD’S power is all that we can trust. That makes sense philosophically
(given the nature of the problem), and this is also the clear teaching of the Bible:

That's pretty clear as well, isn’t it? Paul tells us that our Salvation is not dependant on anything
that we do or ever could do. It is built on our faith in Christ APART FROM THE WORKS OF
THE LAW! It's faith apart from works (faith ALONE) that saves us. This is the means by which
God imparts His righteousness to us! Salvation is not a physical activity or a moral effort;
Salvation is a faith placement.

N . .
il Now let's get to the final question! If it is faith that saves us, we can probably deduce

the timing that is required for this to happen. Here is the question: “When can
someone assume that they are saved? Does it happen immediately? Does it take a lifetime?
Does it even happen at all in this lifetime?” These are important questions and many answers
have been offered. The answers typically fall into one of three categories:

A Process of Time A Future Time A Moment In Time
Salvation is a slow process of Salvation is a future event Salvation takes place as a
transformation that occurs and a decision thatis made Single occurrence at the decision
over the lifetime of the individual. by God in the next life. For point of the Christian life. For
One can, therefore, never be this reason, one can never this reason, one can have
sure if he or she is saved be sure if he or she is certainty that he or she is
while in this life saved while in this life saved while in this life
“We are being saved” “We will be saved” “We have been saved”

If Salvation is something that we earn as we try hard to obey God’s moral rules, then it is true
that we might never know for sure if we are truly saved. We could never assume that we have
done enough to please God. We would have to wait and find out at the final judgment of God. In
a similar way, if God determines our Salvation in the next life, we would also have to wait until
then to know for sure if we are saved. But what if Salvation is truly a “faith placement” issue as
we have already described? If this is the case, wouldn’'t we know that we are saved at the
moment that we place our faith in Christ? If it is FAITH alone that saves us, then it seems
reasonable that we should KNOW if we are saved even in this life, long before we are reunited
with God. Well, this seems to be the clear teaching of Scripture:



John tells us that we are saved when we place our faith in Jesus, and because this is a decision
point in time, we, as Christians, have the true blessing of KNOWING NOW that we are saved.
The word “know” as it is used in the last verse of this passage is telling us that we can have
certainty NOW. This could only be true if Salvation is not a ‘process of time’ and does not occur
at a ‘future time’ but is instead something that happens at a ‘moment in time’.

74 OK, So What Have We Learned?

il We've asked and answered six important questions, reasoning through the answers
ww and exploring their ‘interconnectedness’. We’'ve been studying the ‘reasonable
principles’ of salvation; we’ve been studying ‘Soteriology” What have we learned so far? Well
let's summarize what we’ve discovered:

Our problem is a vertical problem

~We are separated from God by our disobedience and failure to follow his moral
laws. Salvation restores the broken relationship between man and the God who created
us

P Human beings are the focus of God’s redemptive acti vity

1% God’s work of Salvation is intended for human beings. We are the crown of God’s
creatlon all other aspects of the creation are merely a stage on which the human drama
is acted

=3 God’s work of Salvation moves from the individual t o the group
~»¢ People are inherently fallen and our own personal sinfulness must be addressed
before the larger society can be impacted

l; 1God’s offer of Salvation is intended for a specific group
.~ Salvation will not ultimately be applied to everyone. Some will be lost, while others
will be saved. Not everyone will go to heaven

. 5 tSalvation is based on a “placement of faith” (not ou r good works)
_ =4 Salvation is the result of our placing our faith in the work that has already been done
by God through Jesus

Salvation takes place at a moment in time
Salvation takes place as a single occurrence at the decision point of the Christian
life. For this reason, one can have certainty that he or she is saved while in this life



There you have it. These six answers to the six big questions about Salvation summarize the
orthodox Christian believe in Salvation by faith alone. We've reasoned through the answers and
seen how they contribute to one another. We've looked at lots of possibilities. But possibilities
don’t help us to understand the truth. Yes, anything is possible but that doesn’t really help us,
does it? Instead, we are concerned NOT about what is possible, but what is most
REASONABLE given the evidence before us. And the orthodox view of Salvation is the most
reasonable inference from the evidence.



