A 

W  i  d  e  n  e  s  s 

in God’s 

M  e  r  c  y: 

The Finality of Jesus Christ 

in a World of Religions 

           -Clark H. Pinnock

Leif Hansen

Redeeming Creation

Harris

July 24th, 1970

One of the consequences of globalization and the increased use of communication technologies that it brings (as well as other factors) is that most people are acutely aware of the existence of other religious beliefs besides their own.  The phenomena of religious pluralism means that various theologians are basically beset with the task of finding out what makes Christianity unique from other religions and what attitudes, beliefs and responses they are to have toward them.  Clarke Pinnock, in his book “A Wideness in God’s Mercy: The Finality of Jesus Christ in a World of Religions” attempts to set forth his response to the phenomena of religious pluralism.


Each theologian must inevitably deal with two aspects of God’s character in order to come to satisfactory conclusions; His universality or omnipresence and His particularity or manifest presence.  A simplified spectrum of Christian response to these aspects can be put thus: On one end of the continuum are those who respond to religious pluralism by saying that since all peoples everywhere are created and loved by the omnipresent God, they each must have a unique perspective on the religious life –thus these theologians believe that each religion is equally valid, relevant and salvific.  They are usually called ‘pluralists’.  On the other end of the continuum are those who believe that their religion, in our case Christianity, is the only valid, relevant and salvific religion – at best, other religions have little or nothing to offer; at worst they are deceptive and demonically inspired.  They tend to be called ‘exclusivists’, but often prefer the name ‘particularlists’.  In the middle of these extremes are a number of positions that tend to be called ‘inclusivist’.  inclusivists all believe that, to some extent, God and various truths have been revealed to people of differing faiths –through creation, through His Spirit or through the universal logos.  However, a sharp dividing line between one inclusivists and another comes with the question of whether or not this revelation includes salvific truth.  In other words, they are divided as to whether one who has not explicitly heard the message of the gospel can be saved in an eternal sense.  Clarke Pinnock, a highly respected scholar and teacher at McMaster Divinity in Ontario, strongly believes that many have been, can be, and will be saved.


His book starts by showing the bleak picture that is drawn by traditional exclusivism; that is, billions and billions of human beings –the majority of humankind who have never explicitly heard the Christian gospel –are to spend eternity in inescapable torment, punished by God.  In the strictest Augustinian sense this would include babies, the mentally handicapped, etc.--all those who for various reasons were either unable to hear or respond in the traditionally prescribed way.  Understandably, he finds this unacceptable and contrary to the nature of a God of love.  Therefore he begins by exposing some of the unnecessary exegetical and historical mistakes that have been made (from Augustine to the Reformation) that led to this pessimistic doctrine of only a few being saved.  His aim is to motivate Christians to recognize the wideness of God’s love and mercy and thus have more of an optimism in life and mission.  He rightly realizes that how we view this question will in turn effect how we imagine our God and how we view the ‘good news’ and thus mission.  Can the traditional news of only a few being saved truly be called good news?


Pinnock shows how from creation to the various covenants –God’s aim was for the whole of the world to be blessed and to know Him.  He points out God’s pattern of calling one person for the many; one people for all people –Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, David…Christ.  He writes about how disastrous it was and is (for the Jews, Augustine, the Reformers, etc) to mistakenly see election as a special redemptive privilege rather than a special call and responsibility to serve and proclaim.  This attitude leads to self-righteous pride, rather than humble service.  He goes so far as to write “Election has nothing to do with eternal salvation of individuals but rather refers instead to God’s way of saving the nations” (25).


He also shows how many non-Jews and non-Christians in the bible are seen as among the saved.  These ‘holy pagans’ include people like Enoch, Noah, Melchezidek, and Job.  Indeed, one wonders how even the Jews were ‘saved’ before Christ in light of many evangelical soteriological doctrines.  His main point, developed throughout the book, is that God saves people by varying degrees of his light (general revelation-> special revelation) and their response in sincere subjective faith.

“Why would God, who is present everywhere, absent himself so totally from the sphere of religion, the very realm in which people search for ultimate answers?  These are sheer speculations, isolated from the scriptural data.” (79)


Pinnock then attempts to deal with the particularity of God in Jesus Christ with a double edged sword.  He aims here to deal the liberal pluralists a blow by exposing their errors and showing the clear uniqueness and finality of Jesus Christ, while also showing exclusivists that the texts they use like ‘no other name’ have been poorly interpreted.  A Trinitarian theology recognizes each member in the trinity’s role in saving, not just Christ –this is the error of Christomonism.  

Pinnock next looks at the scriptural attitude towards ‘religion’ in general and finds that it can be false and vile in both Jewish/Christian and in other religions.  Likewise ‘religion’ can be Godward in both Jewish/Christian and in other religions.  For example, he writes 

“It is as though the moment God called Abraham to become the father of a chosen nation, he let him meet a king and priest from Salem in order to teach him the lesson that his election did not mean the exclusive possession of God.” (94)

His primary point is that God is pleased by sincere faith from people, and not mere outward religion –whether cognitive consent, verbal profession or mere obedience.  Trusting God, even more than content of theology (which changes throughout history) is what really pleases Him.

“The basis of salvation in every age is the death of Christ; the requirement for salvation in every age is faith; the object of faith in every age is God; the content of faith changes in the various dispensation.” (106, quoting Ryrie)

The next section Pinnock takes on the question of how to view and dialogue with religions today.  His main thrust is one of recognizing that God has been present with them, of meeting with respect, of a middle ground between relativism and dogmatism, and of looking to God’s coming kingdom more than the triumph of the church institution.


His last section ties up various other loose ends like “Will those who had never heard the gospel have a post-mortem opportunity?”, “What about those who heard a really lousy hypocritical version?”, etc.  He also states that while he is optimistic that the majority of humankind will be saved, he does not agree with universalism on the basis of the clear message of judgment in scripture and on his assessment that it denies human’s a free will.  To lessen the blow for the few who reject the gospel however, he briefly defends the ‘probability’ of annihiliationism by listing ‘known’ evangelical supporters.  Lastly he talks about how this more optimistic theology should affect our view of missions, in general –being more motivated out of love than fear and “deliverance from wrath”.


This is a urgently needed book, particularly for fundamentalist and evangelical Christians.  However, it could have been developed a little more in the area of biblical exegesis.  

