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Can One Who Dies an Unbeliever Still be Saved?
1 Timothy 2:3-4: (NAS) This is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior, who
desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.
Special Guest: Jeff Mezera
Salvation – it is at the very core of Christian faith. Salvation is something we all want and
something that we as Christians all claim. That’s good...for us. Now the harder part. What
about unbelievers? Where do they fit? Do all unbelievers have the same opportunity as we do?
What about those who never heard of Jesus and died in that ignorance? Does the Bible give us
concrete answers to these questions? Stay with us as we open and discuss an incredibly difficult
question – can one who dies an unbeliever still be saved?
First, a few of the better known perspectives on the issue:
•

Mainstream Christianity: We are God's chosen, we are saved, everyone else who is not chosen
will be punished in some way.

•

Calvinism: Predestination - God has chosen some before creation to be saved. Your outcome
was predetermined before your birth.

•

Universalism: Even without your choice, you will be saved regardless of what you believe.
After you die, God will endlessly pursue you until your heart melts and you will be saved. Even
Satan will be saved.

•

Inclusivism: Suggests that it doesn't matter which path you take to God, you will be saved.
This is about ideas, In the Market with Janet Parshall, Moody Bible Radio
(Ron Rhodes was Janet’s guest as they discussed Rob Bell’s book “Love Wins” on Moody Bible
Radio)
•

This is about the ideas. These are hugely important ideas. I am so glad that this has
caused the kind of conversation where people are going to have to decide, "What does
God say about this?" Not a person, not an author, not even a Pastor, what does God say
about these hugely important ideas. So if this conversation gets you to roll up your
sleeves and gets you to dig deeper into the word of God, then Ron and I will have
accomplished what we set out to do.

For us to truly focus on what God says on the issue, it is important to begin with His perspective
as shown in the Old Testament as a foundation to the New Testament.
Whom does God want to save? Does the Old Testament tell us?
Let's first look at the numbers first to shed some light on this question:
World Religion Statistics:

http://www.adherents.com/Religions_By_Adherents.html

33% Christian (2.1 billion people)
21% Islam (1.3 billion people)
46% Non-religious and other religions (2.9 million people)

67% of the world are not Christians (4.2 billion people)
God’s desire for man as expressed to Noah: Genesis 9:8-11
God’s desire for man as expressed to Abraham: Genesis 12:1-3: In many promises to Abraham,
he was promised the land. But the other part of his promise was that "all the families of the
earth will be blessed." Has this promise come true?
Interpret scripture by scripture, In the Market with Janet Parshall, Moody Bible Radio
•

…you can’t take those verses as isolated fragments...you must interpret scripture by
scripture.

We don't want to incorrectly piece together scriptures. Abraham was made this promise three
times, but it was also made to Isaac and Jacob and it is also brought up again in the book of
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Galatians. Therefore, it is not a fragment of scripture, it is a foundation of scripture.
Remember, in Abraham's day, most of the nations were worshipping idols; and yet, he was
promised that the nations would be blessed. This is one of the most repeated promises in the
Bible.
God’s desire for man as expressed to Moses: Numbers 14:18: This certainly challenges
Universalism, but the focus is on lovingkindness. This shows that there are consequences to sin,
God isn't just closing His eyes to sin. Numbers 14:21
God’s desire for man as expressed to David: The following verses are from the 22nd Psalm,
the Psalm that details the suffering of Jesus on the cross. These verses represent the
victory that follows the cross: Psalms 22:27-29: Even those who have died will bow before Him.
God’s desire for man as expressed to Isaiah: Isaiah 45:22-24 Isaiah 61:11
God’s desire for man as expressed to Haggai: Haggai 2:6-7: Here is another verse that seems to
combine the wrath and justice of God with a happy ending. Do these things really go together?
We start to see in the Old Testament a broad-based opportunity, not just for the chosen few but
for all mankind.
Salvation is only through Jesus, In the Market with Janet Parshall, Moody Bible Radio
•

If indeed we don't have to go and reach the heathen, the people of the world without
Christ, if they can be saved without the gospel, then all of Jesus' words to his disciples
after his death and resurrection were a mockery. Jesus told his disciples the great
commission to go and make disciples of all nations. You might as well strike those verses
from the Bible if you can be saved without Jesus Christ.

God’s desire for man as expressed to Zephaniah: Zephaniah 3:8-9: God's decision is to pour
out His burning anger. This sounds pretty harsh, but read the next verse! And yet all of them
"may" call on the name of the Lord.
God’s desire for man as expressed to Malachi: Malachi 1:11: Scriptures just prior to this talk
about burning. Fire can show destruction or it can show purification. Both concepts get
repeated throughout the Old Testament.
Acts 4:12: This just brings more questions: How would salvation work for those who lived before
Jesus? Many of these prophecies talk of God’s wrath and judgment – is that salvation?
Observations so far:
•

We have seen God’s desire for His creation to be clearly expressed in broad all inclusive terms
of both judgment and then peace and harmony, not just for a few, but for everyone.

•

We have seen this expressed over and over – to Noah, to Abraham, to Moses, to David, to Isaiah,
to Haggai, to Zephaniah and to Malachi – and these are just the ones we mentioned.

•

The often-repeated promise to Abraham is the core of God’s desire for His creation.

•

We have seen this “in thy seed shall ALL the nations of the earth be blessed” thought to be a
concrete building block of the New Testament from the Old Testament, and not merely a
fragment of scripture here and there.
Is God an “equal opportunity” Creator?
For centuries, Christians have generally made exceptions regarding salvation
for the following:
1) People whose lives come to an end before they are born;
2) Infants who die before reaching an age of accountability;
3) The mentally handicapped;
4) The Israelites who lived in the centuries before Christ;
5) All those from other nations who lived before Christ came to this earth;
6) Those living after Jesus' resurrection who have never heard the good news;
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7) Unbelieving Jews who are miraculously converted after the coming of Christ;
8) Other unbelieving nations who are miraculously converted after Jesus' coming.
Is there a ninth exception?
9) Those who have died without the opportunity to know Christ?
If Jesus is the only way to be saved, did so many of these people really even have a first
chance?
Matthew 10:14-15: Why did Jesus say this? If it were up to me, I would leave such a wicked
generation to their punishment. Jesus probably was referencing the words of the prophet
Ezekiel, who seems to offer an opportunity of salvation. Jesus' words had a purpose. His fellow
Jews would understand his references.
Ezekiel 16:53,55: (also see verses 46 and 61) Ezekiel 16 is not about the cities of Sodom and
Gomorrah in Ezekiel's time. They didn't exist then! They were destroyed way back in Abraham's
time. He is speaking prophetically in the future. He is condemning Israel for their gross sins,
which is why he sent the nation of Babylon against them. It was a punishment for their idolatry.
Yet the context is clear that even Sodom and Gomorrah will have opportunity to be ashamed (in
a positive way) of what they did, just like Israel. So, what are we saying about the coming
judgment?
Is it possible that Judgment and Salvation are connected?
Hebrews 9:27
Live, die, then face the judgment, In the Market with Janet Parshall
•

When we die, is there anywhere in Scripture that speaks to the possibility of a second
chance to accept or reject him after we die?

But what do the rest of the Scriptures say as to when the judgment will come? 1 Timothy 4:1:
The passage states nothing about a final judgment after death. Judgment is at the return of
Christ, not at the moment of death. What does this word "judgment" mean?
(Source: Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. Copyright © 1972-1989 By Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co. All rights reserved.) Strongs #1651 "Krisis," It denotes the disciplining
and educating of man by God as a result of His judicial activity. This embraces all aspects of
education from the conviction of the sinner to chastisement and punishment, from the
instruction of the righteous by severe tests to his direction by teaching and admonition. With
the general idea of discipline and education. It means to show someone his sin and to summon
him to repentance.
This is the same word #1641 as used in John 5:28,29. The meaning has to do with a time of
crisis, where things could go one way or another, not a final stamp of approval or disapproval.
2 Corinthians 6:1-2: We are suggesting that the time for "crisis," the time of judgment, is when
there will be the opportunity for salvation. How does the scripture above harmonize with this?
The Apostle Paul is quoting an Old Testament scripture here and applying it, not to unbelievers,
but to believers. Earlier in the context, 1 Corinthians 5:19, Paul mentions the “ministry of
reconciliation.” He is applying this scripture to those who were already believers in the hope
that they would understand what purpose they had been called for so that they would not
receive the grace of God in vain. He was trying to encourage them to be like the one mentioned
in the prophecy from Isaiah 49 which was about the Messiah.
To verify this, let's go back to that Isaiah scripture: Isaiah 49:8: This was the day of salvation
for the believers. Hebrews 9:28: So we have the ransom – the offering of Christ for sin as a
result of the first coming of Christ - and then we have salvation as a result of the second coming
of Christ.
•

Ransom: An irrevocable and indelible gift of life given to every human ever born.

•

Salvation: The result of the Ransom, freely given to each to now make their own by obedience
to the will of God.
Aren’t men convicted in the Day of Judgment?
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Christ builds the New Heaven and Earth, In the Market with Janet Parshall
•

It is Christ himself who will build the new heavens and the new earth, a perfect
environment for the redeemed. Not everyone will be there - only those who have
trusted in Christ.

We disagree, because those who are being judged will be there: John 5:28,29: 28Marvel not at
this: for the hour is coming, in the which all that are in the graves shall hear his voice, 29and
shall come forth; they that have done good, unto the resurrection of life; and they that have
done evil, unto the resurrection of judgment <Strongs #1651 Krisis>.
Salvation is coming through judgment, therefore judgment is a good thing because it opens
the door of opportunity for salvation:
John 16:8-10: (NASB) 8And he, when he comes, will convict the world concerning sin and
righteousness and judgment; 9concerning sin, because they do not believe in me; 10and
concerning righteousness, because I go to the Father and you no longer see me;
This word "convict" is a very important, special word in Greek.
(Source: Wescott's Commentary) This word "convict" or "convince" in John 16:8 is a special word.
It involves the conceptions of authoritative examination, of unquestionable proof, of decisive
judgment, and of punitive power. He who ‘convicts’ another places the truth in a clear light
before him, so that it must be seen and acknowledged as truth...He who then rejects...rejects
it with his eyes open and at his peril.
(Source: Sanders, J. N., The Gospel According to St. John, p. 351). This describes the work of
the millennium and while conviction is not the same as conversion, it is a necessary
prerequisite. This places the world in the position which it will occupy at the last judgment... It
has been urged that the word carries the connotation of educative discipline;...it means to
convict or convince someone about something.
(Source: Kittel's Greek Lexicon) It denotes the disciplining and educating of the man by God as a
result of his judicial activity.
(Source: Exegetical Dictionary of the NT) It designates fatherly or divine correction and
punishment for the sake of improvement.
It isn't meant to just judge finally, it is meant to provoke a change. It is the presentation with
an opportunity of understanding the whole story.
Philippians 2:9-11:Those "under the earth" would include those who have died. Even those who
have died will be raised to acknowledge Jesus as Savior. At that point it will be up to them to
accept Jesus or not. Accept him and receive life, or continue to deny him and be punished.
Salvation for the unbeliever who dies an unbeliever comes through resurrection (John 5:28,29).
But salvation comes through judgment, so it's not a "free ride." There are always consequences
for sin. If we continue in the way that we are, it is going to be much more difficult to convict or
educate us to change. Jude 14-15: An unbeliever has opportunity for salvation. Why? Because
Jesus paid the ransom price. That means that whether you like it or not, whether you believe it
or not, Jesus died for you and your sins. Therefore, resurrection is in order. However, that
resurrection is where the rubber meets the road! Then comes judgment, the time of crisis, and
you are held accountable. The consequence for sin still exists. Life must be earned by
obedience to the word through Jesus, only through the grace of God. Salvation is available to
the unbelievers because Jesus died for them as much as he died for you and me. But it still
requires the responsibility to answer for what we do. What a different idea we come to if we
understand the meaning of the words. Jesus is coming to convict the world, to educate them in
the knowledge of the Lord and in righteousness!
Isaiah 11:9-10 Isaiah 26:9: Judgment, learning righteousness and salvation - they work together.
The Old Testament tells us that God's desire is for the salvation of all men. The New Testament
tells us that for those who follow after Christ, their salvation is now. For everyone else, their
salvation is at the return of Jesus, during the time of judgment, when their time of crises is
upon them and salvation is their choice.
Can one who dies an unbeliever still be saved?
For Jonathan and Rick and Christian Questions...
Think about it…!
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