Are Those Who Haven’t Heard
Really Lost?
By Robertson McQuilkin
Have you ever experienced the terror of being lost – in some trackless mountain wilderness,
perhaps, or in the labyrinth of a, strange city? Hope of finding your way out fades and fear
begins to seep in. You have likely seen that fear of lostness on the tear-streaked face of a
child frantically screaming or quietly sobbing because he is separated from his parent in a
huge shopping center. Lost. Alone.
Equally terrifying and more common is the feeling of being hopelessly entangled or trapped
in a frustrating personal condition or circumstance: alcoholism, cancer, divorce. Incredibly
alone! Lost.
The Bible uses the word “lost” to describe an even more terrible condition. Those who are
away from the Father’s house and haven’t found the way back to Him are “lost.” Jesus saw
the crowds of people surging about Him as sheep without a shepherd, helpless and
hopeless, and He was deeply moved.
Worse than being trapped and not knowing the way out is to be lost and not even know it,
for then one does not look for salvation, recognize it when it comes, or accept it when
offered. That’s being lost.
Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men, by
which we must be saved (Acts 4:12).

How Many Are Lost in Our World?
We are told there are 200 million evangelicals.1 Some of these are lost no doubt, but at
least that many people believe Jesus is the only way of salvation and that through faith in
Him one is forgiven and made a member of God’s family. Surely some who are not
evangelical have saving faith. So let us double the number to a hypothetical 400 million.
Those who remain number more than four billion people or nine of every ten on earth.
These are the lost – longing for salvation but not finding it, or trusting some other way to
find meaning and hope.
The tragedy of this century of exploding population is that three of four people have never
heard with understanding the way to life in Christ and, even more tragic, half the people of
the world cannot hear because there is no one near enough to tell them. As we approach
the end of the second millennium A.D., one of every two on planet earth lives in a tribe or
culture or language group that has no evangelizing church at all. If someone does not go in
from the outside they have no way of knowing about Jesus.
But are these people in the “dark half of the world” really lost?
What of those who have never had a chance, who have never heard – are any of them lost?
Are all of them lost? What does Scripture teach concerning the eternal spiritual condition of
those who have not heard the gospel?
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For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him
shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to
condemn the world, but to save the world through him. Whoever believes in him is not
condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not
believed in the name of God’s one and only Son...
“Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life,
for God’s wrath remains on him (John 3:16-18, 36).
Scripture teaches clearly that there are those who perish and those who do not. Notice that
it is those who believe on Christ – not simply those who, through their encounter with
creation and their own innate moral judgment, believe in a righteous creator – who receive
eternal life. God’s intent is to “save the world through him [Christ]” (3:17). The word
“through” speaks of agency: It is by means of Jesus Christ that a person gains eternal life.
The passage does not deny other agencies, however. The Japanese proverb assures us that
many roads lead up famed Mount Fuji but they all reach the top. This is the Japanese way of
expressing the viewpoint that all religions will have a good outcome. But Jesus Christ
Himself said, “No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). In other words,
Jesus Christ is the only agency of salvation.
Jesus assures us that people will be judged because they have not believed on the name
(John 3:18). Peter is even more explicit in telling us that there is no salvation in any other
name given among men (Acts 4:12). Surely it is no accident that the name is so prominent
in the Bible, especially in teaching on saving faith. Peter did not say, “in no other person.”
When a person is named, the identity is settled and ambiguity is done away. You will be
saved, he tells us, if you call on and believe in the name of Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah.
John, Jesus, and Peter are not the only ones with this emphasis. Paul also speaks to the
issue:
…Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” How, then, can they call on
the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have
not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? And how can they
preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring
good news! (Romans 10:13-15).
The ones who call on THE NAME are the ones who will be saved. But what of those who
have not heard so they cannot call? Paul does not assure us that those who have not heard
may simply believe on whatever they have heard. Rather, “faith comes from hearing the
message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17).
Scripture is very clear that there are two kinds of people, both in life and in death: the
saved and the lost. It is also very clear on the way of salvation. But still, for those who truly
care, questions may remain: Is God loving, powerful, fair, just?

Is God Loving?
Yes, God is good and that is why men are lost. In love He created a being in His own image,
not a robot programmed to respond as the Maker designed. In creating such a being to
freely love and be loved, God risked the possibility of such a being rejecting His love in favor
of independence or even self-love. Humankind did, in fact, choose this option. Still true to
His character, God provided a way back even though the cost was terrible. But the way back
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must not violate the image of God in man, must not force an obedient response. Rather, the
God of love chooses to wait lovingly for the response of love. Those who wish to reject Him
may do so.

Is It Fair?
But is it fair and just for God to condemn those who have had no opportunity to respond to
His offer of grace? The Bible does not teach that God will judge a person for rejecting Christ
if he has not heard of Christ. In fact, the Bible teaches clearly that God’s judgment is based
on a person’s response to the truth he has received.
That servant who knows his master’s will and does not get ready or does not do what his
master wants will be beaten with many blows. But the one who does not know and does
things deserving punishment will be beaten with few blows. From everyone who has been
given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with much,
much more will be asked (Luke 12:47-48).
Judgment is against a person in proportion to his rejection of moral light. All have sinned;
no one is innocent. Therefore, all stand condemned. But not all have the same measure of
condemnation, for not all have sinned against equal amounts of light. God does not
condemn a person who has not heard of Christ for rejecting Him, but rather for rejecting the
light he has.
Not all respond to the light they have by seeking to follow that light. But God’s response to
those who seek to obey the truth they have is to provide more truth. To him who responds,
more light will be given:
The disciples came to him and asked, “Why do you speak to the people in parables?” He
replied, “The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but
not to them. Whoever has will be given more, and he will have an abundance. Whoever
does not have, even what he has will be taken from him. This is why I speak … in parables:
… Though seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand”
(Matthew 13:10-13; see also Mark 4:21-25)
This repeated promise of additional light to those who obey the light they have is a basic
and very important biblical truth concerning God’s justice and judgment. Cornelius, the
Roman officer, responded to the light he had with prayer and good deeds. God did not leave
him in ignorance and simply accept him on the basis of his response to the initial light he
had received. God sent Peter to him with additional truth (Acts 10). To him who had, more
was given. Since this is revealed as God’s way of dealing with men, we can be very sure
that every person has received adequate light to which he may respond. God’s existence
and His power are made clearly evident to all people through creation (Romans 1:18-21)
and through each person’s innate moral judgment or conscience (Romans 2:14, 15). To the
one who responds obediently, God will send additional light.
Of course, His method for sending this light is a human messenger. Paul makes clear in his
letter to the church at Rome (10:14-15) – the solution to the terrible lost condition of men
is the preacher who is sent, the “beautiful feet” of him who goes. Ultimately, the problem is
not with God’s righteousness, but with ours.

But Suppose No One Goes?
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Will God send an angel or some other special revelation? On this, Scripture is silent and, I
believe, for good reason. Even if God did have such an alternative plan, were He to reveal
that to us, we who have proved so disobedient would no doubt cease altogether to obey the
Great Commission.
But the question will not go away. How does one respond in a Japanese village when a new
convert inquires, “What about my ancestors?” My response is simple: I am not the judge.
“Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?” (Genesis 18:25). Abraham was pleading with
God for the salvation of innocent people who did not deserve to be condemned and
destroyed along with the guilty. He was appealing to God’s justice, and God responded with
grace more than Abraham dared ask. This crucial question recorded in the first book of the
Bible is answered in the last: “Yes, Lord God Almighty, true and just are your judgments”
(Revelation 16:7). We are not called as judge – neither of God whose ways we do not fully
know nor of man whose destiny we are not called upon to settle. Rather, we are
commissioned as His representatives to find the lost, declare amnesty to the captive, and
release the prisoner.
We may not be able to prove from Scripture with absolute certainty that no soul since
Pentecost has ever been saved by extraordinary means without the knowledge of Christ.
But neither can we prove from Scripture that a single soul has been so saved. If there is an
alternative, God has not told us of it. If God in His revelation felt it mandatory not to proffer
such a hope, how much more should we refrain from such theorizing. It may or may not be
morally right for me to think there may be another way and to hope there is some other
escape. But for me to propose it to other believers, to discuss it as possibility, is certainly
dangerous, if not immoral. It is almost as wrong as writing out such a hope so that those
who are under the judgment of God may read it, take hope, and die. So long as the Bible
identifies only one way of escape, this is what we must live by and proclaim.
Consider the analogy of a security guard charged with the safety of residents on the tenth
floor of a nursing home. He knows the floor plan posted in a prominent place, and it is his
responsibility in case of fire to get the residents to the fire escape which has been clearly
marked. Should a fire break out and lives be put in jeopardy, it would be his responsibility
to get those people to the fire escape. If he discusses with the patients or with a colleague
the possibility of some other unmarked fire escape or recalls to them the news report he
read of someone who had jumped from the tenth floor of a building and survived, he could
surely be charged with criminal negligence. He must live and labor in obedience to the facts
that are certain and not delay to act. He must not lead people astray on the basis of
conjecture or logical deduction from limited information.
When all has been said that can be said on this issue, the greatest remaining mystery is not
the character of God or the destiny of lost people. The greatest mystery is why those who
are charged with rescuing the lost have spent two thousand years doing other things, good
things, perhaps, but have failed to send and be sent until all have heard the liberating word
of life in Christ Jesus. The lost condition of human beings breaks the Father’s heart. What
does it do to ours?
This message is a synopsis of a chapter of Robertson McQuilkin’s book The Great Omission,
Baker Book House, 1984. Used with permission. A revised edition of The Great Omission
was published in 2002 by Authentic Media. Please feel free to reproduce this article and
share it with others.
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