Do All Roads Lead to God? The
Christian Attitude Toward
Non-Christian Religions

Rick Rood discusses the fact of religious pluralism in our
age, the origin of non-Christian religions, and the
Christian’s attitude toward other religions.

Few facts have become more evident in our lifetime than the
fact that we live in a pluralistic world and society. With the
rapid increase in the transmission of information and the
ability to travel on a worldwide scale has also come an
increasing awareness that both our world and society contain a
multitude of diverse and conflicting viewpoints on many
different 1issues.

No where is this pluralism more evident than in the realm of
religion. More than ever before, we are conscious of the
existence of the world’s many religions-not only the major
religions of Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism, but also
a host of smaller yet enduring religious movements.

According to the World Christian Encyclopedia, there are
approximately 1 billion Muslims, over 650 million Hindus, over
300 million Buddhists, over 200 million followers of Chinese
folk religion, in addition to the world’s 1.6 billion nominal
Christians. What is important for us to understand is that
these figures are more than statistics in a book or almanac.
They represent real people; people who are born, live, and die
every day.

What brings this reality home even more, however, is the fact
that an increasing number of followers of non-Christian
religions are living in our cities, in our communities, and 1in
our neighborhoods. Islamic mosques and Buddhist and Hindu
worship centers can be found in every metropolitan area of the
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United States.

As followers of Jesus Christ, what should our attitude be
toward non-Christian religions and toward those who embrace
them? Among those who are seeking to respond to this question,
three distinct answers can be heard today. Some are saying
that we must acknowledge that all religions are equally (or
nearly equally) valid as ways to approach God. Though there
may be superficial differences among the world’s religions, at
heart they are fundamentally the same. Often the analogy 1is
used of people taking different paths up the same mountain,
but all arriving at the same summit. This is the viewpoint
known as religious pluralism.

Others, more anxious to preserve some sense of uniqueness for
the Christian faith, yet equally desirous of projecting an
attitude of tolerance and acceptance, are committed to the
viewpoint known as Christian inclusivism. In their opinion,
though people of another religious conviction may be ignorant
of Christ—or possibly even have rejected Him-yet because of
their positive response to what they know about God, or even
due to their efforts to follow the dictates of their
conscience, they are unknowingly included in the number of
those who are recipients of Christ’s salvation. The analogy is
sometimes used of a person who receives a gift, but is unaware
of who the ultimate giver of the gift may be.

A third viewpoint is known as Christian exclusivism. This 1is
the viewpoint traditionally held by the majority of those who
accept the Bible as their authority in spiritual matters. It
is the view that though there are indeed truths and values in
many other religions, there is only one saving truth, namely
the gospel of Jesus Christ. This view 1is most naturally
deduced from Jesus’ well known statement: “I am the way, the
truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except by me”
(John 14:6).

What should the Christian’s attitude be toward non-Christian



religions and their followers? This is a question becoming
more difficult to ignore. To answer this question accurately
and fairly we must look into the way non-Christian religions
began.

The Origin of Non-Christian Religions

There are, of course, what we might call “naturalistic”
explanations of the origin of all religions. Those committed
to a naturalistic worldview that denies the existence of God
or of a supernatural realm see all religions as the product of
man’s imagination in some way. They might say that religion is
the expression of man’s fear of the overwhelming forces of
nature, or of his desire to overcome death. While such
naturalistic factors may indeed play a role in the development
of some religious sentiments, they are hardly sufficient to
account for the origin of all religious belief.

From the perspective of one committed to a supernaturalistic
worldview, and particularly from the Christian viewpoint,
there are several elements that may have contributed to the
origin of non-Christian religion. First, where we find truth
in non-Christian religion, we must attribute this to God. He
is the source of all truth. We know that, in the beginning,
the truth about God was universally known. And it is possible
that remnants of this “original revelation” have survived in
the memory of peoples around the world. It is also possible
that some elements of truth were implanted in some cultures by
ancient contact with God'’'s people, Israel, with early
Christians, or with portions of the Scriptures. We know, for
example, that Islam owes a great deal to the influence of both
Judaism and Christianity due to Mohammed’s early contact with
representatives of both religions.

Second, we must recognize that where there is falsehood or
even a twisted perspective on the truth, this is the result of
man’s sinful nature in repressing the truth about God. Romans
1 states that man’s nature is to suppress the truth about God



that i1s evident to him, and to substitute for it what Paul
calls “futile speculations” (Rom. 1:21).

Third, we cannot deny the influence of Satan and his demons in
inspiring “counterfeit” religious expressions and experiences.
For example, Psalm 106:36-37 states that those who serve idols
offer sacrifices to demons. The apostle Paul says the same
thing in 1 Corinthians 10:20. And in his first letter to
Timothy he attributed false religious teachings to “deceitful
spirits” (1 Tim. 4:1). In his second letter to the
Corinthians, he stated that Satan “disguises himself as an
angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:14) and that he disguises many of
his agents as “servants of righteousness” (2 Cor. 11:15).
Satan often promotes what is evil. But he can just as easily
promote a high level of morality or religion so long as it
discourages people from recognizing their need for the
unmerited grace of God, expressed through the death of Jesus
Christ.

In summary, non-Christian religions can (1) represent man’s
response to the truth about God that he knows. It can also (2)
represent man’s attempt to suppress the truth and substitute
his own speculations. Finally, it can (3) represent the
deception of Satan, who replaces the truth with a lie.

Are There Many Ways to God?

Now we must turn our attention to a related issue concerning
non-Christian religions, the idea or attitude called religious
pluralism. Religious pluralism suggests that there are only
superficial differences among the religions and that these
differences are greatly overshadowed by their similarities.
Thus, to this school of thought all religions share a
fundamental unity that renders them equally valid as
approaches to God.

0Of course, the most immediate difficulty posed by religious
pluralism for the Christian is that it compels him to deny any



claims to the uniqueness of Christ or of Christianity.

The claims of the New Testament that Jesus Christ is the
unique Son of God and Savior of the world must be recast as
mere exaggerations of the early Christians. It is impossible
to embrace religious pluralism and hold to the authority of
the New Testament when it speaks of the uniqueness of Christ
and of the salvation He has provided.

Beyond this, however, religious pluralism significantly
underestimates the differences between the teachings of the
various religions. This can be seen, for example, in the
differences between Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and
Christianity, with regard to their teaching concerning
salvation. In classical Buddhism, the problem facing humanity
is the suffering caused by desire. Since whatever man desires
is impermanent, and ultimately leads to frustration and
sorrow, the way to peace of mind and ultimate “salvation” 1is
through the elimination of all desire-even the desire to live!
In classical Hinduism, the problem facing humanity is our
being trapped in this illusory, material world over the course
of many lifetimes primarily due to our ignorance of our true
identity as fundamentally divine beings! The solution to our
dilemma is our recognition of our true divine nature. In
Islam, man’'s problem is his failure to live by the law of God
which has been revealed through His prophets. The solution is
to commit ourselves to obeying God’s laws, in hope that our
good deeds will outweigh the bad. In Christianity, the problem
is similar—our rebellion against the will of God. But the
solution 1is much different. It is through faith in the
sacrifice of Jesus for our sins, provided by God’s unmerited
grace. From these examples alone, it is evident that though
there may be superficial similarities among the world’s
religions the differences are fundamental in nature!

Not surprisingly, most pluralists are unfazed by these
differences in belief. They emphasize that in spite of these
differences, if the various religions foster a common



“religious experience” or result in the moral and ethical
improvement of man, this is enough to show that they are valid
ways to God. The problem is that with regard to “religious
experience.” Even here there are significant differences. And
with regard to the moral and ethical effect of the various
religions, this is something impossible for us to measure.
For, as Jesus so strongly emphasized, morality is as much a
matter of the heart as it is of action. And this is something
only God can know!

We must conclude, then, that due to its denial of the
uniqueness of Christ, and to its failure to take seriously the
vast differences among the world’s religions, religious
pluralism does not represent a valid point of view for the
Christian.

Are the Followers of Other Religions
Recipients of Christ’s Salvation?

A more subtle and attractive theory of reaching out to non-
Christians is the concept called Christian inclusivism.
Inclusivists hold that, though Christ is the unique Savior,
nonetheless there are many people included in His salvation
who are ignorant of this fact-even followers of other
religions.

Inclusivists generally hold that Christ’s salvation 1is
available to those who positively respond to the truth they
have—whether it be through creation, conscience, another
religion, or some other means. Such individuals are sometimes
termed anonymous Christians.

There 1is no question that this is a very attractive approach
to the problem of world religions. Inclusivism seeks to widen
the extent of God’s grace while still preserving a commitment
to the uniqueness of Christ. It must be acknowledged also,
that God could have arranged things in this way if He had so
chosen. The question is not, however, whether inclusivism is



an attractive position, or a logically possible one, but
whether the evidence is convincing that it is true. And for
the Christian, this means the evidence of Scripture.

Inclusivists generally recognize this and seek to find support
for their view in Scripture. We will briefly look at one
biblical example that is often used to support the idea of
inclusivism—the case of Cornelius the centurion recorded in
Acts 10.

In this chapter Cornelius is referred to as “a devout man,

who feared God,” even before he heard the gospel. This 1is
often pointed to as evidence that he was an anonymous
Christian before believing in Christ. It must be remembered,
however, that in the next chapter (specifically in Acts
11:14), it is clearly stated that though Cornelius was
favorably disposed to God he did not receive salvation until
he heard and believed in the gospel.

Other examples could be discussed. But in each case we would
see that a good deal must be read into (or out of) the text to
arrive at the conclusion that salvation can come to those who
do not know Christ.

Furthermore, there are clear statements that it is necessary
to hear and believe in the gospel to receive salvation.
Perhaps the clearest is Romans 10:17, “So faith comes from
hearing, and hearing by the word of (or about) Christ.”
Hebrews 9:27 also strongly suggests that this faith in Christ
must be expressed before we die: “It is appointed for men to
die once and after this comes judgment.”

What then of people, like Cornelius, who do respond to the
truth they know about God, but do not yet know of Christ? Is
there no hope for them? Actually, the case of Cornelius
provides a good illustration of what seems to be the biblical
solution to this problem. Because he had responded to what he
knew about God, God saw that he eventually received the



gospel—in his case through Peter. But it was only then that he
experienced Christ’s salvation and the forgiveness of sins.
This principle was also well summarized in Jesus’ statement:
“To him who has, shall more be given” (Mark 4:25).

Based on our confidence in the faithfulness of God, we can be
assured that the gospel will come to all those whom God knows
would be prepared, like Cornelius, to receive it. And He has
commissioned us to carry the message to them!

What Should Our Attitude Be Toward Other
Religions?

In the course of this short discussion we have examined the
attitude of religious pluralism, as well as that of Christian
inclusivism. The former holds that all religions are equally
valid. The latter holds that Christ is the unique savior, but
that His salvation can extend to followers of other religions.
In both cases, we concluded that the evidence in support of
these views 1is inadequate.

The only remaining option is the attitude of Christian
exclusivism—the view that biblical Christianity is true, and
that other religious systems are false. This is more than
implied in numerous biblical statements, such as in Acts 4:12:
“And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other
name under heaven that has been given among men, by which we
must be saved.”

This is not to say, however, that there are no truths at all
in non-Christian religions. There are certainly moral and
ethical truths, for instance, in Buddhism. In Buddha’s
Eightfold Path, he appealed to his followers to pursue
honesty, charity, and service, and to abstain from murder and
lust. We should certainly affirm these ethical truths.

Likewise, there are theological truths in other
religions—truths about God that we could equally affirm. These



may be more scarce in religions such as Buddhism and Hinduism.
But Orthodox Judaism and Islam certainly share our belief in a
personal Creator—-God, though Christianity is unique in the
monotheistic tradition with regard to the doctrine of the
Trinity. There are even truths about Jesus that we share in
common with Muslims—that He was a prophet of God, and the
Messiah, and that He worked many miracles, though they deny
that He was the Son of God, or that He died for the sins of
the world.

We can, and should affirm these moral and theological truths
that we share in common with followers of other religions. We
must acknowledge, however, that in no other religion is any
saving truth to be found. And as mentioned earlier, there is
no other religion that presents the human dilemma, or solution
to that dilemma, in quite the same way as does the Christian
faith. In Christianity, the problem is not ignorance of our
divine nature—as in Hinduism—nor simply our desire—as 1in
Buddhism. The problem is our alienation from God and His
blessing due to our failure to live according to His will—what
the Bible calls sin. And the solution is neither in self-
discipline, nor in revised thinking, nor even in moral effort.
The solution lies in the grace of God, expressed in His
provision of His Son, Jesus Christ, as a sacrifice for our
sin. Salvation is not something we achieve; it is something we
receive.

It is clear, then, that though there are superficial
similarities among the world’s religions, there are
fundamental differences. And the most important difference is
the person and work of Christ.

What should our attitude be toward followers of other
religions? It is important for us to distinguish our attitude
toward non-Christian religions from our attitude toward
followers of those religions. Though we are to reject the
religion, we are not to reject them by mistakenly perceiving
them to be “the enemy.” The biblical injunction is to love our



neighbors as much as we love ourselves no matter what their
religion. Rather than viewing them as “the enemy,” we should
see them as “the victims” of the enemy who are in need of the
same grace that has freed us from spiritual slavery—in need of
the gospel of Jesus Christ.
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