
Do All Roads Lead to 
Heaven? A Close Look 
at Universalism 

THE FATHER OF UNIVERSALISM IN AMERICA is 
Nels Ferre. Born in Sweden, he was the son of a very 
conservative Baptist preacher. In his autobiography, 

he mentions how his father gave him a quick authoritari-
an answer when he questioned limited atonement — that 
Christ died only for the elect. His father’s short, insufficient 
answer was, “one must not question God.”

That did not prove satisfactory to Ferre and so he jettisoned 
the historical view of the Church and founded his own the-
ology that emphasized God’s attribute of love.

He went so far as to question if Jesus ever taught the doc-
trine of limited atonement. Accordingly, he twisted passages 
such as God … is the Savior of all men, especially of believers 
(1 Timothy 4:10) to suit his own beliefs. The umbrella of 
“God’s love” governed Ferre’s theological writings.

Let’s learn more about this. Read on, my friend,

Ralph Drollinger  
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I.  INTRODUCTION

Limited atonement — that Christ 
died only for the elect — is one of the 
five points of Calvinism. The Bible 
states unequivocally that God offers 
salvation, sincerely, to everyone. But at 
the same time, Scripture declares limit-
ed atonement. 

In Ephesians 5:25 the apostle Paul 
states, Husbands, love your wives, 
just as Christ also loved the church 
and gave Himself up for her. This pas-
sage specifically states that Christ gave 
Himself up for her — “her” being the 
Church, believers, the elect. The pas-
sage does not say He gave Himself up 
for everyone.1

If limited atonement was not the bib-
lical position, then the scriptural anal-
ogy of the Church being the bride of 
Christ is unsustainable. This may seem 
contradictory to the fallen, finite mind 
of man, but it is not incongruous in 
the mind and viewpoint of God. 

Universalism is the religious belief that 
all will be saved. Universalists believe 
there will be universal atonement. To 
put it another way, in the end, Christ’s 
atonement is not limited, but unlimit-
ed. Note this in Richard Eddy’s book, 
Universalism in America: A History:

The theory of universal explicit 
opportunity holds that every-
one will have an opportunity 
to hear the gospel in an overt 
or explicit fashion. Those who 
do not actually hear it during 
their lifetime here upon earth 
will have an opportunity in the 
future. There will be a second 

chance. After death they will be 
enabled to hear.

Karl Barth, the deceased famous Swiss 
Neo Orthodox, Universalist theolo-
gian, provides us with further insight 
into the mind of the Universalist when 
he states:

The theory of universal pardon 
maintains that God, being a lov-
ing God, will not hold unswerv-
ingly to the conditions he has 
laid down. While he has threat-
ened eternal condemnation for 
all those who do not accept 
Him, He will in the end relent 
and forgive everyone.

Both Barth and Ferre did not hold to 
inerrancy per se, which enabled them 
to play loose with the clear, consistent 
teaching of Scripture regarding limited 
atonement.

BY ELEVATING THEIR 
OWN WISHFUL 

THINKING ABOVE 
THE CLEAR MEANING 

OF GOD’S WORD, 
SCRIPTURE TWISTERS 

ARE ABLE TO 
RATIONALIZE THEIR 

PRECONCEIVED 
NOTIONS — IN THIS 

CASE, AS TO HOW GOD 
SHOULD TREAT ALL OF 

MANKIND

Rather than allow Scripture to speak 
for itself and align personal views 
in compliance with its authoritative 
teachings, Barth’s and Ferre’s loose use 
of Scripture led to them taking license 
with passages such as 2 Corinthians 
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“Our founders and the people 
they governed understood 

they must be led by Godly people 
who, while imperfect themselves, 
strived to build a country based on 
God’s perfection. 

Today, in a country where God’s 
Word is under constant attack, we 
need mighty oaks to serve in all 
levels of government. 

Men and women of courage and 
commitment who will stand for the 
principles and values our nation 
was founded upon. 

Ralph Drollinger’s book, Oaks 
in Office, clearly lays out who is 
needed and what is needed to 
guide our nation to greatness so 
we can be the light of the world 
that God intended us to be. 
Matthew 20:26.”
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5:18 in their attempt to justify their 
twisted theology. Note the passage in 
this light:

Now all these things are from God, 
who reconciled us to Himself through 
Christ and gave us the ministry of rec-
onciliation. 

Does this passage serve to justify Uni-
versalism? No. When considering this 
verse in its context, Paul is writing to 
Christians at the Church of Corinth, 
and all the preceding passages in chap-
ter 5 clearly indicate that his statement 
in 5:18 relates expressly to followers 
of Christ: Therefore, the reference to 
us in the passage is a clear reference to 
those who have bowed the knee to the 
lordship of Christ; it is not a reference 
to all of mankind as Barth and Ferre 
mislead. Such attempts at interpreta-
tion elevate human thought on equal 
or superior authority to God’s Word; 
man’s thinking is allowed to trump the 
intentions God has revealed in His 
Word. 

As conservative theologian J.I. Packer 
notes, one should never make Scripture 
subservient to the demands of human 
logic because the mind of man is fall-
en (the noetic effect of sin) and finite. 
Rather fallen, tainted human logic 
must always remain subservient to the 
demands of Scripture.2

Unitarian Universalism is the leading 
American denomination that espouses 
this belief. Their controlling herme-
neutic is not the Scriptures alone; rath-
er, they believe that human reason and 
experience should be the final authori-
ty in determining spiritual truth. Such 
thinking is often found to be accept-

able in an increasingly Postmodern 
Church culture. In fact, it is increas-
ingly common to witness “Christians” 
reading their ideas into Scripture and 
then, to justify their preconceived 
thoughts, rip passages out of context. 

In a broader sense of application on this 
point alone, on all matters of faith and 
practice, do you submit your precon-
ceived ideas, political beliefs, and man-
ifest actions to the authority of God’s 
Word, or is God’s Word secondary to 
the opinions of “Dr. Wellithink”?

II.  UNIVERSALISM 
DELINEATED

Nels Ferre never claimed to under-
stand how God will actually achieve 
or accomplish universal salvation be-
cause Scripture nowhere teaches that. 
It is therefore impossible to find pas-
sages to support the way in which God 
would do a “makeover” on everyone. 
Void of any biblical references of “do-
overs,” Ferre taught that individuals 
must simply accept the fact that it will 
occur. (I must add, how convenient!) 

Void of any specifics as to how God 
does this, Ferre sites the following 
passages in his attempt to support his 
basic premise with Scripture. Let’s take 
a close look at each of the following 
passages and seek to understand their 
context — versus parachuting in on 
them, as do Universalists — so as to 
best understand the authorial intent of 
each who penned them under the in-
spiration of the Holy Spirit.

A.  ROMANS 5:18

So then as through one transgression 

♥ VERSE OF THE WEEK

John 3:16

The true believer should be sobered by 
the reminder that people are going into 

an eternity separated from God with 
no second chance! Such a realization 
demands the necessity to be sharing 

the salvation message with everyone!

For God so loved the world, that He 
gave His only begotten Son, that 

whoever believes in Him should not 
perish, but have eternal life.
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there resulted condemnation to all 
men, even so through one act of righ-
teousness there resulted justification 
of life to all men. 

Earlier in Romans, Paul is explicit that 
salvation is only through faith in Jesus 
Christ (cf. 1:16–17, 3:22, 3:28, 4:5, 
4:13). Therefore this passage cannot 
mean that all will be saved. All in con-
text is a reference to believers.  Likened 
to Paul’s contrasting use of the word 
“many” found several verses earlier in 
Romans 5:15, he is simply incorpo-
rating a Hebrew literary device called 
“parallelism,” making parallel contrasts 
with the word all. The contextual idea 
then, when reading the whole of the 
epistle versus parachuting in on one 
passage, is that Christ’s salvation is 
available to all who believe in Christ.

B.  HEBREWS 2:9

But we do see Him who was made for 
a little while lower than the angels, 
namely, Jesus, because of the suffering 
of death crowned with glory and hon-
or, that by the grace of God He might 
taste death for everyone. 

Again, the context implies — when 
you read the whole letter — that by 
the grace of God He ( Jesus) might 
taste death for everyone carries the 
implied idea of “who believe on Him.”

It is possible to create and justify any 
twisted theology by citing a few Bi-
ble passages out of context. (Related 
to other matters, how many times do 
you hear someone on the floor or in 
committee twist Scripture to make 
their preconceived point? This is a 
common practice in an increasingly 

biblically illiterate culture.) In the sci-
ence of Hermeneutics this is known as 
eisegesis, i.e., reading preconceived no-
tions into a passage. Such practices are 
common among cult leaders and other 
Scripture twisters.

SUCH PRACTICES 
ARE AKIN TO TAPING 

A LENGTHY TV OR 
RADIO INTERVIEW 
ONLY TO HAVE THE 

PRODUCER EXTRACT 
A SEGMENT OUT OF 
CONTEXT WHICH 

SERVES HIS OR HER 
PURPOSES AT YOUR 

EXPENSE 

One of the most important interpre-
tive principles of Scripture or any oth-
er document for that matter is context! 
Every passage needs to be interpreted 
by that which surrounds it, and not 
ripped from it.

C.  1 TIMOTHY 4:10

For it is for this we labor and strive, 
because we have fixed our hope on the 
living God, who is the Savior of all 
men, especially of believers. 

As we have already seen, due to the 
enormous number of passages in Scrip-
ture delineating that not all will be 
saved (cf. Matthew 3:1-2; 4:17; 11:28; 
John 5:40; 6:37; among many others), 
this passage cannot mean the opposite. 
Rather, it teaches that all men benefit, 
even the unsaved, from the work of the 
Savior, if not in the fullest sense like 
those who believe and are saved. Both 
the saved and unsaved experience the 
goodness of God in a present, earthly 
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“The general principles on which the 
fathers achieved independence were 
the general principles of Christianity. I 
will avow that I then believed, and now 
believe, that those general principles 
of Christianity are as eternal and im-
mutable as the existence and attributes 
of God.”

—  John Adams, second President of the United 
States; signer of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence; judge; diplomat; one of two signers of 
the Bill of Rights.

  Thomas Jefferson, The Writings of Thomas Jef-
ferson (Washington D. C.: The Thomas Jefferson 
Memorial Association, 1904), Vol. XIII, p. 292-
294. In a letter from John Adams to Thomas Jef-
ferson on June 28, 1813.

John Adams
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sense. For instance, God’s restrain-
ing grace on all of mankind keeps sin 
at bay via His ordained institution of 
government. God’s creational beauty 
is enjoyed by all; falling in love can 
be enjoyed by all, etc. This passage is 
not suggesting universal salvation, but 
rather this: God intends His common 
grace (in contrast to His saving grace) 
to be enjoyed by all. The idea here is 
that Jesus is still the Savior of all men 
regardless if an individual chooses to 
agree with that, volitionally repent and 
turn to Him.

The aforementioned passages do not 
contradict, but as we have seen, can 
be easily rectified with the remainder 
of Scripture. Millard Erickson, in his 
Christian Theology, speaks to the im-
portance of synthesizing seemingly 
contradictory biblical texts with the 
whole of Scripture:

If we are to do systematic theol-
ogy, however, we must also con-
sider those texts that suggest an 
opposite conclusion, and then 
attempt to reconcile the appar-
ently contradictory material. 
There are many texts that seem 
to contradict Universalism.

Some of the very clear texts of Scrip-
ture that discount the tenants of Uni-
versalism follow: 

III.  UNIVERSALISM 
DENOUNCED

Here are some of the biblical texts 
that directly refute Universalism. They 
speak for themselves and need no ex-
planation; their proclamations are 
clear.

A.  MATTHEW 25:46

These will go away into eternal pun-
ishment, but the righteous into eter-
nal life.

B.  JOHN 3:16

For God so loved the world, that He 
gave His only begotten Son, that who-
ever believes in Him should not per-
ish, but have eternal life.

C.  JOHN 5:28–29

Do not marvel at this; for an hour is 
coming, in which all who are in the 
tombs will hear His voice, and will 
come forth; those who did the good 
deeds to a resurrection of life, those 
who committed the evil deeds to a res-
urrection of judgment.

D.  ROMANS 9:22

What if God, although willing to 
demonstrate His wrath and to make 
His power known, endured with much 
patience vessels of wrath prepared for 
destruction? 

Numerous other passages could be cit-
ed to deflate the Universalist herme-
neutic. As a matter of fact:

THERE ARE MANY 
MORE PASSAGES 
PROCLAIMING 

THAT SOME WILL BE 
ETERNALLY SEPARATE 

FROM GOD THAN 
THERE ARE PASSAGES 
THAT MIGHT SEEM 

TO SUGGEST ALL 
WILL BE SAVED

“In the chain of human events, the 
birthday of the nation is indissolubly 
linked with the birthday of the Savior. 
The Declaration of Independence laid 
the cornerstone of human government 
upon the first precepts of Christianity.”

—  John Quincy Adams, 6th U.S. President; diplo-
mat; Secretary of State; U.S. Senator; U.S Rep-
resentative.

John Quincy Adams, An Oration Delivered Before 
the Inhabitants of the Town of Newburyport at 
Their Request on the Sixty-First Anniversary of the 
Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1837 (New-
buryport: Charles Whipple, 1837), pp. 5–6.

John Quincy Adams
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Remember, passages that seemingly 
suggest a universal salvation, are being 
taken out of context. Scripture does 
not contradict itself.

The way the Universalist deals with 
these passages is to describe them as 
depicting a hypothetical, versus an 
actual situation. This hermeneutical 
technique however leaves much to 
be desired because the context of the 
aforementioned passages simply do 
not lend to suggesting a hypothetical 
situation. 

Furthermore, the Universalist posi-
tion is greatly harmed by those pas-
sages that state some people will ac-
tually be lost. Several of those follow.

IV.  UNIVERSALISM 
DISMISSED

A.  MATTHEW 8:12

But the sons of the kingdom shall be 
cast out into the outer darkness; in 
that place there will be weeping and 
gnashing of teeth.

B.  MATTHEW 25:41–46

“Then He will also say to those on His 
left, ‘Depart from Me, accursed ones, 
into the eternal fire which has been 
prepared for the devil and his an-
gels; for I was hungry, and you gave 
Me nothing to eat; I was thirsty, and 
you gave Me nothing to drink; I was 
a stranger, and you did not invite Me 
in; naked, and you did not clothe Me; 
sick, and in prison, and you did not 
visit Me.’ Then they themselves also 
will answer, ‘Lord, when did we see 
You hungry, or thirsty, or a stranger, 

or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did 
not take care of You?’ Then He will an-
swer them, ‘Truly I say to you, to the 
extent that you did not do it to one of 
the least of these, you did not do it to 
Me.’ These will go away into eternal 
punishment, but the righteous into 
eternal life.”

C.  JOHN 5:28–29

Do not marvel at this; for an hour is 
coming, in which all who are in the 
tombs will hear His voice, and shall 
come forth; those who did the good 
deeds to a resurrection of life, those 
who committed the evil deeds to a res-
urrection of judgment. 

These and other passages clearly dis-
miss the theological idea of a universal 
atonement, that all will one way or an-
other still end up saved in God’s good 
graces. A good summary way to view 
the teaching of the Scripture and the 
error of Universalism is this quote from 
a non-apostate theologian:

Not everyone will be saved. This 
is not the conclusion we state 
with satisfaction, but it is most 
faithful to the entirety of the 
biblical witness. It should spur 
evangelistic effort.

V.  UNIVERSALISM’S  
“DO-OVER”

IF GOD GRANTS A  
“DO-OVER” AT THE 

END OF EVERYONE’S 
LIFE, THEN IT 

FOLLOWS THAT 
CHRIST DIED 

NEEDLESSLY AND 

Do All Roads Lead to Heaven? A Close Look at Universalism 

“Had the people, during the Revolu-
tion, had a suspicion of any attempt 
to war against Christianity, that Rev-
olution would have been strangled in 
its cradle... In this age, there can be no 
substitute for Christianity... That was 
the religion of the founders of the re-
public and they expected it to remain 
the religion of their descendants.”

Reports of Committees of the House of Repre-
sentatives Made During the First Session of the 
Thirty-Third Congress (Washington: A. O. P. Nich-
olson, 1854), pp. 6–9.

Congress, U. S. House Judiciary Committee, 1854
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Oaks in Office, Biblical Essays for 
Political Leaders will help mold your 
character as a Christian Public Servant. 
These 52 Bible studies are selected 
specifically for discipleship to deeply 
root you in God’s Word, help you to 
stand strong in the face of adversity, 
and be bold and unwavering in The 
Faith as you grow in Christlikeness. 
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available for purchase at capmin.org.

With each purchase, you may 
download the book’s 52 chapters for 
free in PDF form so you may use
them with your own Bible study group. 
Study and leader questions are offered 
at the end of each chapter. 
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THERE IS NO REASON 
TO REPENT AND 
BELIEVE TODAY

Furthermore and applicable to our ev-
ery day lives is just the opposite! The 
true believer should be sobered by 
what Universalism reminds us of when 
compared to Scripture — that people 
are going into an eternity separated 
from God with no second chance! 
Such a realization demands the neces-
sity to be sharing the salvation message 
with everyone! Romans 10:14 under-
scores this:

How then will they call on Him in 
whom they have not believed? How 
will they believe in Him whom they 
have not heard? And how will they 
hear without a preacher? 

This is the fitting demand of limited 
atonement: You and I do not know 
whom God has called to salvation, so 
as His ambassadors (cf. 2 Corinthi-
ans 5:20) we are highly motivated, we 
see the theological need to spread the 
Good News of the Gospel to all of 
mankind so that the elect (Ephesians 
1:4–6) will hear and respond.

IF WE ARE NOT 
UNIVERSALISTS DUE 

TO OUR CONVICTION 
OF SCRIPTURE, IT 

FOLLOWS THAT WE 
MUST BE FERVENT 

IN OUR EVANGELISM 
BECAUSE OF OUR 
CONVICTION OF 

SCRIPTURE

The two are theologically logical! It 
follows that Universalists would have 

no compunction or motivation for 
evangelism since they believe all will 
be saved in the end anyway. That is why 
the Unitarian Universalist denomi-
nation, like other theological liberal 
denominations, is in rapid numerical 
decline: they have no theological im-
petus to motivate conversion growth! 

V.  CONCLUSION

In conclusion and contrast, the theo-
logical conservative, the late Francis 
Schaeffer used to say in reference to 
a lukewarm commitment to saving 
souls, “Do we really believe people are 
going to hell apart from Christ?” Such 
convictions are the underpinning to 
sharing your faith with others whom 
you meet and are in relationship with 
in the capital community.

The biblical teaching of limited atone-
ment is congruous with the ambassa-
dorship of the believer, post salvation 
and his call to be a witness for Christ 
(cf. Acts 1:8). If Universalism were ul-
timately true, then why would God call 
every believer elsewhere in His Word 
to be an ambassador of reconciliation 
and a witness for Him? Universalism 
makes no sense when squared with the 
remainder of Scripture. 

One might ask how Universalism af-
fects Washington D.C.  Does this 
study relate to the world’s most pow-
erful city?  Indeed, it most certainly 
does.

Since World War II, undoubtedly the 
most influential spiritual influence 
on the Hill has been the group, The 
Fellowship, and their ownership and 
leadership of The National Prayer 
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Breakfast. The core leadership of The Fellowship and The 
National Prayer Breakfast, in fact, hold to a belief in Uni-
versalism.

IF YOU EVER PRESSED DOUG COE, 
THE NOW DECEASED FRAMER AND 

LEADER OF THE FELLOWSHIP, YOU’D 
FIND HIM TO BE A PROPONENT OF 

UNIVERSALISM WHICH TEACHES 
THAT ALL ROADS LEAD TO HEAVEN

This understanding serves to illustrate why, historical-
ly, The National Prayer Breakfast has featured so many 
guests and speakers who are not Christians, and who pos-
sess no convictions regarding Jesus Christ being the only 
way to God. Choosing such a wide array of speakers may 
serve political expedience, but such is patently heretical. 
Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no 
one comes to the Father but through Me” ( John 14:6).

A study of the aforementioned passages in this Bible 
study thoroughly discounts Universalism. It follows that 
true followers of Jesus Christ will outwardly reject Uni-
versalism and have nothing to do with organizations that 
propagate such heresy and falsehoods to the masses. 

Keep in mind that God chastised the ancient nation of 
Israel when they served other gods. Will He not do the 
same today to nations that, in their symbolic national 
prayer breakfasts, do the same thing? cm

1.  If Jesus gave himself up for everyone, then the intended, specific 
bride analogy of the passage breaks down. If Christ’s atonement 
were unlimited, that is to say Christ died for everyone, then it would 
follow, by comparison to the marriage relationship, that a husband 
need not love his wife in ways exclusive and sacrificial, more so than 
any other woman. Summarily, the similitude of Ephesians 5:25 in no 
way works if Christ’s atonement is for everyone, unlimited.

2.  Packer, J.I. Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God; 2012, Westmont, 
Illinois, Intervarsity Press).
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