The Evolution of Christian Soteriology
Soteriology in the Christian religion is one of the most complex studies to explain, due to the evolution of its interpretation.  Throughout history the understanding of Christian salvation has been subject to various interpretations.  But before discussing salvation, one must first identify what problem salvation is meant to solve.  All religious systems, whether organized or individualistic, small-scale or national, have a human problem and a prescribed solution.  In light of Christian theology, the human problem is that man is completely separated from his God and is in need of reconciliation.  This separation has occurred due to man’s disobedience towards a perfect and holy God.  Because this God is holy, He demands perfection and holiness from His created human beings.  Man is incapable of satisfying God’s demand for purity.  Man’s incapability stems from the very first disobedient act ever committed against God by a human.  This sin occurred in the Garden of Eden by the first two people created by God.  Once this act was committed, forever the course of human nature was changed.  All humans born after these first two were destined for separation from their God.  This event is most frequently referred to as the Fall of Man.  It is a fall because man has fallen from God and fallen from his created station as a perfect and pure companion of God.  
When looking at the salvation of Christianity, one must address it as an answer to the fall of man.  If man is separated from his God and completely incapable of reconciling himself with God, then it is logically deducted that only God can reconcile.  But how can reconciliation occur with a creation that has disobeyed and rejected God, and is sinful, impure, and unholy to a God who demands perfection?  How can the punishment for sin, for disobedience be paid and man to become sinless if the punishment itself is separation from God?  God would not choose to quickly forgive all disobediences without proper retribution because God would become unjust in this forgiveness.  What is this God to do to save His creation from their self-inflicted problem?  If God were to have a substitute, someone who was perfect, sinless, and willing to take the punishment for man’s sin, then man could be reconciled with God.  But the only perfect, sinless being is God Himself.  “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” (Romans 3:23)  Therefore God, in the form of His Son Jesus Christ, became flesh and lived in this world.  Christ, literally meaning the Messiah or Savior, died on a cross so as to be separated from Himself, from God the Father.  This punishment and payment by a perfect substitute for all of man’s sins reconciled God to man.  And because of Jesus’ obedience to the Father, He too was raised from the dead and reconciled to Himself, completing the perfect solution to the human problem.  
This payment has been made for all mankind, that everyone would be reconciled to God.  However, the interpretation of man’s access to this payment has varied throughout history.  After the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, His closest disciples were charged with spreading the Good News (Gospel) of man’s salvation from the fall.  Jesus told them to “go therefore and make disciples of all the nations…” (Matthew 28:19) These disciples, later to be called apostles, crystallized the orthodox teaching of Jesus’ life and His mediation between God and man, redeeming man to God.  The early church would be best classified as the time between 50 AD and 300 AD when the beginning foundations of Christianity were being laid.  The organization of believers in the church was very small and tight-knit.  This was mainly due to the persecution of the Christians by the Roman Empire.  The Empire rejected the teachings of Jesus because the Christians denied the pantheon of Roman gods, they denied the divinity of the Roman Emperor, and they were accused of being cannibals because of misunderstandings over the ritual of the Lord’s Supper.  Christians even had secret symbols with which to identify each other because being a Christian was dangerous.  Due to this intense persecution, the spiritual lives of early believers were very simple.  Their meetings, which were often held in catacombs, consisted of a spiritual message, singing, and partaking of the Eucharist.  The early church, which is often seen as the closest form to God’s original intentions, is categorized as a “way of faith” salvation.  Believers had faith that Jesus is the Son of God, that He died on a cross, that He was resurrected and defeated sin, and that He mended the separation between man and God.  They practiced salvation by faith, knowing that elaborate rituals would be a risk to their lives.  Early Christians were taught that they “need Christ, who suffered and rose again for [them], that, believing in Him, [they] may through this faith become [new men], in that all [their] sins are forgiven, and [they] are justified by the merits of another, namely, of Christ alone.” 
  One of the most famous early church fathers, Augustine of Hippo, confessed that in seeking for a way to know God, he did not find it “until [he] embraced that Mediator betwixt God and men, the Man Christ Jesus.” 
  
Over time Christianity grew and became more recognized and less persecuted.  The first major change for the Christian Church was when the Roman Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity and decreed the Edict of Milan, legalizing Christianity.  Then within a relatively short period of time Emperor Theodosius named Christianity the official religion of the empire and banned all other religions.  Because of this change in the acceptance of Christianity, it became beneficial to be a Christian.  Christianity became an arm of the government and clergy became more like politicians.  The Church as an institution grew and became an authoritarian institute in the lives of believers as well as in that of society.  
Traveling into the Middle Ages and the character of the Medieval Church, the organized institution of Christianity and the once existent secular, non-Christian society became of one accord and the Church controlled all aspects of the European way of life.  Christian soteriology shifted to a complicated system of ritual with which to earn merit, counting towards an individual’s future salvation.  The Medieval church became the intercessor between God and the Christian.  “Baptism, confirmation, penance, the Eucharist, ordination… marriage… and final rites… were considered outward signs of God’s favor and were essential in order to achieve salvation.” 
  By following the church sacramental system, the church dispensed merit to the Christian for the good works that the person did.  The Medieval Church taught that the more merit a person earned, the closer they would come to earning their salvation.  This specific view of salvation is a “way of ritual and duty”.  The church also taught that if a person had not earned enough merit during their lifetime then that person would go to a place called purgatory.  Purgatory is an intermediary state after death and before heaven.  It is a place where peoples’ sins are purged away, and the more merit that was earned during a person’s life, the less time that person had to spend in purgatory.  Christians were taught that very few people ever earned enough merit to escape time in purgatory.  Only martyrs and very “godly” people know as saints went immediately to heaven after death.  There were other ways of earning merit, even after a person had died.  One way of earning merit was to have priests say private masses for someone already deceased.  This was supposed to directly affect a person that was already in purgatory.  Private masses were performed by the priest in which he would partake of the Eucharistic elements and that would earn merit for the dead.  Another way publicized for decreasing purgatory sentences was to buy indulgences.  Christians would purchase pieces of paper promising forgiveness for a sin and crediting merit to a person’s spiritual situation.  “Some confused eternal punishment with the temporary punishment of purgatory and actually thought they could buy salvation for themselves.” 
  All of these rituals added to the view that salvation was no longer by faith in Jesus Christ, but by a series of expectations placed on Christians.  Often these expectations were merely schemes to make money for the institutional church and scare tactics to keep church members from rebelling against the hierarchy of the Medieval Church.  “There were those who secretly rejected many aspects of the church’s tradition, but they were usually in the minority and ran great risks.” 
  
In 1054 AD, Eastern and Western Christendom split because of religious and political disputes.  The churches argued over the authority of the bishop of the church in Rome, the Pope.  The Eastern Orthodox Church claimed that the bishop had no validity to supremacy over any other bishop, and the Roman Catholic Church argued that the Pope did have authority.  Even after the schism between these Christian groups, both continued to hold very similar interpretations of Christian soteriology.  
Arising in the 16th century out of what is present day Germany came an influential reformer by the name of Martin Luther.  Luther had planned to enter law at the insistence of his father, but after having a life-threatening experience he decided to enter a monastery and become a monk.  During Luther’s time in the monastery, he was acutely aware of his personal sinfulness.  So much was he aware that it was rumored that Luther formally confessed ten to twelve times per day.  He also practiced penance in the form of mortification of his body.  Luther was convinced that his sinfulness was so great that he would be condemned to hell and that no acts of merit could possibly be enough to even take him to purgatory, let alone get him into heaven.  He began intensely studying the Bible in order to distract him from his introspection.  Luther focused mainly on the letters of the Apostle Paul, especially the Book of Romans in the New Testament.  Through Luther’s study he found that “…as the soul needs only the Word for its life and righteousness, so it is justified by faith alone” 
 in Christ, not by the mediation or intercession of the church.  Luther was learning what the early church had believed from the beginning; that salvation was a way of faith, not a way of ritual and duty.  He also found that through faith in Christ, a believer is forgiven immediately for past, present, and future sins.  This ideology is most commonly referred to in reform theology as the “priesthood of all believers”.  This teaching promoted the idea that no one is any more or less sinful than any other person, but that all are imperfect and that merit will not satisfy God’s demand for justice.  Luther also argued, that based on his studying, good works “do not make a man good, but a good man does good works.” 
  And good works come out of an already genuine faith in Christ Jesus.  Therefore, Martin Luther saw the church as a vehicle for encouraging the faithful and not a broker for dispensing salvation merit.  Initially after Luther’s discoveries, he wanted to reform the Medieval Catholic Church.  On October 30, 1517, Luther nailed ninety-five theses to the door of the local Wittenburg Church.  The purpose behind these ninety-five points was to promote discussions which would hopefully produce reform.  But as resistance remained unrelenting and his attempts at inside reform seemed futile, Luther eventually broke from the Catholic Church and began the third class of Christianity, the Protestants.  “Luther’s message offered hope for the release from the burdens of guilt imposed by traditional Catholic beliefs and practices.” 
  
Unfortunately, Martin Luther could not have imagined the multitude of divisions to come after he first separated from the mainstream institutional church of the time.  Almost immediately following his death in 1546, Lutherans split into two separate groups, the Philippists and the Gnesiolutherans.  The Philippists, led by Philip Melanchthon, eventually advocated the necessity of works in the equation of salvation.  Whereas the Gnesiolutherans, following Matthias Flacius, “held firmly to their belief in salvation by grace alone, completely denying that good works contributed anything toward salvation.” 
  Today there are more than a thousand Protestant denominations.  Some of the various groups with differing views on salvation would be Calvinists, Arminians and charismatics.  Followers of John Calvin profess a belief in salvation by faith alone through grace alone, just as Luther did.  However, Calvinists focus much more on man’s depravity and therefore his inability to choose to believe in the sacrifice made by Christ.  But instead it is only by God’s grace that He bestows on select individuals that allow them to have faith in Christ.  “Calvin did think that salvation was open to both sexes” 
; that God did not only predestine men, but women as well.  One of his most well known writings, the Institutes of the Christian Religion, explains in thorough detail the doctrine of predestination as Calvin saw in support of Scripture.  “Predestination we call the eternal decree of God by which He determined in Himself what would have to become of every individual of mankind.  For they are not all created with a similar destiny, but eternal life is foreordained for some and eternal damnation for others.  Every person, therefore, being created for one or the other of these two ends, we say is predestined to life or death.” 
  Calvin specifically emphasized the role of grace in salvation.  Followers of Jacob Arminius, a Dutch theologian who lived from 1560-1609, advocate the complete opposite from that of Calvinists.  Arminians believe that “it is God’s will that all people be saved” (2Peter 3:9) and that all people have the ability to choose or reject salvation.  Because of the Arminian focus on man’s choice instead of God’s choice, most Armenians would also reject belief in eternal security.  Finally, charismatic Christians follow a more mystical way of salvation.  They look for dramatic events, emotional experiences, and miraculous sign gifts instead of emphasizing scripture and tradition.

It seems that the deviation from the original and true understanding of salvation is due to man’s fear and pride.  It is very difficult to accept that there is nothing people can do to “earn their way into heaven”.  Just as a glass of water with sand in it will always have sand in it until someone empties the glass, so are we dirty until we accept that Christ has emptied us of our sinfulness by taking the punishment for our sins.  To imply that faith in Christ’s sacrifice is not enough, but that we must also complete works for our salvation, says that Christ did not really save us at all.  It also says that God has lied by saying that “by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of your own.  It is a gift of God, not of works lest anyone should boast.” (Ephesians 2:8, 9) And yet people boast.  They boast that though they believe in Christ’s redemptive power, they are more worthy of salvation because of their works than someone who has genuine faith.  “Faith without works is dead.” (James 2:26) But it is works that sanctify us; works that conform us to the likeness of Christ, not distribute merit for salvation that we might boast in our good deeds.  Genuine good works are done out of a selfless heart and because of our love for God.  In the epistle of the Apostle Paul to the church in Galatia, he speaks of rebuking the Apostle Peter.  The charge was that Peter was allowing and possibly encouraging the Gentiles to have faith in Christ but to also follow aspects of the law.  Paul confronts Peter with the words reminding “that a man is not justified by the works of the law but by faith in Jesus Christ.” (Galatians 2:16) And Paul reminds the Galatians that “if anyone preaches any other gospel to [them] than what [they] have received [that is salvation by faith alone], let him be accursed.” (Galatians 1:9)  Working for one’s salvation is the outcome of pride in one’s own worthiness apart from God.  Apart from God “all our righteousnesses are like filthy rags.” (Isaiah 64:6)  But attaching works to salvation can also be the result of fear.  There are many who have been fooled by the false doctrine that genuine believers can lose their salvation.  A Christian’s salvation is a promise from God to a person of authentic faith; a promise that after the physical death of the body, God will protect the believer from spiritual death, that is eternal separation from God.  This salvation is a covenant promise made between God and a believer.  God does not “change His mind” on a covenant promise.  When a person confesses faith in Jesus Christ, that person is “born again, not of corruptible seed but of incorruptible.” (1Peter 1:23) Jesus promised, “I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; neither shall anyone snatch them out of My hand.” (John 10:28) God does not want us to serve Him out of fear, but out of love.  And if we are not serving Him at all then we need to analyze our faith, and adjust our actions, not fear that God will take away His promise from us.  God also promises that those who are of faith “are kept by the power of God through faith for salvation.” (1Peter 1:4) We are insured by that same faith which has saved us, not by any amount of good deeds.  Though this affliction of misinterpretation has affected many people, God has given believers the ability to discern His truth and has commissioned to have His Gospel preached throughout all the nations.  These misguided individuals are accursed, and need to be shown the true Gospel, their true salvation.  Whether they are prideful or fearful, they deserve to hear the truth.
� Luther, Martin, “Faith Can Rule Only in the Inward Man,” in Mary Pat Fisher and Lee W. Bailey, An Anthology of Living Religions.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 2000), pp. 237.


� Augustine of Hippo, “The Confessions of St. Augustine,” in Mary Pat Fisher and Lee W. Bailey, An Anthology of Living Religions.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 2000), pp. 233.


� Zophy, Jonathan W., A Short History of Reformation Europe.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 1997), pp. 22.


� Zophy, Jonathan W., A Short History of Reformation Europe.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 1997), pp. 64.


� Zophy, Jonathan W., A Short History of Reformation Europe.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 1997), pp. 22.


� Luther, Martin, “Faith Can Rule Only in the Inward Man,” in Mary Pat Fisher and Lee W. Bailey, An Anthology of Living Religions.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 2000), pp. 237.


� Luther, Martin, “Treatise on Christian Liberty,” in Jonathan W. Zophy, A Short History of Reformation Europe.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 1997), pp. 69-70.


� Zophy, Jonathan W., A Short History of Reformation Europe.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 1997), pp. 79


� Zophy, Jonathan W., A Short History of Reformation Europe.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 1997), pp. 192.


� Zophy, Jonathan W., A Short History of Reformation Europe.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 1997), pp. 118.


� Calvin, John, “Institutes of the Christian Religion,” in Jonathan W. Zophy, A Short History of Reformation Europe.  (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 1997), pp. 113.





