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INTRODUCTION 

 

Where do those who have never heard the gospel of Jesus Christ go when they die?  This is 

the question that is forced upon us this morning as we continue with Romans 10:14.  Paul is 

talking about Jewish unbelief in 9-11.  He has spoken about Gentiles being included in the 

people of God by faith but the large part of the Jews not being saved because they were 

trying to manufacture a righteousness by law keeping instead of accepting the free gift of 

Christ’s righteousness by faith.  Paul has spent some time proving that the universal way of 

salvation for all is by faith and concluded with a quote from the OT, ‘For everyone who calls 

upon the name of the Lord will be saved,’ v13.  The rest of chapter 10, in v14-21 Paul 

proves the culpability of Jewish unbelief showing how they have had opportunity to believe 

and have not.  In the argument Paul uses general teaching about how one gets saved to 

prove his point.  Paul points out a 6 step causal chain that leads to salvation.  John Stott 

reading it in reverse order to the way Paul states it writes, ‘Christ sends heralds; heralds 

preach; people hear; hearers believe; believers call; and those who call are saved.’  Or to 

follow the thought flow of the text, there is no calling without believing; there is no believing 

without hearing; there is no hearing without preaching and there is preaching without 

sending.  It is self-evident that Paul argues from the general truth of the way a person is 

saved to the point that the Jews are very guilty for rejecting the gospel.  Christ has sent, the 

heralds have preached, the Jews have heard but they have refused to believe because they 

cling to their own righteousness instead of Christ.   

 

When I was in bible college this was a hot topic.  I remember arguing with my lecturers 

about this issue, and I remember asking the systematic theology lecturer what he thought 

would happen to those who do not hear.  His answer was very powerful because he quoted 

scripture, ‘And how are they to believe in Him of whom they have never heard?’  We have 

just had a message on the mission of the church where we emphasized the importance of 

reaching the unreached.  Think of this message as a part two to that sermon.  I hope that 

what you hear from these verses will encourage you who do not normally come in the 

evening to come to the evening services where we will be showing mission related DVDs.  

Today we are going to take a short look at the hard questions and it is my goal that we 

come away with the same life shaping conviction that Paul speaks of in 2 Cor. 5:10-11b, ‘For 

we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is 

due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil.  Therefore, knowing the 

fear/terror of the Lord, we persuade others.’  And so we will look at what the bible has to 

say about the unevangelized.  We will look firstly at the question of what happens to babies 

and the mentally disabled and then we will look at the case of those who have not yet 

heard.   



 

Historical survey of infant salvation 

 

40-50 million babies are aborted every year; that is 125,000 a day.  And 10 million born 

infants die a year before reaching their 5th birthday.  25% of all conceptions are lost before 

20 weeks.  The pressure to want to say that 60 million plus souls are added to heaven every 

year is huge, and to deny that babies go to heaven when the numbers are so high seems 

absolutely vile.  However, with all unpopular issues such as Election, Hell, God ordaining 

natural disasters, our consciences are to be bound by the Word of God.  Now I will be 

honest with you, I have vacillated on this issue.  I tell you this because I want you to know 

that the bible says very little about this issue.  Christians have differed on this question 

throughout the whole of the church age.   

 
1In the early church, because they hitched regeneration to baptism Augustine argued that 

unbaptised babies go to hell.  Pelagius disagreed with this view because he did not see 

babies being sinful in any way in Adam and saw them going to a limbo place, an in between 

state.  Most agreed with Augustine but some adjusted his view saying that babies did not 

suffer in hell at all, or that they had chances to exit hell through post-mortem evangelism. 

 

The patristic view prevailed in the medieval Church.  They taught that infants dying are 

tortured along with adults, although with unequal fires.  With progress however, theologians 

sought to soften the teaching, so that by 1200 the papal decree of Innocent III tells us that 

infants dying in original sin (unbaptised) do not experience the torments of hell, but neither 

do they enter the presence of God.  Some dissenting voices were heard at this time, 

Hincmar of Rheims expressed the belief that if parents intended and desired baptism for 

their children, and they were not able to be, that they should hope that God would 

regenerate their children.  Aquinas left the back door open, offering the possibility that God 

had means of saving (outside of the sacraments), that we knew nothing of.  And John 

Gerson, gave parents the hope that if they desired and prayed for the sanctification of their 

child should they die before baptism, that they should be hopeful of their salvation.  John 

Wycliffe too was reticent to damn babies that were intended for baptism by their parents, 

but was hesitant to affirm their salvation. 

 

The Roman Catholic church at the time of the Reformation had all the beliefs mentioned.  

Luther believed that the children of Christians would be saved but Lutherans were agnostic 

on the unbaptised babies of unbelievers.  Among the majority of Reformed theologians 

there was a similar view where on the basis of covenantal promise the children of believers 

were definitely saved but the children of unbelievers were left to God’s judgement.  The 

Synod of Dort says, ‘Since we are to judge of the will of God from His word, which testifies 

that the children of believers are holy, not by nature, but in virtue of the covenant of grace, 

in which they together with their parents are comprehended, godly parents ought not to 

doubt the election and salvation of their children whom it pleases God to call out of this life 

in their infancy,’ (1/17).  Zwingli was an odd one out who said that all babies were elected.  

He said that they were saved not because they were sinless but by grace.  Zwingli’s view of 
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infant salvation was as follows: “1. That all believers are elect and hence are saved, though 

we cannot know infallibly who are true believers except in our own case.  2. All children of 

believers dying in infancy are elect and hence are saved, for this rests on God’s immutable 

promise.  3. It is probable from the super abundance of the gift of grace over the offence, 

that all infants dying such are elect and saved; so that death in infancy is a sign of election; 

and although this must be left with God, it is certainly rash and impious to affirm their 

damnation.  4. All who are saved, whether adult or infant, are saved only by the free grace 

of God’s election and through the redemption of Christ.”   

 

Biblical arguments for infant salvation 

 

As a Baptist I have struggled with the Reformed view which draws a distinction between the 

children of believers and unbelievers.  They claim that there is a universal promise which 

guarantees the election of the believer’s children.  I see no promise but a misreading of 1 

Cor. 7:14 which also states the unbelieving spouse is holy, and is an argument that you do 

not have to divorce your unsaved spouse otherwise you would have to get rid of your kids 

too.  I do think that a wrong view of baptism and covenantal inclusion has led to 

unnecessary difficulty being added to an already difficult issue.  Today many Reformed 

theologians embrace the salvation of all infants who die in infancy.  However there will be 

some who hold to John Owen’s view that all believer’s children are elect but only some of 

the unbeliever’s children.  As a Baptist I do believe that there are clearer and better ways to 

move forward on this issue.  

 

Now I am going to give you an outline of my view and the views of others who support 

what I say.  I want to preface what I am going to do today with some qualifying statements.  

Firstly, I am presenting my view not because I believe I am right and better than everyone 

else and I want you to believe as I do.  No, this issue is so difficult because there is so little 

in the bible that speaks to our questions and I am wanting you to pay more attention to my 

method than to my view.  I am wanting to demonstrate a chastened approach to the 

Scriptures in an issue where sentiment can rush headlong.  Secondly, although I call it my 

view, I hold to this view with many others.  Here are a few names you might recognise: 

Spurgeon, Newton, MacArthur, Mohler, Piper, Hodge, Lloyd-Jones, Doddridge, Johnson and 

many others.  

 

My starting premise is this one: infants dying in infancy do not qualify for the judgement.  

Humanity is sinful in three ways.  Firstly, we are constituted sinners by nature as a result of 

descending from Adam.  Secondly, we are sinners by imputation.  Our first representative 

head sinned and his criminal record and sentence becomes ours.  Thirdly, we are sinners by 

our own actions when we break the Laws of God.  Infants are only sinners by nature, and 

by imputation, however they are not sinners by action.  The question then is, is this enough 

to condemn them?   

My answer is no, they are not qualified to be in the final judgement (2 Cor 5:10; Rev 20:12; 

Jer 17:10 etc).  Because we are judged according to those deeds done in the body, infants 

do not qualify for that judgement, they will go, I assume, unjudged.  The conclusion then is 

that all infants dying in infancy are innocent of those deeds that will disqualify them in the 



final judgement and are not going to go to purgatory, or another unbiblical place but must 

then necessarily go to heaven. 

Phil Johnson wrote something similar in one of his lessons, "I met one fellow whose own 

child died in infancy and he seemed to think there was something meritorious about 

believing his own child had gone to hell. Every chance he got he brought up the issue and 

boasted about he and his wife had come to grips with the fact that their child was simply 

not among the elect. I told him he and his wife were in for a pleasant surprise when they 

get to glory. I recall, he said, that he was absolutely certain that if God elected that infant to 

salvation, He would have kept him alive long enough to bring him to faith. My reply was that 

he would have had just as much biblical warrant to conclude that if God had decided not to 

elect that child, He would have kept him on earth long enough for the child's heart to be 

hardened by sin and his rebellion against God to be manifest through deliberate actions 

because whenever Scripture describes the inhabitants of hell, it always does so with lists of 

sins and abominations they have deliberately committed. We might look at the biblical data 

and conclude that when God takes the life of a little one, it is actually an act of mercy, 

keeping that child from being hardened by a life of exposure to evil and a life of deliberate 

rebellion against God.’2 

 

How are infants saved?  We know that they are not condemned, so how then are they 

saved?  Paul tells us that they are saved by calling on Christ, once they have heard and 

understood.  Normally a person hears the Gospel is regenerated and enabled to believe, 

then God does the legal action of adopting and declaring righteous the guilty sinner.  We 

see that babies are not guilty for committing their own sins, but are still guilty for Adam’s 

sin, and therefore need to be declared righteous, not merely not guilty.  And they still have 

a corrupted nature.  How does God save them?  He sovereignly saves them by grace.  They 

are not automatically saved because they are sinful in Adam.  He of His own initiative saves 

them, He does not owe them salvation for they have done nothing to merit it, but nor does 

He owe them Hell by the standard by which He judges people there, their own works of sin.  

An assumption has to be introduced here that God does save those He does not condemn.  

In the case of the infants, they would be regenerated by God’s Spirit, regeneration ordinarily 

results in faith but it is unlikely that they would manifest faith in any traditional sense of our 

understanding of faith.  Then He would adopt them for they were orphaned by the fall, and 

justify them as He would anyone else, for although they had not sin of their own, nor did 

they have Christ’s perfect righteousness (the two legal declarations of any standard 

salvation).  All of this we assume from His ordinary working. 

How can a child be justified without faith?  The issue of babies and bush men have always 

been seen to stand and fall together, this is not the case.  The accusation has been made 

that if we allow for infants to be saved without faith then surely we are opening the door for 

the bush man and who knows who else!  It is a false arguement of, 'if that then that'.  Here 

is my thinking behind it.  Firstly, we are not saved by faith, we are saved by regeneration.  

Being reformed we emphasize that it is not the human will that determines salvation but 

God's sovereign working.  Secondly, following the ordo salutis, we are regenerated unto 

faith and repentance.  God's act of election and regeneration, His sovereign act in granting 
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us the birth from above logically precedes the act of justification which we recieve freely 

through the recieving act of faith.  The act of faith would be required from those able to 

perform it (bush men), but not from those unable (babies).  It would be absurd for God to 

demand faith from an infant that did not have the mental faculties to perform it, this would 

reflect back badly on God, and put forward a faith centred soteriology which might be true 

of modern day evangelicalism, but not Reformed theology.  Don’t get me wrong, faith is 

central, as opposed to works, but our soteriology flows to faith from regeneration not vice 

versa.  Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God, these are the truths that 

we apply in the regular situation of someone who has reached the age of perception.  

Different rules would necessarily apply in the case of the unborn or the new born, or the 

neonate.  So yes I am saying that the child is adopted and justified without faith, but not 

without regeneration and a preparatory work of the Spirit.  Infants have a different ordo 

salutis, not in that anything from the Spirit's side is missing, but only in that where we would 

fill in the links of faith and repentance, we would have to write, 'age appropriate Spirit 

enabled actions resulting from regeneration'.   

Here is how I think it happens in the case of an infant in the womb whom God has elected 

to salvation, let me pose a hypothetical salvation in their case.  1. The baby is dead in 

trespasses and sins, the child like all sinners is incapable, not merely because of age, but 

also because of sin to conceive of God in any meaningful sense that might lead to the child's 

salvation.  2.  God sovereignly, by His Spirit moves upon the child and regenerates it.  3. 

The fruits of regeneration present themselves.  What do they look like in the forming mind, 

character and actions of an unborn child?  Who can know but God.  But we affirm that the 

typical effects of the Holy Spirit in affecting our being in the normal case of salvation are 

present in the case of the unborn too.  Whether this would create the unborn equivalent of 

faith is unknown, but it is not the full blown faith that one puts in Christ as taught in the NT, 

faith that includes understanding, assent and trust.  But rather, 'age appropriate Spirit 

enabled actions resulting from regeneration'.  4. There might be some other evidence of 

grace present as well as we see in John the Baptist who leapt for joy in the womb, and in 

recognition, as he was prompted by the Spirit, indicating that there is some form of 

receptivity to the illuminating work of the Spirit.  (John was at the end of his 2nd trimester, 

6 months conceived).   

 

Asking more questions about the purpose of faith makes one more comfortable with this 

view.  Why did God choose the instrumentality of faith?  Several answers come to mind.  

Firstly, it is a posture of passivity, a posture of receiving, a posture of neediness.  All of 

these postures glorify God, point away from works, and magnify His provision.  Infant 

salvation by regeneration upholds all these purposes.  God is sovereign, gracious, merciful, 

etc.  All this is upheld.  There is nothing intrinsic to faith that makes it necessary to our 

salvation, to say that there is something about faith that makes it necessary for salvation in 

the case of those who cannot exercise it, makes faith an added work to the work of Christ. 

 

2 Samuel 12:22-23 (ESV) “He said, "While the child was still alive, I fasted and wept, for I 

said, 'Who knows whether the Lord will be gracious to me, that the child may live?'  [23] But 

now he is dead. Why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I shall go to him, but he will 

not return to me."  David has committed adultery with Bathsheba, she fell pregnant.  David 



finally got Uriah killed and took Bathsheba as his wife.  God came to David and promised 

judgement, the first act was the death of the child of their adultery.  David mourned and 

fasted, praying to God to let the child live.  When the child died he uttered these words, 

“But now he is dead. Why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I shall go to him, but 

he will not return to me.” (v23).  Many have interpreted these words as David expressing his 

hope and belief in infant salvation.  That the baby will not come back to him but will meet 

him in heaven.  Is David meaning that he will go to the grave, and be gathered together 

with his fathers to the grave and there be with the child?  Or does he mean that in God’s 

presence he will see the child again?  There is difficulty and obscurity here, for we know that 

David did believe in the afterlife (ps16, 23), but is he reflecting a robust view of the 

afterlife?  It is difficult to say.  If we analyse the psychology of the text, it would appear that 

David is not merely being stoic but hopeful, taking consolation in the fact that he will see 

the child again.  The radical change in his behaviour suites the hope of a believer, 1 Thess. 

4:13.   

 

Other evidence would include the fact that it is possible for babies to be saved in the womb 

apart from faith as we see with John the Baptist, Luke 1:15, ‘for he will be great before the 

Lord. And he must not drink wine or strong drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, 

even from his mother's womb.’  This opens the door for the possibility creating an exception 

to Paul’s statement about hearing and calling upon the Lord for salvation. 

 

Another line of evidence is developed by John Piper who speaks about the basis of 

judgement being according to knowledge: 

‘In a funeral sermon several years ago for an infant, Dr. Piper summarized the basis for his 

conclusion: 

Jesus says in John 9:41 to those who were offended at his teaching and asked if he thought 

they were blind-he said, "If you were blind, you would not have had sin; but since you say, 

'We see,' your sin remains." 

In other words, if a person lacks the natural capacity to see the revelation of God's will or 

God's glory then that person's sin would not remain-God would not bring the person into 

final judgment for not believing what he had no natural capacity to see. 

The other text is Romans 1:20 where Paul is dealing with persons who have not heard the 

gospel and have no access to it, but who do have access to the revelation of God's glory in 

nature: 

Romans 1:20 "Since the creation of the world God's invisible attributes, His eternal power 

and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, 

so that they are without excuse." 

In other words: if a person did not have access to the revelation of God's glory - did not 

have the natural capacity to see it and understand it, then Paul implies they would have an 

excuse at the judgment. 

The point for us is that even though we human beings are under the penalty of everlasting 

judgment and death because of the fall of our race into sin and the sinful nature that we all 

have, nevertheless God only executes this judgment on those who have the natural capacity 

to see his glory and understand his will, and refuse to embrace it as their treasure. 



Infants, I believe, do not yet have that capacity; and therefore, in God's inscrutable way, he 

brings them under the forgiving blood of his Son.’3  

I would suggest that we can allow for the salvation of infants apart from faith based on the 

arguments I have made.  I cannot state this from any clear statement from scripture but 

have taken you through the reasoning process as best I can.   

 

There may be some who would insist in the possibility that God could elect to damn infants.  

They would base this statement in the fact that Esau was hated before he was born.  The 

trouble is there is no major theologian that would confirm this, and the example of Esau is 

about someone who went on to be born and was judged for his sins.   

 

This morning I may have upset you because you may have thought that all babies are 

innocent and by default saved.  I don’t believe this is the teaching of the bible, if any baby is 

saved it will be saved by grace, by the application of Christ’s redemptive work and by the 

regenerating power of the Spirit, yet without calling on the Lord.  Perhaps today you have 

been upset because you did not think anyone could be as sure as I have presented the case 

this morning.  I want to leave you in the safest place because there is not a lot of light on 

this issue.  The safest place is in our knowledge of God and His goodness.  Abraham said it 

well in Gen. 18:25 when he was interceding for mercy for Sodom and Gomorrah, ‘Far be it 

from you to do such a thing, to put the righteous to death with the wicked, so that the 

righteous fare as the wicked! Far be that from you! Shall not the Judge of all the earth do 

what is just?"’  The perfect and holy judge cannot err and He will do what is right.  I do not 

think that babies will go to hell, but if they do it will be for perfectly good and holy reasons.  

At the end of the day our confidence is not in our ability to answer this question but in God 

who is perfect in every way.     
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