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Basing itself on Scripture and Tradition, the Council teaches that the Church, a pilgrim now on 
earth, is necessary for salvation: the one Christ is the mediator and the way of salvation; he is 
present to us in his body which is the Church. He himself explicitly asserted the necessity of faith 
and Baptism, and thereby affirmed at the same time the necessity of the Church which men enter 
through Baptism as through a door. Hence they could not be saved who, knowing that the Catholic 
Church was founded as necessary by God through Christ, would refuse either to enter it or to 
remain in it. 

Catechism of the Catholic Church # 846 (underlined emphasis added) 

How to reconcile this clause with other clauses that say salvation is possible even for non-
Christians?  One clause that is often brought into attention is: 

The Church’s relationship with the Muslims. “The plan of salvation also includes those who 
acknowledge the Creator, in the first place amongst whom are the Muslims; these profess to hold 
the faith of Abraham, and together with us they adore the one, merciful God, mankind’s judge on 
the last day.” 

Catechism of the Catholic Church # 841 

How can Muslims be saved if they do not believe that Christ as their Savior, reject His death on 
the cross and His resurrection?   

To answer this question, we look at Scripture to see whether it mentions salvation of non-
Christians or non-believers or not.   According to 1 Timothy 4:10 God is the Savior of all men, 
especially those who believe.  This verse is neither equal to “God is the Savior of not all men but 
only those who believe”, nor to “God is the Savior of those who believe”.   Based on that verse, 
salvation is not limited only to those who believe.  Jesus came to seek and to save the lost, 
according to Luke 19:10, not some of the lost.  He came to save sinners, not some of sinners, 
according to 1 Timothy 1:15.  He is the Savior of the world according to John 4:42.  Titus 2:11 says 
that grace of God appeared for salvation of all men.  This does not mean that everybody will go 
to heaven.  There are those who end up in hell, because of their own will and not because of 
God’s will, who desires all men to be saved (1 Tim 2:4). 

The next question is, obviously, how are those non-believers saved?  In Acts 10:35 Peter said that 
in every nation anyone who fears him [God] and does what is right is acceptable to him [God].   
This verse does not refer only to Cornelius, who later became a believer, but to anyone in every 
nation.   Cornelius did not convert to Judaism either; if he did, then he was legally a Jew and Peter 
did not need to make statement recorded in Acts 10:28.  To do what is right, that is to love one 
another (1 John 4:7-8, 20), makes a person righteous or just (Greek δίκαιος, dikaios) according to 
1 John 3:7. The same Greek word for “right” (δικαιοσύνη, dikaiosune) is used in Acts 10:35 and 1 
John 3:7.  In Hebrew the word for righteousness is  ְצָדָקה (tsedaqah), which also may mean 
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almsgiving and that is what Cornelius did according to Acts 10:2.   Proverbs 10:2 says 
righteousness (ְצָדָקה) delivers from death and Matthew 25:46 says the righteous (δίκαιος) shall 
go to eternal life.  The Greek word of the verb “to justify” is δικαιόω (dikaio), while that of 
justification is δικαίωσις (dikaiosis).   

One main reason why the sixteenth century Reformers split from the Catholic Church is on the 
meaning of the (Greek) verb “to justify”.  According to the Reformers it means to count a person 
to be righteous based on external righteousness of Christ, accepted by faith alone, imputed on 
him.  Justification is therefore instantaneous, and that person is righteous externally and remain 
sinner at the same time.  Sanctification is separated from justification although these two must 
come together in the already justified (by faith alone) person.  Sanctification is never perfected 
in his life1, or the justified person will die still with sins, but those sins will not affect his salvation 
as they will be counted on Christ, who bore them on the cross.  This explains why followers of 
the Reformers find it difficult to believe that non-believers can be saved as they are not justified 
(by faith alone) in the first place.  Reformer John Calvin (1509 – 1564) taught double 
predestination2: God, when He created the world, decreed who will go to heaven and who will 
go to hell, before they were even born.  This teaching leads to labeling non-believers as group 
predestined to hell.   They may cite Romans 9:20-24, which says God is the potter while all men 
are clay.  The potter decides whether, from the same lump of clay, he molds into a worthy vessel 
or into a vessel meant for destruction.  But Paul was not the first to use that metaphor.   In 
Jeremiah 18:5-10, God Himself claimed to be the potter while the House of Israel or any 
nation/kingdom is like clay in His hands.  Yet they, though being clay, can either turn away from 
evil or do evil, which in turn makes God change His earlier decision.   

The Catholic Church, on the other hand, teaches that “to justify” means to make a person 
righteous.  Justification is an on-going process that starts with faith and includes sanctification, 
through which the righteousness of God through Christ is infused in that person.  We do not 
become righteous by ourselves, but only by grace from God through Christ as Scripture says in 
Romans 5:19: through Him we are made righteous (δίκαιος).  Grace enables and moves us both 
to have faith and to do what is right, both make us righteous or just.  According to Scripture we 
lose our righteousness through sinning (Ezekiel 33:12) and there are deadly (mortal) and non-
deadly sins (1 John 5:16-17).   This is the reason why Catholics believe in Sacraments, especially 
Baptism, Reconciliation and Last Rites, and in purgatory, through which we are cleansed from 
sins and regain our righteous state.  Those outside the Church have no access to Sacraments but 
God can save them without it.  God has bound salvation to the sacrament of Baptism, but he 
himself is not bound by his sacraments (clause 1257 of Catechism of the Catholic Church). In 
Catholic teaching only those who die in righteous state (without any un-repented deadly sin) will 
go to heaven3.  Catholics agree that faith in Christ or in God is necessary for our salvation and it 
is (free) gift from God.   Yet Scripture does not say that God gives it to everyone. Saying that God 
intentionally bypasses them from this gift and then condemn them to hell for not having it, 
contradicts verses that say He is the Savior of all men (1 Timothy 4:10) and desires all men to be 
saved (1 Timothy 2:4).   Almost one thousand years before Reformation, in 529 AD Council of 
Orange4, the Church condemned the belief that God predestines any to hell. 

The earliest reference of possibility of salvation for non-believers comes from in the writing of 
Justin Martyr who died in around 165 AD. 



But lest some should, without reason, and for the perversion of what we teach, maintain that we 

say that Christ was born one hundred and fifty years ago under Cyrenius, and subsequently, in the 

time of Pontius Pilate, taught what we say He taught; and should cry out against us as though all 

men who were born before Him were irresponsible--let let us anticipate and solve the 

difficulty. We have been taught that Christ is the first-born of God, and we have declared above 

that He is the Word of whom every race of men were partakers; and those who lived reasonably 

[in Greek μετὰ λόγου, meta logou or “after the Word”] are Christians, even though they have 

been thought atheists; as, among the Greeks, Socrates and Heraclitus, and men like them; and 

among the barbarians,  

Justin Martyr: 1 Apology 46 (underlined emphasis added) 

Augustine (354 to 430 AD), bishop of Hippo in North Africa, wrote about the existence of people 

who can be visibly sanctified through invisible sanctification and without visible rites 

(sacraments).   Those without visible rites are the ones outside the Church. 

The Lord does it by his Holy Spirit, through his invisible grace, in whom all the fruit of his own 

visible rites resides. Because what are the visible rites taking advantage of without this 

sanctification of invisible grace? We can rightly ask if this invisible sanctification, without visible 

rites, for which man is visibly sanctified, does not serve equally for anything, which is naturally an 

absurdity. 

Augustine: Questions on Leviticus 485 

Augustine statement was later quoted by Thomas Aquinas (1225 to 1274 AD) in Summa 

Theologica6 3.68 (Treatise on the Sacraments).  

Pope Pius IX (1792 to 1878) wrote about whom he referred as invincible ignorant persons: 

Here, too, our beloved sons and venerable brothers, it is again necessary to mention and censure 

a very grave error entrapping some Catholics who believe that it is possible to arrive at eternal 

salvation although living in error and alienated from the true faith and Catholic unity. Such belief 

is certainly opposed to Catholic teaching. There are, of course, those who are struggling with 

invincible ignorance about our most holy religion. Sincerely observing the natural law and its 

precepts inscribed by God on all hearts [Romans 2:13-16] and ready to obey God, they live honest 

lives and are able to attain eternal life by the efficacious virtue of divine light and grace. Because 

God knows, searches and clearly understands the minds, hearts, thoughts, and nature of all, his 

supreme kindness and clemency do not permit anyone at all who is not guilty of deliberate sin to 

suffer eternal punishments. 

Pius IX: Encyclical7: Quanto conficiamur moerore 7, 10 Aug 18638 (underlined emphasis added) 

Based on Vatican II council, Catechism of the Catholic Church declares: 

This affirmation [outside the Church there is no salvation, cited in the beginning of this article] is 

not aimed at those who, through no fault of their own, do not know Christ and his Church: 



Those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the Gospel of Christ or his Church, but who 

nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart, and, moved by grace, try in their actions to do his will 

as they know it through the dictates of their conscience—those too may achieve eternal salvation. 

Catechism of the Catholic Church # 847 (underlined emphasis added) 

In the first paragraph “Outside the Church there is no salvation” is applied only to those who 

know both Christ and His Church, that is the Catholic Church.  The second paragraph is applied to 

those, through no fault of their own, (1) do not know the Gospel of Christ and consequently do 

not know His Church or non-Christians; or (2) do not know His Church but know His Gospel or 

non-Catholic Christians.  They are saved neither by their religious (or non-religious) beliefs and 

practices, nor by their god or gods, but by grace from God that moves and enables them to do 

what is right. 

Why does the Church teach “Outside the Church there is no salvation”?  The Church is the Body 
(singular) of Christ, who is the Head (Colossians 1:18).   The Church as the Body of Christ is 
inseparable from the Head.  If Christ is our Savior, then we must remain in His Body or His Church.  
The phrase “Outside the Church there is no salvation” first appeared in the works of Cyprian9 
(died around 258 AD), bishop of Carthage, North Africa and of Origen10 (died around 251 AD) of 
Alexandria, Egypt.  Even Reformer John Calvin wrote that “beyond the pale of the Church there 
is no forgiveness of sins, no salvation can be hoped for” and hence “the abandonment of the 
Church is fatal”11.  Calvin teaching was affirmed in 1561 Belgic Confession of Faith12 Article 28 
and in 1646 Westminster Confession of Faith13 chapter 25.   In the Catholic Church the teaching 
that outside the Church there is no salvation was officially declared several times: in Fourth 
Lateran Council in 121514, in Bull15 Unam Sanctam16 of Pope Boniface VIII in 1302, in Council of 
Basel-Ferrara-Florence in 144217, Pope Piux IX Encyclical: Quanto conficiamur moerore in 186318 
and in Vatican II council19 in 1964 (which is clause 846 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church). 

As already explained, the teaching “Outside the (Catholic) Church there is no Salvation” does not 
mean “only Catholics will be saved”.   Non-Catholics and even non-Christians can be saved, if 
they, through no fault of their own, (1) do not know Christ or His Church and (2) moved and 
enabled by grace, do what is right, which makes them righteous.  Neither does it mean “all 
Catholics will be saved” because in Catholic teaching only those who die in righteous state will go 
to heaven.  Even though incorporated into the [Catholic] Church, one who does not however 
persevere in charity is not saved.  He remains indeed in the bosom of the Church, but “in body” 
not “in heart (Catechism of the Catholic Church # 837).   

God does not demand us to be righteous perfectly or continuously through-out our life.  All men, 
Christians and non-Christians, sin from time to time, which make them not only lose their 
righteousness (Ezekiel 33:12) but all righteous acts they already did are forgotten as well (Ezekiel 
18:24).  Moved and enabled by grace they repent and tun away from their sin. All their past sins 
are forgotten (Ezekiel 18:21-22) or they are back in righteous state.  According to Hebrews 9:27 
all men will be first judged when they die (while the second judgment will happen at Christ second 
Coming).   If they die in righteous state, which is made possible by grace, be they believers or not, 
they will go to heaven.   



End Notes 

 
1  This sanctification is throughout in the whole man, yet imperfect in this life; there abideth still some remnants of 

corruption in every part, whence ariseth a continual and irreconcilable war, the flesh lusting against the spirit, and 
the spirit against the flesh. 

Westminster Confession of Faith XIII.2 
 Westminster Confession of Faith, completed in 1646, is the confession of faith of English-speaking Presbyterians. 
2  By predestination we mean the eternal decree of God, by which He determined within Himself whatever He wished 

to happen with regard to every man. All are not created on equal terms, but some are preordained to eternal life, 

others to eternal damnation; and, accordingly as each has been created for one or other of these ends, we say that 

he has been predestinated to life or to death. 

Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion 3.21.6  
3  Immediately after death the souls of those who die in a state of mortal sin descend into hell, where they suffer the 

punishments of hell, “eternal fire.” 
Catechism of the Catholic Church # 1035 

 God predestines no one to go to hell; for this, a willful turning away from God (a mortal sin) is necessary, and 
persistence in it until the end. 

Catechism of the Catholic Church # 1037 
4  We not only do not believe that some have been truly predestined to evil by divine power, but also with every 

execration we pronounce anathema upon those, if there are [any such], who wish to believe so great an evil. 
Council of Orange: Original Sin, Grace and Predestination 

5  Augustine of Hippo Questions on Leviticus - Patristic Bible Commentary (google.com) 
6  Summa Theologiae, by St Thomas Aquinas, doctor of the Church. (summa-theologiae.org) 
7  Encyclicals are letters sent to all the bishops of Christendom, or at least to all those in one particular country, and 

intended to guide them in their relations with their flocks. 
from Catholic Encyclopedia 

8  Quanto Conficiamur Moerore - Papal Encyclicals 
9  Cyprian: Epistle 73.21 
10  Origen: Homily on Joshua 3.5 
11  Calvin, J.: Institutes of Christian Religion 4.1.4 
12 The Belgic Confession | Reformed Church in America (rca.org) 
13 The Westminster Confession of Faith - Ligonier Ministries 
14  There is indeed one universal church of the faithful, outside of which nobody at all is saved, in which Jesus Christ is 

both priest and sacrifice. 
Fourth Lateran Council: Confession of Faith 

Fourth Lateran Council : 1215 Council Fathers - Papal Encyclicals 
15 For practical purposes a bull may be conveniently defined to be "an Apostolic letter with a leaden seal," to which 

one may add that in its superscription the pope invariably takes the title of episcopus, servus servorum Dei. 
from Catholic Encyclopedia 

16 Urged by faith, we are obliged to believe and to maintain that the Church is one, holy, catholic, and also apostolic. 

We believe in her firmly and we confess with simplicity that outside of her there is neither salvation nor the 

remission of sins, as the Spouse in the Canticles [Sgs 6:8] proclaims: ‘One is my dove, my perfect one. She is the 

only one, the chosen of her who bore her,‘ and she represents one sole mystical body whose Head is Christ and the 

head of Christ is God [1 Cor 11:3]. In her then is one Lord, one faith, one baptism [Eph 4:5]. There had been at the 

time of the deluge only one ark of Noah, prefiguring the one Church, which ark, having been finished to a single 

cubit, had only one pilot and guide, i.e., Noah, and we read that, outside of this ark, all that subsisted on the earth 

was destroyed. 

Pope Boniface VIII: Unam Sanctam, 18 Nov 1302 

Unam Sanctam - Papal Encyclicals 
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17 It firmly believes, professes and preaches that all those who are outside the catholic church, not only pagans but 

also Jews or heretics and schismatics, cannot share in eternal life and will go into the everlasting fire which was 
prepared for the devil and his angels, unless they are joined to the catholic church before the end of their lives; that 
the unity of the ecclesiastical body is of such importance that only for those who abide in it do the church’s 
sacraments contribute to salvation and do fasts, almsgiving and other works of piety and practices of the Christian 
militia produce eternal rewards; and that nobody can be saved, no matter how much he has given away in alms 
and even if he has shed his blood in the name of Christ, unless he has persevered in the bosom and the unity of the 
catholic church.  

Council of Basel-Ferrara-Florence, Session 11: Bull of Union with the Copts, 4 Feb 1442 
Council of Basel 1431-45 A.D. Council Fathers - Papal Encyclicals 

18 Also well known is the Catholic teaching that no one can be saved outside the Catholic Church. Eternal salvation 
cannot be obtained by those who oppose the authority and statements of the same Church and are stubbornly 
separated from the unity of the Church and also from the successor of Peter, the Roman Pontiff, to whom “the 
custody of the vineyard has been committed by the Savior.” The words of Christ are clear enough: “If he refuses to 
listen even to the Church, let him be to you a Gentile and a tax collector;” “He who hears you hears me, and he who 
rejects you, rejects me, and he who rejects me, rejects him who sent me;” “He who does not believe will be 
condemned;” “He who does not believe is already condemned;” “He who is not with me is against me, and he who 
does not gather with me scatters.” The Apostle Paul says that such persons are “perverted and self-condemned;” 
the Prince of the Apostles calls them “false teachers . . . who will secretly bring in destructive heresies, even denying 
the Master. . . bringing upon themselves swift destruction.” 

Pope Pius IX: Quanto conficiamur moerore 8, 10 Aug 1863 
Quanto Conficiamur Moerore - Papal Encyclicals 
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