Restoring the Reality of the Gospel #1

“No Gospel at All”

Galatians 1:6-10

Growing up, I remember my family often going to flea markets where rows upon rows of tables would be filled with various items for sale. Rarely would one find anything of real value at the flea market, although occasionally a functional item could be purchased at a reasonable rate.

One exception comes to my mind, though. At one of the flea markets my mother came across a large, round table. In need of a dining table for our family, she asked the person how much they wanted for it. She bought the table for four dollars. The table had a thick coat of black paint on it, which my mother decided to remove in order to restore it to whatever original finish it once had. To her amazement, underneath the black paint was a beautiful walnut surface. The table was later appraised for over four hundred dollars. Many people share similar experiences with pieces of old furniture. When the foreign substance on the surface is removed and the piece is “restored,” it is more beautiful to view and more valuable to own.

The same principle holds true in the spiritual realm. Unfortunately, the gospel of Jesus Christ has been covered with a cheap surface that has marred its image and lessened its value to the world. This series of messages seeks to restore the reality of the gospel of Christ, bringing out its truth and beauty. This problem of cheapening the gospel is not new. Paul faced a similar threat in the early days of the church. He writes in Galatians 1:6-9,

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel—which is really no gospel at all. Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned! As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned! 

Paul demonstrates the magnitude of the subject in this text. Restoring the reality of the gospel is, quite literally, a matter of life and death! For those who would preach a message different from the truth of the Scriptures, they risk eternal punishment. For those who would follow after such teachers, a similar fate awaits them as well.

The Message of the False Gospel

Jesus warned of false teachers who would lead people astray in Matthew 7:15-20,

Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them.

Twice Jesus states, “By their fruit you will recognize them.” He explains this imagery in the following verses, beginning with verse 21,

Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?” Then I will tell them plainly, “I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!”

While Jesus is speaking here of all false teachers (and the false teachers come in a variety of ways), we see one of the most prevalent and dangerous false teachings which has become popular in our own day. A. W. Tozer wrote a generation ago about the message of the false gospel,

A notable heresy has come to being throughout our evangelical circles—the widely-accepted concept that we humans can choose to accept Christ only because we need Him as Saviour and that we have the right to postpone our obedience to Him as long as we want to!

Such teaching is what Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German theologian during World War II, called “cheap grace,” which he claimed was “the deadly enemy of our church.” He goes on to explain, “Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, communion without confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.”

Such teaching was not bound to a single society or generation. This is still being preached and taught in our own world in our times. Chuck Colson speaks of the present-day false gospel,

[Cheap grace is] the perception that Christianity offers only a flood of blessings, the rights of the kingdom without responsibilities to the King. This easy believism fails to take biblical truth to heart and fails to act in obedience to the Scriptures. The result is a church which increasingly accommodates secular values. Not knowingly, of course, but simply by gradual acceptance of secular standards which have become comfortable.

In short, the gospel of Jesus Christ has been infused with “the cancer of compromise.”
 One clear evidence of this can be seen in the way Christianity is put forth to others. Listen to the typical gospel presentation nowadays. You’ll hear sinners entreated with words like, “accept Jesus Christ as personal Savior”; “ask Jesus into your heart”; or “invite Christ into your life.” You may be so accustomed to hearing those phrases that it will surprise you to learn that none of them is based on biblical terminology. They are products of a diluted gospel. It is not the gospel according to Jesus.
 

Put in its most basic terms, the message of this false gospel is that we can accept Jesus Christ as our Savior but not submit to Him as Lord. What is the result of such a message? John Stott writes very eloquently,

The Christian landscape is strewn with the wreckage of derelict, half-built towers— the ruins of those who began to build and were unable to finish. For thousands of people still ignore Christ’s warning and undertake to follow him without first pausing to reflect on the cost of doing so. The result is the great scandal of Christendom today, so called “nominal Christianity.” In countries to which Christian civilization has spread, large numbers of people have covered themselves with a decent, but thin, veneer of Christianity. They have allowed themselves to become somewhat involved; enough to be respectable but not enough to be uncomfortable. Their religion is a great, soft cushion. It protects them from the hard unpleasantness of life, while changing its place and shape to suit their convenience. No wonder the cynics speak of hypocrites in the church and dismiss religion as escapism.

When the gospel of Christ is diluted in this way, the church of Christ becomes weak from all of the spiritual dead weight it carries, and the world despises Christianity because it sees the emptiness of such a message.

The Motivation of the False Gospel

Why would such a false message be preached, then? What is the motivation of the false gospel? Referring back to the text in Galatians chapter one, Paul provides the answer to these questions in verse ten, “Am I now trying to win the approval of men, or of God? Or am I trying to please men? If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a servant of Christ.” Whenever the reality of the gospel is replaced by a cheap substitute, it is almost always done in order to appeal to men. In order to make the message more appealing, the church covers up the cost. The doctrine of repentance is ignored, and in its place “another gospel” of “only-believism” is preached. As one author puts it, “We have made a disgrace of God’s grace.” And as a result, we have many church members, but few true disciples of Jesus Christ.

The message of Jesus, though, was very different. He never lowered his standards or modified his conditions to make his call more readily acceptable. He never concealed the fact that his call included a demand as well as an offer. Indeed, the demand was as total as the offer was free. He asked his first disciples, and he has asked every disciple since, to give him their thoughtful and total commitment. If he offered men salvation, he also demanded their submission. Nothing less than this will do.

Unlike many churches and Christians of our day, the Lord Jesus never tried to coax men into a glib profession of faith. His motivation was never to attract a large following by preaching a popular message. In fact, whenever people began to swarm after Him, He would turn to them and sift them by setting forth the sternest terms of discipleship.
 As Kenneth Joner puts it, “Jesus did not want an impulsive crowd, but rather a devoted army.”

The Mandate of the Factual Gospel

While it is the intention of this entire series to put forth the factual gospel that Jesus preached, and we will spend several weeks considering the principles of that message, let us briefly consider the basic tenets of Christianity from the very words of Christ. We read the mandate of the factual gospel in Mark 1:14-20,

After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. “The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. “Come, follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will make you fishers of men.” At once they left their nets and followed him. When he had gone a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John in a boat, preparing their nets. Without delay he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and followed him.

Jesus’ message is summarized in two phrases: “A king is demanding your allegiance”, and “Repentance and active faith is required to enter this kingdom.” His message is then made personal to Simon, Andrew, James, and John. The mandate is simple: “Leave your old life and follow me.” The gospel Jesus proclaimed was a call to discipleship, a call to follow Him in submissive obedience, not just a plea to make a decision or pray a prayer.

Christianity is not mere acknowledgement of a series of propositions, however true. We may believe in the deity and salvation of Christ, and acknowledge ourselves to be sinners in need of his salvation; but this does not make us Christians. We have to make a personal response to the Lord, committing ourselves unreservedly to him as our Savior and Lord.
 Nowhere in Scripture are we ever led to believe that we can use Jesus as a Saviour and not own Him as our Lord.

Throughout the gospels, our Lord’s words about eternal life were invariably accompanied by warnings to those who might be tempted to take salvation lightly. Present-day evangelicalism, by and large, ignores those warnings. The prevailing view of what constitutes saving faith continues to grow broader and shallower, while the portrayal of Christ in preaching and witnessing grows fuzzy. Anyone who claims to be a Christian can find evangelicals willing to accept his profession of faith, whether or not his behavior shows any evidence of commitment to Christ. Contemporary Christians have been conditioned to believe that because they recited a prayer, signed on a dotted line, been baptized, or had some other experience, they are saved and should never question their salvation.

Is this the kind of message that Jesus preached? No! In fact, Jesus never invited anyone to become a Christian, at least in the way the term is commonly understood. His call was to discipleship. Unfortunately, many churches teach that there is a difference between “Christians” and “disciples.” When one examines the Scriptures, though, they see that the terms “disciple” and “Christian” are synonymous. To be a Christian, you must be a disciple.

I realize that as we begin to examine modern-day Christianity in light of the Bible that there will be uncomfortable times. Principles that we may have been taught to believe for years will be seen for what they really are—a cheap covering over the truth. My goal is not to create controversy, not to put people down, nor to implant doubts concerning our faith. Instead, in the words of Tozer,

I believe we need to preach again a whole Christ to the world—a Christ that does not need our apologies, a Christ who will not be divided, a Christ who will be either Lord of all or who will not be Lord at all!


Over the next several weeks I want to consider the true gospel according to Jesus. When He was on earth, Jesus said, “Follow Me.” 


Will we?
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