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| F ANY MAN preach any ot her gospel unto you than that ye have
recei ved, let himbe accursed. Galatians 1:9.

The gospel of Jesus Christ has been the subject of challenge,
imtation or nodification ever since it was first proclai ned.
I ndeed, the challenge has often been nost effective when a
plausible imtation is advanced that purports to be the gospe
in a nore attractive dress, nore consistent with the accepted
religious norns of the culture.

MAN SEEKS TO REFORMULATE THE GOSPEL

VWhat pronpted the Apostle Paul to insist upon the

di stinctiveness of the gospel? In essence, it is man's
persistent reluctance to accept the fact that he cannot redeem
hi nsel f or determine the conditions of his salvation. This
reluctance proceeds froman assunption that man essentially has
the right of self-determnation. Such an assunption requires
that the biblical doctrine of God be nodified to nake Hi s
benevol ence domi nant, Hi s holiness incidental, and H's
sovereignty limted.

Man's concern then is not so much with a divine standard of

ri ghteousness as with the authenticity of his own humanity.
Despite this a vague uneasi ness persists that there is after al
an ultimate accountablilty for which man is responsible. Yet
even the nature of this accountability is thought to be nore by
human endeavor than divine favor and ultimately man's
responsibility, not God's.

Once it is assuned that sal vati on depends upon man, then he is
obligated to take the initiative and is never really certain
whet her he has effectively made his case. Despite this, the
fact that he is doing sonething of nerit, however inconplete,
rei nforces his concept of self-determnation



PAGAN GOSPELS

To satisfy this fundanental desire for autonony the pagan
religions offer a plausible "other gospel” that attracts
mllions of followers. Sone of the nost extraordinary acts of
devotion are performed by those who expect that by such neans
they will gain the attention of their gods and nerit their
favor. Far fromtheir having a sense of security, however,
there generally persists a nood of uncertainty. Something may
be I eft undone or performed i nproperly which will displease a
capricious deity who has no conmtnments to those who seek his
favor.

By contrast, western man has sought to solve this problem by
elimnating God. Wth the devel opnent of nodern science man has
considered it unnecessary to explain the nysteries of life
through a "God of the gaps." What once was thought to be an act
of God is now understood to be the result of natural causes. As
man is thus able to explain all questions and solve all problens
wi thout reference to God, the anxiety of pleasing an arbitrary
Deity is renmoved

DEPERSONALI ZATI ON AND DESPAI R

The results have not been satisfactory. This "other gospel™ has
tended to produce a nood characterized by alienation
nmeani ngl essness and despair. The very insights that man has

gai ned t hrough scientific advance have caused himto raise

i mportant questions about whether he can really control his
destiny. Consequences of drastic inportance threaten his

survi val

Faced with this dilemm, many are turning to the occult or to
drugs. They seek to escape the harsh realities of life, or to
fashion a schene of reality that may sonehow fill the spiritua
void left by scientism The rapid rise in popularity of these
alternatives underscores the need of contenporary man for a
fulfillment denied himin a world w thout God.

Granted such circunstances, the need to proclai mthe gospel of
Chri st has never been nore evident. Those who pl edge an

al l egi ance to organi zed Christianity, however, differ widely in
their response to this opportunity. Essentially, this is
because sone think the biblical nmessage needs to be nodified or
reinterpreted in the Iight of contenporary conditions.

THE GOSPEL OF | NVOLVEMENT

For exanple, in an increasingly inter-dependent world there has
been a growi ng inpatience with the distinction historically nmade
by sone religionists between secul ar and sacred. Wth sone
justification there has been an insistence upon the fact that
God not only created the world and ordained its major
institutions but also is nowat work in the world to fulfill H's
soverei gn purposes. Throughout his life Dietrich Bonhoeffer



opposed the dividing of life into sacred and secul ar and
insisted that the place of the church was in the world where CGod
is.

Thi s has caused sonme to conclude that the gospel should be
addressed to man's current dilemrma rather than the question of
his ultimate destiny. Langdon Glkey of the University of

Chi cago Divinity School has observed that the enphasis "has
shifted frommatters of ultinmate “salvation' and of heaven or
hell, to questions of the neaning, necessity, or useful ness of
religion for this life." Fromthis perspective God is at work
wherever there are efforts to conbat war, racism poverty and
prejudice. To witness to the gospel is to join others in these
endeavors, presum ng that whether the other participants are
professing Christians or not, they are doing the work of God.

THE GOSPEL OF REVOLUTI ON

For some, just to be involved is not enough. Instead they
believe that the true follower of Jesus is to be a revolutionary
who is prepared to side with forces and events that seek to
overthrow the existing systemof things. In the fall of 1967 a
Nat i onal Council of Churches conference on Church and Society in
Detroit becane dom nated by a group of radicals who insisted
that this should be the mission of the church. A simlar

phi | osophy seens to underlie the noral and and financial support
gi ven by church groups to revolutionaries in sone of the
devel opi ng areas of the world.

In short, it is appropriate to use whatever neans are necessary,
i ncludi ng violence, to achieve an end that is believed to be
consistent with Christian ideals. The parallel between this and
the I nquisition cannot be overl ooked.

The focus of this "gospel" is tenporal rather than eternal and
stresses the work of man rather than the grace of God. \Watever
betterment may come to nman now, the question of his ultimate
destiny remains unresol ved.

THE GOSPEL OF ENCOUNTER

Those who recogni ze this problembut still believe that biblica
concepts need to be reinterpreted in the Iight of contenporary
i deas have advanced ot her versions of the gospel. Even the

evangel i cal community has mani fested a degree of acconodation to
cont enmpor ary thought by being preoccupied with the popul ar idea
of encounter. As a result sonme of the basic elenments of the
Cospel have been obscured.

Wth today's stress upon personal relationship it is
under st andabl e why the biblical statements relating to this
shoul d be so very attractive. As a result, Christ is presented
as an exciting, dynam c personality, especially as portrayed in
H's pre-Calvary mnistry. The conmtnment to Hmthat is
encouraged often has a striking simlarity to that of the
followers of a charismatic political |eader. A theol ogica
student (not an evangelical) told me his relationship to Christ



was because of a neaningful encounter with Christ. However, if
he had a meani ngful encounter with communi sm he woul d probably
make a commitnment to conmuni sm

VWhat is often stressed is the ability of the Savior to give
meani ng and purpose in this life to those who follow Hm Too
often His humanity seens to overshadow H s divinity so that He
is a kind of "first among equal s,"” rather than the Lord of
GQory. Furthernore, the enphasis upon Hs life and mnistry
tends to overshadow Hi s going to the Cross as our
representative, substitutionary sacrifice. Thus, the

rel ationship to H mappears to be open to renegotiation or
term nati on as subsequent circunstances nmay dictate.

| shall never forget a young man who had made a conmitnment to
Christ and indicated that at the tine he found this very
exciting and fulfilling. Then the excitenent di m nished and, in
his words, he was ready to "chuck Christianity."

THE GOSPEL BEA NS W TH GOD

It is inmportant that evangelicals nake certain of their nmessage.
The CGospel begins with God rather than man and includes not only
H's love but also His holiness and Hi s justice.

Contrary to the pagan religions, the gospel declares that it is
God Who initiates and consummates human redenption

Furthernore, this has been acconplished in a series of

historical acts rather than through an ongoi ng process of

i nvol venent, whether in works or sacranments. It is in the

cruci fixion, death and resurrection of Christ that God has shown
H s redenptive purpose in history and has provided the
substantive basis for the gospel nessage.

The denonstration of the transform ng power of that nmessage is

first of all inward, then outward. It is first personal, then
social. It begins in conmtnment and continues in obedience. It
confesses the all-sufficiency of God and the utter dependence of
man. It is first of all for the glory of God and then for the

bl essi ng of man.
A H GH VI EW OF SCRI PTURE

Paul in Gal atians sunmons us to preach no ot her gospel than that
which is enunciated in the Holy Scriptures. The inportance of
bi blical revelation as the authoritative source of the gospe
can hardly be overestimted. Wthout this divine disclosure
Christians are trapped in the sanme dilemma as the rest of the
world. Wth it, they are in a unique position to declare with
confidence the truth of God.

Because of the significance of this issue, it is not surprising
that the Scriptures continue to be subjected to persistent
criticismand question.

We are now at the point in tine where fundanmentals are
guesti oned. Young people must confront the issue of the



validity of Scripture. THIS IS GOD S WORD. GOD HAS SPOKEN.
THE VALI DI TY OF PREACHI NG

There remains the question as to how this good news is to be
shared. Today there is not agreement on this. The apparent

i neffectiveness of preaching has caused sonme to inquire whether
ot her nmeans shoul d take precedence in conveying the nessage.
This in turn has pronpted the suggestion that denonstrating it
may be nore effective than telling it. Acconpanying this has
been a growi ng inpatience with what seens to be a needl ess
debat e over theol ogical niceties. The col dness and barrenness
of nere intellectual assent has been contrasted with the
vitality of a meaningful experience with the living Christ.

The abuse or msuse of a particular nmeans, however, does not

provi de sufficient grounds for its being abandoned. Instead, it
is well to recognize that witness is a conprehensive termthat
i ncl udes both proclaimng and doing. |Indeed, it is precisely

this balance that is found in the Scriptures.

Qur Lord Jesus Christ as the Living Wrd both taught the people
and went about doi ng good and heal i ng those that were oppressed.
The sane pattern can be found in the mnistry of the early
church. Theirs was a m ssion of proclamation that was
splendidly validated by their entire manner of life.

Sonme may ask whether, in the multitude of words broadcast

t hrough today's nedia, the gospel really has a chance of being
heard. It is here that the mnistry of the Holy Spirit is
essential. The Wrd which is authoritative in itself is
commended to the hearer through the convicting and convinci ng
mnistry of the Holy Spirit. Nor does this ignore the
messenger. Indeed, it is as the Holy Spirit has come upon him
that his nessage has the conpelling significance of a divine
pronouncenent. NMoreover, it is by the sane Holy Spirit that the
believer's manner of life is transfornmed so that the fruit of
the Spirit becomes nmanifest as a result of obedience to the
whol e counsel of God.

It is this blending of the tenporal and the eternal that can
effectively confront nodern man in his alienation and despair.
It can give hima vision of whol eness and purpose in spite of
the fragnmentation and confusion all about him

This will be achieved only as there is brought to man no ot her
gospel than that which is revealed in the Holy Scriptures,
personified in our Lord Jesus Christ and nanifested through the
transformed lives of H s servants. |Indeed, there is no nore

el oquent corroboration of the fact that there is "no other
gospel " than those who by their manner of life clearly
denonstrate their commtnment to it.

Let our message then be biblical rather than cultural, spiritua
rather than human, a word from God rather than a specul ation
from nman.
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