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This is an adaptation of a lecture I use at the beginning of the introductory theology course I occasionally teach at Christian Theological Seminary. But every Christian community needs to find a way to articulate what they believe the Gospel is. This is what I believe it is, and I invite you to consider it. But I’d be most pleased if you used this lecture simply as a tool to ask yourself, “What do I mean by the Gospel?”
The Gospel

I’ve learned not to assume that everybody knows what the term “Gospel” means. The way I’m using it right now, it does not mean the four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke & John. That’s a later, derivative meaning.

“Gospel” (from Old English “Godspel”—remember the musical?) literally means “good news” or “glad tidings.” The Greek word is euangelion, from which we get words like “evangelical” and “evangelist.”

Paul the Apostle, the earliest writer of the New Testament, first used the word to describe the core of his, and the church’s, preaching and teaching. 

It is the fundamental message of Christian faith, which is not just a body of doctrine but a fundamental truth that, when it grasps us, always turns out to be surprisingly good.

The challenge for anyone who wants to be faithful to the Gospel is to keep from turning it into bad news, or else no news at all.

The Apostle Paul considered the Gospel he proclaimed to be so crucial, and so trustworthy, that he insisted it be used to critique anything else he might ever say. Indeed, he believed that even the angels themselves should be ignored if they should teach anything contrary to the Gospel (see Gal. 1:8-9).

It’s strange that only in the past two centuries did Christians ever consistently notice that this was an invitation to a faith-based biblical criticism: If Apostles can be critiqued by the Gospel, so can their writings. Remember that.

Some of Paul’s more developed statements of the Gospel are in his letter to the Galatians, which most scholars date between 50 and 56, about 20 years after Jesus’ crucifixion (though it’s impossible to be sure about the precise date). Here are two complementary versions from that letter: 

3 24 … The law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we might be justified by faith.  25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian,  26 for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith.  27 As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  28 There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.  29 And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise. 

4 3  … While we were minors, we were enslaved to the elemental spirits of the world.  4 But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law,  5 in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children.  6 And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba!  Father!”  7 So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God. 

Now I want us to look at several renditions of the Gospel offered by members of the CTS faculty.

Ronald Allen’s most recent version reads as follows: “I take the gospel to be the news, revealed to the church through Jesus Christ, of God’s unconditional love for each and every created entity and God’s will for justice for each and every created entity.” (Interpreting the Gospel: An Introduction to Preaching [St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1998], pp. xi-xii.)

Compare this to Clark Williamson: “The good news that runs throughout scripture is the promise of the love of God graciously offered to each and all, and the command of God that we love God in return with all our selves and our neighbors (all our neighbors) as ourselves.” “This formulation,” he adds, “we shall take as our norm of appropriateness for guiding interpretation. We find this norm decisively, but not exclusively, manifest in Jesus Christ.” (Way of Blessing, Way of Life: A Christian Theology [St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1999], pp. 81-82.)

Joe Jones offers an even lengthier, more theologically loaded version: “The Gospel of Jesus Christ is the Good News that the God of Israel, the Creator of all creatures, has in freedom and love become incarnate in the life, death and resurrection of the Jewish Jesus of Nazareth, God’s eternal Son, to enact and reveal God’s gracious reconciliation of humanity to Godself, and through the Holy Spirit calls and empowers human beings to participate in God’s liberative and redemptive work by acknowledging God’s gracious forgiveness in Christ, repenting of human sin, receiving the gift of freedom, embracing authentic community by loving the neighbor and the enemy, caring for the whole creation, and hoping for the final triumph of God’s grace as the triune Ultimate Companion of all creatures.” (Lecture Notes in Systematic Theology: A Grammar of Christian Faith, vol. 1, 1999, p. 57.)

Then of course there is my rendition of the Gospel, which I also use as a fundamental norm: “In eccentricity and brokenness, the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ embraces each and every one of us just as we are and draws us to embody that communion for all others, now and always.”

The word “eccentricity” puzzles people here. It literally means “being out from the center,” or even “being off-centered.” That’s why in popular terms it can mean “peculiar” or “strange.” But that’s actually a good thing. 

God’s creation of the world is an off-centered act, and so is God’s love, and so is God (since God is love).

What do all these versions of the Gospel, from Paul to the present, have in common? I find at least four points: 
1) God’s love comes to a world that finds itself to be in some way “broken,” and in need of healing.

2) God’s love for us and all creation is unconditional. God’s love is a gift. That’s what “grace”means.

3) God’s call for us to love as God loves is uncompromising. The gift is also a demand. (It’s important to point out here that Paul remained an observant Jew all his life. When he spoke of freedom from the law, or Torah, he meant liberation from certain oppressive interpretations of Torah.)

4) Jesus Christ plays a pivotal role in realizing the unconditional, uncompromising gift and demand of God’s love. We who confess Jesus Christ as Lord find ourselves participating in the shape of a fully embodied life, offered, blessed, broken and delivered to enliven every other life.

Probably the point at which some Christians, and many others, might divide is the fourth one, especially when one asks, “Just how pivotal a role does Jesus Christ play in realizing God’s love?”

Many Christians have wanted to make faith in Jesus Christ a precondition for God’s love, and they can cite biblical passages that seem to imply this.

But there’s a trap here: If there’s a precondition for God’s love, how can God’s love be unconditional? How can it be a gift? What happened to grace?

It has thus been tempting for other Christians to say that Jesus Christ simply illustrates God’s love, which makes Christ sound somewhat dispensable.

But I, for one, cannot go there, nor can Ron Allen, Clark Williamson or Joe Jones, though none of us wants to limit God’s grace, either.

I do not believe there is such a thing as a generic God or a generic grace that could be detached from particular histories of very peculiar communities. That would be a put-down of all religious traditions, not just mine.

I do believe, with many New Testament writers, that Jesus Christ is somehow involved in all saving moments, wherever they seem to occur, even where that name hasn’t been heard. I can’t recognize salvation anywhere if it does not somehow involve participating in the shape of the fully embodied life whose story is told in Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.

But as the doctrine of the Trinity reminds us, Christ never works alone. And God’s reconciling work cannot be boxed in even by that doctrine.

So my confession of the communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ among other traditions is also an invitation to them to confess what has most radically claimed them, in hopes that we might together learn more about what matters most to all of us.

The Gospel as Principal Norm

I’ve mentioned that only in recent centuries have Christians consistently noticed that the Gospel itself authorizes a faith-based biblical criticism.

I’m not sure we would have noticed that if people in revolt against Christian authoritarianism had not kept forcing us to see that the Bible did not match some of the exaggerated claims Christians had tended to make about it. Instead of a light to guide our path, we made it sound like a road atlas.

But my point is, those of us who follow Paul in taking the Gospel as our principal norm have no reason to get defensive when someone points out how very human a document the Bible is. 

We have absolutely nothing to lose, but much to gain, in recognizing this, and the truth of the Gospel is in no way threatened.

While earlier Christians may not have pressed this insight so far, many did use the Gospel as the principal lens through which they interpreted Scripture.

Often early Christians appealed to an important facet of the Gospel, namely, the “Great Commandment” to love God and neighbor with all our selves. 

Paul and the author of Matthew, for example, seem to think that this commandment relativizes all other commandments (Matthew 22:34-40; Romans 13:8-10; cf. 1 John 10). 

St. Augustine (354-430) made a similar observation in On Christian Doctrine: “Whoever, then, thinks that he understands the Holy Scriptures, or any part of them, but puts such an interpretation upon them as does not tend to build up this twofold love of God and our neighbor, does not yet understand them as he ought” (I, 36).  

Indeed, he argued, any interpretation which did build up this twofold love would not be a bad interpretation, even if it were a bit far fetched.

Martin Luther (1483-1546) focused on another facet of the Gospel, namely, its presentation of Christ, to make an even bolder claim:

“The true test by which to judge all books is to see whether they deal with Christ or not …. What does not teach Christ is not apostolic, even though St. Peter or Paul taught it. Again, what preaches Christ would be apostolic, even if Judas, Annas, Pilate, and Herod did it.” (Cited in Brian A. Gerrish, Grace and Reason: A Study in the Theology of Luther [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979], p. 150.)

Luther actually used this principle to question whether books like James and Jude even belonged in the New Testament. (You may not know this, but the early church never made any formal decision about what belonged in the Bible and what did not. They pretty much agreed by around 400, but they never sat down to address the issue doctrinally.)

The point is, Christians who welcome biblical criticism and other critical approaches to theology do at least have noteworthy precedents for what they do. They (or we) are not departing from Christian faith but are simply pressing one of its most ancient insights farther than it was ever pressed before.

Consider, then, using whatever rendition of the Gospel you now live by as your principal norm for the rest of your life. Though it will probably change at least a bit, it’s the best place to start. 

