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Dedication 

To the hundreds who lived the Gospel of Jesus 
into me over the decades and who, with 

your actions, faith, and love, revealed 
the kingdom of God on earth, 

as Jesus lived and taught it, 
to me in a real and 
meaningful way. 

Thank you. 
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Before we continue, let 
me state this clearly. 
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What Happened to the 

 Gospel? 

Let Me Tell You a Story 

I 
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So, What is the ‘Gospel?’ 
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What does “Gospel” mean? 
The word gospel reflects the Greek word for “good 
news” or “momentous news.” The good news is what 
God has done in Jesus Christ, supremely in Jesus’ life, 
death, and resurrection. This God did in fulfillment of 
all that he had promised to do (Luke 24:44) to 
reconcile lost and guilty human beings to himself, 
powerfully transforming them by his Spirit in 
anticipation of their resurrection existence in the new 
heaven and the new earth. 

When Christians used the word “gospel” in the first 
century AD, it always referred to this message about 
Jesus; it did not refer to the writings 
of Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John — books that tell the 
story about Jesus. At that time, Christians spoke of the 
gospel according to Matthew, Mark, or the others. Only 
in the second century and beyond did Christians start 
talking about these books themselves as Gospels — 
Matthew’s Gospel (or the Gospel of Matthew), Mark’s 
Gospel, and so on. In the first century, “gospel” 
referred to the message, not the book that conveyed 
it. 

Two things follow: 
 (1)  This way of speaking emphasizes that there is only 

one gospel, only one message. The individual 
writers doubtless bear witness to Jesus in 
somewhat different and complementary ways, but 
there is only one gospel. 

 (2)  If Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John all tell about the 
one gospel, we gain a clearer idea of what this 
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gospel is by observing what these four books have 
in common. In all four books, we learn that the 
one gospel, the one message, focuses on Jesus and 
emphasizes that his coming and mission fulfill 
what God promised in the past. These books say 
something about Jesus’ origin, his teaching and 
preaching, his miracles, and his interactions with 
very diverse people — and always the story moves 
inexorably to Jesus’ death and resurrection. 
Always there is some explanation of what these 
stupendous events mean, of what God is doing 
through Jesus to save his people, to bring in the 
kingdom, to move history toward its 
consummation at the end of the age. Without this 
blend of elements, there is no gospel. 

The Message of the Cross 
For this reason, the crucifixion and resurrection of 
Jesus stand at the center of the Christian gospel 
message. Thus, the gospel Paul preached was this: 
“that Christ died for our sins according to the 
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on 
the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he 
appeared to Cephas [Peter], and then to the Twelve” 
(1 Corinthians 15:3 – 5). Paul recognized, of course, 
that Jesus’ resurrection was critical to the good news 
of salvation: “If Christ has not been raised, our 
preaching is useless and . . . your faith is futile; you 
are still in your sins” (1 Corinthians 15:14, 17). But 
since Christ was indeed raised, Paul emphasized the 
cross as the very center of the gospel message, even 
equating “the gospel” with “the message of the cross” 
and “Christ crucified” (1 Corinthians 1:17 – 18, 23). 
Among the churches he planted, Paul said that he 
“resolved to know nothing while [he] was with [them] 
except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Corinthians 
2:2). 

By dying in his people’s place and paying the 
penalty for their sin, Jesus became a “sacrifice of 
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atonement” for them (Romans 3:25), took upon 
himself the wrath of God that they deserved (1 Peter 
3:18), and thereby qualified them to be welcomed into 
God’s presence and kingdom (Colossians 1:12 – 13). As 
a miraculous illustration of this, when Jesus died, the 
curtain of the temple, which symbolized that God 
exiled humans from his presence, was torn in two from 
top to bottom (Matthew 27:51; Mark 15:38; Luke 
23:45). Jesus had not just inaugurated the kingdom; he 
had also won forgiveness for the sin that separated 
people from God. 

In each proclamation of the gospel, the message is 
clear: through the death and resurrection of Jesus the 
Messiah-King, there is righteousness, forgiveness of 
sin, and the inheritance of God’s kingdom for any 
sinner who will repent and trust in him. 

In each proclamation of the gospel, the message 

is clear: through the death and resurrection of 

Jesus the Messiah-King, there is righteousness, 

forgiveness of sin, and the inheritance of God’s 

kingdom for any sinner who will repent and trust 

in him. 
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Jesus Lived and Died.  
Christ Rose from the Dead. 
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Gospel of (the Pre-Crucified) Jesus 
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Gospel of (the Resurrected) Christ 

Complete Gospel of Jesus, the Christ 
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My Conclusion 
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From “The Way” Forward 
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“There is no greater drama in human record than the sight of 

a few Christians, scorned or oppressed by a succession of 

emperors, bearing all trials with a fierce tenacity, multiplying 

quietly, building order while their enemies generated chaos, 

fighting the sword with the word, brutality with hope, and at 

last defeating the strongest state that history has known. 

Caesar and Christ had met in the arena, and Christ had won.”  

by Will Durant, The Story of Civilization, 

Vol. III, Caesar and Christ, 1944, p. 652 
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A New Understanding 
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KEY EVENT DATES WHEN THE GOSPELS & LETTERS OF 
PAUL WERE WRITTEN 
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From “The Way” to Constantine 
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Faith or Works? or Faith and Works? 
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Few would contend that Paul shaped his position in 

reaction to James, and so it would seem that the 

writer of James is correcting a Pauline formula. Paul 

was arguing that observance of ritual works 

prescribed by the Mosaic Law, particularly 

circumcision, would not justify the Gentiles; faith 

in what God had done in Christ was required — a 

faith that involved a commitment of life. The writer 

of James is thinking of people who are already 

Christian and intellectually believe in Jesus (even as 

the devil can believe) but have not translated that 

belief into life practice; and he is insisting that their 

works (not ritual works prescribed by the Law but 

behavior that reflects love) must correspond to 

their faith — something which Paul would agree, as 

can be seen from the “imperative” sections of his 

letters insisting on behavior. 

Paul was not proclaiming justification through faith 

that did not involve living as Christ would have His 

followers live. For that reason, it seems more 

logical to think that, when James was being written, 

a Pauline formula had been repeated out of context 
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and given a misinterpretation that needed to be 

corrected.5

Post-Canonical Theology. 
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The Gospel Re-Defined. 
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Jesus Lived. Christ Rose. 
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In Contrast 

 

 

T 



 Part Two  The Way 

 



Reclaiming the Gospel of Jesus 

 

The Reformation Re-Explained. 
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Jesus Lived. Oh, How He Lived. 
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Jesus served. 

Jesus acted. 
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Jesus sacrificed. 

Jesus invested. 
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Jesus redeemed. 
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Gospel of Jesus 

Complete Gospel of Jesus, the Christ 

Forgotten Gospel 

Reclaiming 
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Cross 

“The Other(s)” 
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Evangelical Protestant Churches in America 

Evangelical Protestant Churches in America (EPCA) 

Mainline Protestant Churches in America (MPCA) 

Historically Black Protestant Churches in America 

(HBPCA) 
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