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THE GOSPEL OF JESUS

Part 1: WHAT is the Gospel of Jesus?

'A‘ fter sixty years, my life-
a

long love affair with Jesus
Christ and his Good News
for the world still captivates me.
The gospel I know today has
emerged from my encounters
with grace amid my missteps, and
in my subsequent reflections on
how often my stumbles have
been met by mercy. Whatever
growth I've gained is through
glimpses of the expansive love of
God for everyone and everything,
(ii) through intimate communion
with the person of Jesus, and (iii)
in gratitude for the liberating
mercy the Spirit has shown me.

Today, I have more questions.
Lots of questions. Questions
about the what and how and who
of salvation revealed in Jesus.
Some are challenges to dominant
versions of the gospel that don't
seem nearly as good as promised...
or they represent persistent
ditches into which Christian
clerics and academics frequently
cause others to slip.

For example, much of my
journey included an Evangelical
teaching that salvation is
imputed by unconditional grace to
those who repent and receive it—
a proclamation in heaven’s
courts— where our participation
in that salvation was held suspect,

and our transformation was
expected but sort of optional. I
was told that a holy God doesn’t
actually see us—our ‘worm
theology’ couldn't allow it. When
God looks at us, he only sees
Christ (“we are snow-covered
dung”).

Weirdly, the extravagant
claims of ‘unconditional grace’
were often accompanied by
moralistic preaching, even for the
“once saved, always saved”
streams of Evangelicals. I've still
not connected the dots there.
Perhaps you can. Oh, and there
was also that infernal
ultimatum—you are saved by
grace if you “pray the prayer,” but
if you don't, you'll burn in hell
torever. Unconditional grace?

Way back in 1988, I began a
post-Evangelical pilgrimage that
traversed three different
movements, where I'm happy to
say grace was seen as far more
than transactional fire insurance.
Grace is active in our real-life
experience through the Holy
Spirit’s indwelling, transforming,
liberating presence. Salvation
wasn't a cheap abstraction—it was
more than a remote verdict or
ideal position in a Gnostic
heavenly realm disconnected to
my daily life. As one who needed
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authentic liberation, ‘saving
grace’ became an existential
reality for me. Salvation isn’t a
doctrine requiring mental assent
but a Savior I experience as a
living, loving Presence.

I've learned over time that in
Jesus Christ, I have been saved (no
less than two millennia ago), am
being saved (a life-long trajectory),
and I will be saved (at our
resurrection into eternal life)—
and that the New Testament does
indeed foresee this salvation
extended to all people. I see it
everywhere in the overt promises
of Jesus, in Paul, in John and in
Peter. And I began to read the NT
judgement texts and Jesus’
warning parables as means to that
glorious end, finally
understanding them as the
chastisements of a loving Father
and therefore restorative in
nature.

Learning that ultimate
redemption is, at the very least, a
legitimate gospel hope created
space for me to breathe the gospel
as good news for all people. After
all, when Paul tells us to pray that
all people will be saved and Peter
tells us this is God'’s will, then
dogmatizing the necessity of
hellfire as essential dogma is
incongruent with the apostolic
witness.
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My problem is that despite that, I'm seeing a
trend—a reversion among Christian teachers,
pastors, priests and zealous converts—that
reduces the gospel to a warped form of
repentance. This mislabeled ‘repentance’ is
focused on the same self-loathing and moralism I
fled from in the revival preachers of my
childhood. It sounds so familiar: “God offers
salvation. It is now up to us to repent in preparation
for the final judgment, which despite our faith, will
be a judgment of works.”1 often wonder how and
why that message keeps getting imported into
gospel sermons by zealous religious proof-texters.

Here is today’s bottom-line question: Did
Jesus teach salvation by works with a threat of
eternal damnation? Because that'’s what I've
been hearing and reading. Am I misunderstanding?
Is that how Christianity understands the
gospel?1 don't believe so. Rather, the ancient
faith always taught that salvation is en Christo
(“in Christ”) and revealed at the Cross as the self-
giving, radically forgiving, co-suffering love of
God. That’s what I've come to believe. And if it's
heresy to proclaim that, sign me up. If that’s not
the Christian message, I have been deceived by a
more beautiful gospel (and so was Paul).

A corollary question: What is gospel
repentance?1s it performative, shame-based self-
flagellation for law-breaking behavior—a
self-sacrificial appeasement to earn God'’s grace?
That sounds a lot more like the prophets of Baal
than the Day of Pentecost. What is true
repentance? The meaning of repentance is
intrinsic to the Greek word—metanoia—a
turning or opening of the eyes of our heart (or
Greek nous, our innermost being). Metanoia
indicates more than self-deprecation and more
than a rational change of mind.

Metanoia is our heart response to the
overtures of Divine Love. Metanoia has always
been initiated by God’s grace, the Lover’s love for
the beloved—“we love because God first loved us.”
Grace created our eyes, then heals and opens our
eyes, then fills our eyes with the Light of Life and
Love. Those who gaze on the Serpent on the Tree
(John 3)—Grace Incarnate—see how they have
been, are, and will be saved, delivered, and healed.
Metanoia—gospel repentance—includes both
the reorientation of our lives toward Perfect Love
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and the transformation that results from a re-Turn...
ALL underwritten and re-Generated by the Savior of
the world.

Repentance is not about earning our worthiness to
receive salvation after sufficient self-scolding, ascetic
brownie points, or a priestly spank—rather,
repentance is receiving the Cup of Salvation with
gratitude that Christ never withholds his healing
mercies from us.

What I find missing in so many gospel
presentations is the radical understanding of divine
love and the unconditionality of grace, which I
believe was taught by and embodied in Jesus. The
tirst Christians offered a gospel of redemption—of
life-giving grace with implications for ultimate
redemption. Jesus and his apostles preached a gospel
that is truly good and liberating news.

The Prodigal Re-Turns




Lo R " a4 " But the return home doesn’t make the prodigal son a

B : Son. He was already a son. His pitiful act of repentance
Part 2: The Gospel ‘ y i

4 - was likely sincere but isn't why the Father welcomed
Jesus Preached B him. He already was already welcome. Even his return
} y. A 4 home was a grace-awakening—he could re-Turn to his
- Father whose only reason for waiting is that love
- waits so as not to violate agency, threaten, or coerce
our re-Turn. Even so, our Father’s face is always toward
hen we refer to the gospel according to us even while we're still a long way off, running to us
l"“ Jesus, we need to speak in two registers: the moment we're ready for divine loye. God kpows
(i) the gospel Jesus preached with that our consequences and our conscience punish us
enough. And we needn’t make our repentance
punitive either.

The gospel of Jesus recognizes that the disease of
sin lies much deeper in our soul than bad behavior
that can be rectified by wrath. Sin is a disease of the
soul in need of Christ’s redemption, restoration, and
salvation. The Great Physician has come to seek and
to save all those who are lost, not IF they repent... just
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reference to the kingdom of God, embodied in his
mission and focused on how he came to save; and
(ii) the gospel of Jesus preached by his apostles,
focused on the life, death, resurrection, and
ascension of Jesus. These were not two different
gospels but are one message delivered by Jesus in
first-person and by his disciples in second-person
accounts. We'll begin with the Gospel Jesus

Preached: the opposite: don't forget that God’s kindness leads to
“The kingdom of heaven is at hand, repentance, not the reverse (Romans 2).
G ’ And fine: when people like me wake up (by grace)

re-Turn and trust the good news.

When Jesus preached his gospel, he called his
listeners to “repent and believe the good news.” His
call to repent is infused with loads of action: turn or
re-Turn, come (he comes to us and we come to him),
trust (with your very life), and be revived and
transformed (by him).

+ Gospel repentance to Jesus is to return home
to the joy of the Father’s house. Come to God’s
banquet, all are invited.

and begin to see (by grace) the harm we do and
mourn (by grace), when we see (by grace) our self-
inflicted condition and recognize (by grace) our
perishing, and tears begin to flow... yes, that too is part
of repentance. But it is in no way a contrived
precondition that earns my way back into God’s
graces. The tears ARE the grace of God, transforming
our godly sorrow and grief into a salty liquid
expressed from our bodily eyes and wiped from our
cheeks by Love. Every one of those tears is a grace

+ Gospel repentance is coming to God by gift—yes, even those shed at the last judgment. Even
coming to Jesus. Come to ME. I will give you rest. those who, at the end, weep and wail and gnash their
+ Gospel repentance is trusting in Jesus to come  teeth—will have their tears washed away in divine

save you. The Son of Man is here now, seeking the mercy, “like tears in rain.”

lost and the stuck, those enslaved and oppressed—
tangled sheep and buried pearls who cannot
come... until he finds them all.

+ Gospel repentance is the transformation that
occurs through the grace of the One on who the
Spirit anointed to preach good news to the poor,
recovery of sight to the blind, cleansing to the leper, |
and liberation to those enslaved by Satan, sin and
death.

“Today, this Scripture is fulfilled

in your hearing.”
There’s no doubt at all that Jesus’ gospel includes a
response, a return, a conversion... that’s not at issue.
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Part 3: The Gospel
of Jesus Preached

fter his ascension to the right hand of the Further, we see this pattern preached everywhere in
A Father and the outpouring of the Holy the Book of Acts: (i) God sent his Son, (ii) you killed him,

Sp1r1t at Pentecost, the gospel Jesus (iii) God raised him from the dead, (iv) Jesus is Lord (King),
preached throughout his earthly ministry (v) re-Turn and believe the good news. Result: God
became the Gospel of Jesus preached by his consistently confirmed the good news Jesus Story
apostolic proteges and by Paul. through the same forgiveness, healing, and liberation

Post-resurrection, Jesus’ discjples could flnally that Christ had ministered... and continued to do so
see how the gospel Jesus embodied in his life is through the apostolic church.
the same gospel fulfilled in an ultimate and 1 Tz

universal sense through his death, resurrection, 5 =
and ascension. That is, the healing and
deliverance seen in each episode of the four
Gospels is a microcosm now magnified to all
people, in all times, in all places... even
extending to our healing and deliverance from
death itself. In his ascension to the Cross and
then to Glory—Christ Jesus, the Alpha and
Omega of Almighty Love—is revealed as the
Logos who both holds and fills the Cosmos. This
same Jesus, according to Paul in Ephesians 1, has
unveiled God’s mysterious plan from eternity to
eternity: “the summing up of all things in Jesus
Christ.”

To be more specific, Paul distills this gospel
message by focusing on the climax of Jesus’
earthly sojourn. In 1 Corinthians 15, he
essentially says, “This is the gospel we received:
Christ was crucified, suffered, and died according to
the Scriptures, and on the third day, was raised
from death according to the Scriptures.”

In proclaiming the gospel, Paul (i) identifies
the death and resurrection of Jesus as the central
gospel narrative—the Story—and (ii) that he now
sees this story prefigured and proclaimed in his
“Scriptures” (our Old Testament). After the
Emmaus Road revelation, Christ-followers could
see how their Scriptures foretold that “the
Messiah must suffer and then enter his glory.” This
is how they proclaimed the Jesus Story using
their own tradition to perceive and proclaim its
redemptive meaning.
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A Call to Repent

Do we preach repentance? Of
course. Jesus did. His apostles did.
And we must preach repentance
as they did—as a re-Turn to the
cross-shaped welcome of Jesus
Christ’s outstretched arms, to his
scandalous forgiveness “while we
were still enemies of God,” and to
his loving care and liberating life.

Of course, repentance also
implies a turning from. Implicit
in the news of reconciliation is
our redemption from our chains.

We don't break our own chains
so that God can free us. We can't.
But having been found and freed,
we follow Christ into our joyful
exodus. Sometimes we must even
name those chains and ask people
to leave them behind, though
always at the risk that they'll
mistake this call to respond as a
kind of striving that merits a
reward. [t doesn’t work that way.
Christ alone is our Savior. And
we're meant to experience and
enjoy his salvation. We don't set
up the banquet feast—but we are
called to come and eat.

So, if we're clear that the gospel

is a proclamation of what Jesus
has accomplished (tetelestai—John
19:30) for us and our invitation to
enjoy our abundant inheritance,
then I will humbly specity just a
tew of the chains we're called to
leave behind:

Let us re-Turn to Christ from
the gospel of conditional grace;

Let us re-Turn to Christ from
the moralistic perversions of
repentance;

Let us re-Turn to Christ from
bondage to legalistic repentance;
Let us re-Turn to Christ from
the alienation of condemning

rants;

Let us re-Turn to Christ from
the threats of divine retribution;
Let us re-Turn to Christ from
the narrow exclusivism of

infernalist dogmatism;

Let us re-Turn to Christ from
the puny false gods that are
powerless to save.

As you can see, the Jesus gospel
of divine grace reveals the infinite
love of God with universal
implications, established:

+in Jesus’ promise to draw all
people to himself,

+ in Paul’s foresight that in
Christ, all shall be made alive,

+ in Peter’s conviction that
God is not willing that any
should perish, and

+in John’s conviction that
Christ is indeed the Savior of the
world.

Only after we see and embrace
those promises do we have clear
eyes to consider the ‘what about’
texts—where all judgment
passages are subsumed within the
grand and glorious plan that
involves every eye, every knee,
and every tongue of every and all
human beings for whom Christ
died. The rest, as they say; is
details—but the big and beautiful
Story is in the unambiguous
promise of Jesus, Savior of the
world. A smaller, shallower, more
hollow or flaccid gospel that
claims to be ‘orthodox’ will be of
little interest to those who've met
the living One. So, let us all
re-Turn to this full-throated
beautiful gospel of “the faith
once delivered.” Q

Brad Jersak serves as Pastoral
Scholar of CWR/PTM.
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And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us,
and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son
from the Father, full of grace and truth.

—John 1:14 ESV

Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in

every respect, so that he might become a merciful

and faithful high priest in the service of God, to

make propitiation for the sins of the people.
—Hebrews 2:17 ESV

The VULNERABLE GOD

KENNETH TANNER

e see in Jesus Christ the sacred reality of
Wour humanity as God intended it from

the beginning. His was the first human
life to fulfill that intention.

And in Jesus Christ, God has acted to make a
perfect image of himself (Hebrews 1:3). God has
made Jesus the “visible image of the
invisible God.”

It is not idolatry that God
became flesh in Jesus. Christians
worship a God who clothed himself
in clay, the same material stuff with
which he made our ancestors in his
image in Eden.

Women and men are made in the
image of God, female and male
together bearing all that is in God,
and so it shouldn't surprise us when
our Incarnate Lord looks like us. We
are one with him and he is one
with us.

Ponder with me the mystery that we've entered
when we encounter Christ in the Gospels:

When Jesus is on the Sea of Galilee with the
disciples, and storm winds and waves frighten even
seasoned fishermen, we find the God who made the
waves, the wind, and the wood the boat is crafted
from—who made everything and holds everything
together—tired and asleep in the hold of the ship.

God is asleep on a boat, even though our first
thought as readers is that, of course, Jesus, a mere
human, is napping (and that is true, too).

When the disciples awaken Jesus and he surveys
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the situation (and their hearts), he rebukes their fear,
and then stands up on two feet in a vessel sloshing
with lake water and speaks: “Peace, be still.”

Someone just like the rest of the disciples—with
breathing lungs and a beating heart, sleepy and
finding his sea legs—makes the wind stop gusting
and turns the waves to glass with his words. As
readers, we believe Jesus is God, so this awe-inspiring
ability fits his divinity. But Jesus is also fully human,
no different in his biochemistry than anyone else in
that boat on a sea gone wild.

When we read every story about Jesus with the
sort of contemplation that icons allow—realizing
this protagonist is in every moment God “all-in”
and human “all-in"—we begin to discern that
something has happened forever in God and
something has happened forever in us. Why?
Because the Son who breathed the stars into fiery
existence and set their courses in the sky, who made
the orchid and the hummingbird, humbled himself
and was made like us in every way: weary, thirsty,
hungry, aching, longing, striving, rejected, fallen,

marvelous clay that we are, that

3 we might be as he is, as God

from all eternity, world without
end.

In Jesus Christ, God leaves
fingerprints, leaves his DNA,

wherever he goes (for Jesus is
human without measure). Jesus
breathes the Spirit of the Father’s
loving-kindness on all things (for
Jesus is divine without
qualification).

His blood, his touch, his
breath reconcile the creator and
the clay that as female and male alone in all
creation bears the image of God.

Jesus walks with us, walks as us now, and we
participate by our prayers, by our touch, by our
faith and compassion—sometimes even by our
blood—in the renewal of all things.

We see the likeness of Jesus in every human.
Would that they might behold in our faces the icon
of his vulnerability, self-sacrificial love, and
resurrection in this wild, wonderful world he
became human to restore to life without end. Q

Excerpted from Kenneth Tanner’s forthcoming
book, The Vulnerable God (Brazos Press).
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