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N. T. Wright has proclaimed a “New Perspective on Paul” which has
impacted Emergent thinking. The New Perspective on Paul has redefined
the Gospel so that it only vaguely resembles the orthodox Gospel, which is
based on justification by grace through faith. The “New Perspective on
Paul,” while using much of the same terminology, has assigned new
meanings to many of those same terms. They have turned the Gospel into
a “different gospel,” one that reads like a “Social Gospel,” the topic in this
part of our discussion.

The Social Gospel in the Emerging Church

The Emerging Church places great emphasis on being missional, one
description of which is:

...to embrace a holistic gospel - it is for the whole person (heart,

soul, mind, and strength), for the whole society (politics, economy,
culture, environment), and for the whole world. ...the mission is the
Kingdom of God as taught by Jesus, ...to let others see the gospel
in action.” The gospel is to be performed as well as proclaimed.? 3

The following quote attributed to St. Francis of Assisi has been mentioned
by several Emerging authors: “Preach the Gospel at all times; if necessary,
use words.” Part of their missional emphasis in sharing the good news is in
avoiding a phony sounding “canned sales pitch” form of the Gospel, which
is commendable, but the solution is frequently to “live” the Gospel while
downplaying or omitting its proclamation:

We want to help people consider Jesus as an option through the
beauty of how we live our lives. Living in the way of Jesus is not a
belief system but a reality. We believe in an “inhabited apologetic,”
and through our lives “we bear witness to the reality of God.™

For Scandrette [an Emerging Church leader], there are no mission
projects or outreaches. Their daily lives point to the reality of the



kingdom. Through their activities in the community, members
preach good news.’

...we now have a bunch of new friends whom we see out and
about and hang out with. They know we are Christians, and they
see how we live. For us, that is evangelism.®’

Part of this lack of emphasis on speaking the Gospel may be intertwined
with the erroneous belief that living in “the way of Jesus” will somehow
change beliefs and create Christians, here illustrated by Emerging Church
leader Doug Pagitt:

Pagitt believes that the old view perpetuated the idea that changed
ideas (conversion) lead to changed behavior. Pagitt believes,
however, that a changed life (conversion) leads to changed
beliefs. “We are much more involved in inviting them to live
differently than to believe differently.”® ®

Gibbs and Bolger mention:

Emerging churches focus on changed lives rather than changed
beliefs. People do not want to be converted, but experiencing the
life of the kingdom may be welcomed by many. The focus is to
create cultures of the kingdom and to allow God to do the work.®

If this is your sole method of witnessing, it is contrary to the method laid out
by Scripture for two reasons. First, it is only through the means of grace,
Word and Sacrament, that people come to faith in Jesus as their Savior.

So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of
Christ.
Romans 10:17

Second, before a person becomes a Christian no amount of “changed life”
will ever lead to conversion:

The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God,
for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them
because they are spiritually discerned.

1 Corinthians 2:14



When there is a verbal message given, it is often couched in Christian-
sounding phrases, but it usually confuses Law and Gospel. The
condemnatory function of the Law (the second use of the Law, as a mirror)
and repentance are omitted, and are replaced by what appears to be a
Gospel presentation emphasizing love, but is actually Law in “works” form
(the third use of the Law, as a guide). It becomes a “Social Gospel”:

...the purpose of the church—at least, of the post-Protestant church
in our way of thinking—is to spiritually form people to love God and
others and themselves so that they can live life to the full in God’s
kingdom, in the way of Jesus. We want to change the world, but
that requires people who learn to be the revolution they want to
see in the world.™

At first glance, the quote of Brian McLaren above appears to be orthodox,
but following its line of thinking will lead to spiritual death. The purpose of
the Church is to continually and unceasingly proclaim both Gospel and
Law. The Law comes first. Through the preaching of the Law, the Holy
Spirit causes us to despair of the righteous demands of God — demands we
can never fulfill. We are caused to see the hopelessness of our condition.
Through the preaching of the Gospel, in faith we realize those demands are
met for us by Jesus Christ. It would initially appear in the above quote that
Brian McLaren has completely skipped the Law, and he has failed to point
out the accusatory aspect of the Law, but that omission is only part of the
problem. The “Gospel” he presents above is actually Law, the same Law
that condemns us.

The Emerging Church often presents the Gospel as a sort of “walking”
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7). Jesus did indeed say to love God
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and to love
your neighbor as yourself (Matthew 22:34-40) — but His teaching here is
Law, not Gospel. It is a summary of the two tables of the Law.’**® When
Brian speaks of love, instead of preaching the Gospel, he unwittingly
demands that you keep the Law, but without offering a means of doing so.
Those unbelievers who chose his path have no hope of salvation. This
point is so important that it's going to be reiterated a couple more times.

When Brian McLaren tells people “to love God and others and themselves
so that they can live life to the full in God’s kingdom,” he’s telling you what
you should do. That is the function of the Law. Romans 13:10 says “love
is the fulfilling of the law.” The Gospel, on the other hand, tells you not



what you should do, but what Christ has done for you. It is what Christ
does for you that offers salvation. In choosing the Law, rather than the
Gospel, you are attempting to save yourself based on works, a fatal
decision:

For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is
written, "Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things
written in the Book of the Law, and do them."

Galatians 3:10

This curse is just as sure as the promise offered in John 3:16. Itis no
joking matter. It cannot be taken lightly.

Once more:

You are severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the
law; you have fallen away from grace.
Galatians 5:4

The love of God and our neighbor comes only through faith in the life-
giving death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

| have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer | who live, but
Christ who lives in me. And the life | now live in the flesh | live by
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.
Galatians 2:20

In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and
sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.
1 John 4:10

Our entire life as Christians is wrapped up not in our love for God, but in
His love for us, and in what He has done and continues to do for us. He
comes to us daily in Word and Sacrament, forgiving our sin for Christ’s
sake, and renewing our hearts. And He works through us. Itis in God’s
work in and through us that we are enabled to love our neighbor and serve
our fellow man. The Law shows us what we should do, but it is the Gospel
which enables us to do so (though never perfectly, since we are still
sinners). What a blessing and a mystery that God chooses to work through
us, being simultaneously sinner and saint. As Christians, our lives are
entirely in Christ, so much so that Paul was able to say “to live is Christ”



(Philippians 1:21).

For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord,
with ourselves as your servants for Jesus' sake. For God, who
said, "Let light shine out of darkness," has shone in our hearts to
give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of
Jesus Christ. But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that
the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us.

2 Corinthians 4:5-7

Recognizing the proper distinction between Law and Gospel is absolutely
essential. The “good news” which Brian McLaren proclaims is very enticing
to the unbeliever. The sinful human nature knows and recognizes the Law
— it knows nothing of the Gospel. Brian’s overture to live life “in the way of
Jesus” is as attractive to an unrepentant sinner as the light of an electric
bug zapper is to an insect. The soft glow of the bug zapper seems very
inviting in the night air, but its results are deadly. The Law without the
indwelling of the Gospel has the same deadly result. Its justice is swift and
final. Our salvation, daily renewal, and good works are dependent not on
what we do, but on what Jesus Christ has done and continues to do as He
offers forgiveness, life, and salvation through His means of grace.

Other Characteristics of the Social Gospel

While the Emerging Church attempts to “incarnate” the kingdom of God,
some are actually turning the kingdom of God into the world:

Sanctuary [an Emerging Church] adopted the Jesus of popular
culture, not the church, as they felt the church’s view ignored the
life of Jesus.™

We invite you to join with us in pursuing the dreams and love of
God for the world in the way of Jesus.™

The Social Gospel, refusing to acknowledge the depravity of our sinful
nature, invariably sees people as inherently good:

By encouraging the creative spark that is implanted in each person
by virtue of the fact that all are made in the image of God,
emerging churches hope to reconnect people with their true



selves.'®

...the clarion call of the emerging church is Psalm 24:1: “The earth
is the LORD'’s, and everything in it” (NIV). For emerging churches,
there are no longer any bad places, bad people, or bad times. All
can be made holy. All can be given to God in worship. All modern
dualisms can be overcome."’

God makes us in his image. We reflect the beauty and creativity
and wonder of the God who made us. And Jesus calls us to return
to our true selves. The pure, whole people God originally intended
us to be, before we veered off course.

Somewhere in you is the you whom you were made to be.

We need you to be you.

We don’t need a second anybody. We need the first you.®

When Nicodemus came to Jesus with searching questions, Jesus didn’t
tell him to reconnect with his “true self,” or to look inward for “the you whom
you were made to be.” In fact, He told him the exact opposite. He told him
he needed to be reborn (John 3:1-21).

Rob Bell, in his book Velvet Elvis mentions an unbeliever who attended
their gatherings. He ventures that “God loves her exactly as she is.”? Until
we are reborn through the Gospel, until our sins are forgiven through
Jesus’ death on the cross, God doesn’t love us exactly as we are. Before
our rebirth, we are enemies of God and objects of God’s wrath:

among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh,
carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by
nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.

Ephesians 2:3

Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, much
more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God. For if while
we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his
Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved
by his life.

Romans 5:9-10

A little cosmetic surgery to amend our habits will not redeem our sinful
nature. The “true self” whom many in the Emerging Church attempt to



revive should not be resuscitated. This is one corpse whose medical ID
bracelet needs to be labeled DNR — Do Not Resuscitate. Only through the
death of our “former selves” are we alive in Christ, a distinction which some
in the Emerging Church fail to make — turning the Gospel into a Social
Gospel.

The Christian Cyclopedia defines the Social Gospel as:

Teaching of a social salvation whose objective is rebirth of society
through change of the social order by mass or group action. Tries
to persuade individuals to practice the social ethics of Jesus.
Makes little or no reference to reconciliation with God through
Christ and to the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit. For many it
is essentially a this-worldly gospel of works, not a Gospel of grace
for this life and heaven... Critics of the Social Gospel see in it an
idealistic, purely humanitarian, falsely optimistic, utopian and
pacifistic, social reformist movement not essentially Christian
(sincz%\ it bypasses essential elements of Christian doctrine and
life).=~

The “gospel of works” portion of this definition can be clearly seen from the
previous quotes. “Living in the way of Jesus” is not about saving faith - it's
about works. Changed life without changed beliefs is a gospel of works.
Living differently is about works. Seeking salvation by rediscovering “the
first you” rejects the rebirth offered through the atoning sacrifice of Jesus’
crucifixion on the cross - again a gospel of works, and a gospel of death.?

The entire sense of the above definition is illustrated in this quote of Brian
McLaren:

Even if only a few would practice this new way, many would
benefit. Oppressed people would be free. Poor people would be
liberated from poverty. Minorities would be treated with respect.
Sinners would be loved, not resented. Industrialists would realize
that God cares for sparrows and wildflowers—so their industries
should respect, not rape, the environment....The kingdom of God
would come....##

The following quotes illustrate the “this-worldly gospel of works” portion of
the Social Gospel definition:



But now | wonder if this gospel about how to get your soul into
Heaven after death is really only a ghost of the real gospel that
Jesus talked about, which seemed to have something to do with
God’s will being done on earth now, not just in Heaven later.?*

Instead, the gospel is about being increasingly alive to God in the
world. It is concerned with bringing heaven to earth. This really
throws people off.2°

True spirituality then is not about escaping this world to some
other place where we will be forever. A Christian is not someone
who expects to spend forever in heaven there. A Christian is
someone who anticipates spending forever here, in a new heaven
that comes to earth.

The goal isn’t escaping this world but making this world the kind of
place God can come to. And God is remaking us into the kind of
people who can do this kind of work.2®

Along with bringing heaven to earth, the Social Gospel redefines hell,
again muting the Law’s condemning nature. Brian McLaren has been

working hard to redefine hell as something that better fits the Social Gospel

message, as the following three quotes show:

...the conventional doctrine of hell has too often engendered a
view of a deity who suffers from borderline personality disorder or
some worse sociopathic diagnosis. God loves you and has a
wonderful plan for your life, and if you don’t love God back and
cooperate with God’s plans in exactly the prescribed way, God will
torture you with unimaginable abuse, forever—that sort of thing.2

We need to go back and take another look at Jesus’ teachings
about hell. For so many people, the conventional teaching about
hell makes God seem vicious. That’s not something we should let
stand.?®

This book, in a sense, attempts to deconstruct our conventional
concepts of hell in the sincere hope that a better vision of the
gospel of Jesus Christ will appear.?

Rob Bell’s solution is to reduce hell to little more than a nuisance and
relocate it to here on earth:



When people use the word hell, what do they mean? They mean
a place, an event, a situation absent of how God desires things to
be. Famine, debt, oppression, loneliness, despair, death,
slaughter - they are all hell on earth.*

When hell and the condemnatory aspect of the Law are missing, the import
of the Gospel is lost.

Gibbs and Bolger report on how Emerging Churches came to emphasize
the gospel of the kingdom: “With a growing conviction that something was
seriously wrong with the church, these emerging leaders felt they needed a
fresh understanding of the gospel to proceed any further.”>! The fresh
understanding they came up with was a culturally defined Jesus.

Adopting the Jesus of popular culture results in a popular message, the
Social Gospel. Those who promulgate a Social Gospel in the Emerging
Church have a serious problem with their message. Emerging Church
pastor Karen Ward says “The cultural view ‘gets’ that Jesus was for the
marginalized and the oppressed.”® What the culture does not “get” and
can not “get” is that Jesus came for sinners. Jesus came primarily to
atone for our sin:

The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that
Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom | am
the foremost.

1 Timothy 1:15

but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners,
Christ died for us.
Romans 5:8

For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the
unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in
the flesh but made alive in the spirit,

1 Peter 3:18

We need more than a role model, someone to come along and show us a
better way to live. We need someone who can forgive sins, someone who
can mediate between God and man, the man Christ Jesus. A watered
down “Gospel” that ignores sin, repentance, and the basic tenets of



Christianity results in a hell-bound unforgiven sinner. Those who truly
become Christians while being fed the milk of a Social Gospel will do so in
spite of what they are taught, not because of it. Sadly, many people who
are “living in the way of Jesus” believe they are Christians but are not.

Joel McClure, one of the pastors at Water’'s Edge, an Emerging church,
says: “The gospel is that God wants you to help solve that problem [what’s
wrong with the world], to participate with God through redeeming acts.”
The world’s problem is sin. The redemptive act that we most need to
participate in is the one that was accomplished on the cross, in which
Jesus bore God'’s wrath in His body.

God is both a wrathful God and a loving God. He rages against sin, yet at
the same time He became incarnate as a man to be sin for us. God'’s
wrath is not a terrible thing that we need to redefine - through it we are
made aware of our sin and our need for a Savior. He graciously sets aside
His rightful wrath through the atoning sacrifice of Jesus on the cross, for
Jesus’ sake. It is through our faith in Jesus and His work on the cross that
we are led to a “better life.” We are led to a life of forgiveness under the
cross. We are led to daily nourishment through Word and Sacrament.
Christ Jesus comes to us each day by His Spirit through the Word to offer
His forgiveness. Christ Jesus comes to us through bread and wine to offer
His body and blood for our forgiveness. We are forgiven each day as we
remember our Baptism and repent. We hold on to the promises offered us
in the Gospel. As we rise each morning, our minds are renewed. The
peace of God, which transcends all human understanding, guards our
hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. We go into the world able to serve our
fellow man and joyfully proclaim the Gospel through Word and deed with
one singular focus, to know nothing except Jesus Christ and Him crucified
(1 Corinthians 2:2).

A prayer is offered up for those in the Emerging Church, both leaders and
followers, that they would hallow the orthodox Gospel of justification by
grace through faith, hold fast to the objective, external knowledge of God
found only in the Word, and maintain a proper distinction between Law and
Gospel. Do not be enticed to adopt the Jesus of popular culture.
Remember the words of St. Paul:

But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you a
gospel contrary to the one we preached to you, let him be
accursed. As we have said before, so now | say again: If anyone



is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the one you received, let
him be accursed. For am | now seeking the approval of man, or of
God? Or am | trying to please man? If | were still trying to please
man, | would not be a servant of Christ. For | would have you
know, brothers, that the gospel that was preached by me is not
man's gospel. For | did not receive it from any man, nor was |
taught it, but | received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ.

Galatians 1:8-12

I'd like to close this part by quoting a hymn whose text was written by
Paul Speratus. It's one of my favorites because it does such a great job of

teaching Law and Gospel.

1 Salvation unto us has come
By God'’s free grace and favor;
Good works cannot avert our doom,
They help and save us never.

Faith looks to Jesus Christ alone,
Who did for all the world atone;

He is our one Redeemer.

2 What God did in His Law
demand

And none to Him could render
Caused wrath and woe on ev'’ry
hand

For man, the vile offender.

Our flesh has not those pure desires
The spirit of the Law requires,

And lost is our condition.

3 It was a false, misleading
dream

That God His Law had given
That sinners could themselves
redeem

And by their works gain heaven.
The Law is but a mirror bright
To bring the inbred sin to light

That lurks within our nature.

4 From sin our flesh could not
abstain,

Sin held its sway unceasing;

The task was useless and in vain,
Our guilt was e’er increasing.
None can remove sin’s poisoned
dart

Or purify our guileful heart—

So deep is our corruption.

5 Yet as the Law must be
fulfilled

Or we must die despairing,

Christ came and has God’s anger
stilled,

Our human nature sharing.

He has for us the Law obeyed
And thus the Father’s vengeance
stayed

Which over us impended.

6 Since Christ has full atonement
made



And brought to us salvation,
Each Christian therefore may be
glad

And build on this foundation.
Your grace alone, dear Lord, |
plead,

Your death is now my life indeed,
For You have paid my ransom.

7 Let me not doubt, but truly
see

Your Word cannot be broken;

Your call rings out, “Come unto Me!”
No falsehood have You spoken.
Baptized into Your precious name,
My faith cannot be put to shame,
And | shall never perish.

8 The Law reveals the guilt of
sin

And makes us conscience-stricken;
But then the Gospel enters in

The sinful soul to quicken.

Come to the cross, trust Christ, and
live;

The Law no peace can ever give,
No comfort and no blessing.

9 Faith clings to Jesus’ cross
alone

And rests in Him unceasing;

And by its fruits true faith is known,
With love and hope increasing.
For faith alone can justify;

Works serve our neighbor and
supply

The proof that faith is living.

10 All blessing, honor, thanks, and
praise

To Father, Son, and Spirit,

The God who saved us by His
grace;

All glory to His merit.

O triune God in heav’'n above,
You have revealed Your saving
love;

Your blesséd name we hallow.**
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