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The Gospel: 

Finding True Life Today 
My mother was the one who told me Patrick had died.  When she said he had crashed his motorcycle along 64th Street, I could not help but recall all the times he had passed me on that road coming home from school just a few years earlier.  I was horrified when I thought of his death.  Not just because of the horrible way in which he died, but also because of his religious beliefs—or lack of religious beliefs.  Patrick did not believe in God.  A self-proclaimed atheist, he was not interested in any kind of spiritual thing.  I was horrified at the thought that he might be separated from God.


“Separated from God.” When I heard of his death, that phrase ran through my head.  I almost could not say the word, “hell.”  I know God is loving and gracious and just, and that he obviously knows more about life after death than me, but as far as I knew, Patrick did not have any interest in God, whatsoever.  And I was horrified for him.


The following week, I was sitting in a theology class when I heard the words, “Oh the horror of living without Christ.” I realized my horror for Patrick’s death was too small.  My horror was solely for Patrick’s death apart from Christ.  Prior to his accident, I do not recall any feelings of horror for his life apart from Christ.  While some might argue dying without Christ is much more horrific than living without him, I experienced a life-changing paradigm shift.  Living without Christ is horrific.  People need Christ, not exclusively for dying, but also for living.  Indeed, that is what I believe it means to live—to know Christ.


As I examine my current thoughts on the Gospel, I am overwhelmed with the thought that Gospel is life.  Apart from knowing Jesus Christ, one cannot know true life.  Sure, the person may be living, but I believe it is possible to be living and never really have a life.  The Gospel is life.  It is the full life.  It is life that begins before conception and continues long after death.  The Gospel is freedom to the life God intended us to live.  


I have been re-reading the Bible with this idea of a life-giving Gospel and have been surprised how many well-known stories have become richer.  As I read through Exodus and was reminded of the slavery of the Israelites, I wondered how the Israelites would have felt had Moses gathered them together and announced, “Good news!  We’re going to be freed from this yoke of slavery.  Maybe not in this lifetime, but upon death, we will be free!”  That is not my idea of a proclamation of hope.  I imagine the people would have responded, “That’s great Moses, but what can you do for me now?”


I am convicted, as I remember all the times I have shared the Gospel.  I loudly announce, “You can find true life, wholeness, peace, and communion with God,” and then in a quieter voice, “when you reach heaven.”  The life-giving Gospel is not limited to life after death, rather it includes the life we live on earth.  I am already experiencing eternal life.  Eternal life does not begin at death, it is being lived now!

Patrick was in bondage.  Whether he knew it or not, Patrick was enslaved.  His life was not free.  What is the Gospel? The Gospel is freedom to live the life God intended.  A free life means freedom from sinful things that have been done to me, as well as freedom from the sinful things I do.  We can experience freedom from fear, oppression and poverty; as well as freedom from sins, pride, sexual immorality, and rebellion from God.

It seems obvious that offering a full and free life would be a joyous and widely accepted message.  However, we see both in life today and in the Bible that this is not always the case.  In the Old Testament, we see examples of oppressed people who are reluctant to accept this freedom.  In the New Testament, we see people who are reluctant to accept this gospel because they believe they are already free.  We will discuss both aspects in this paper.

Slavery and freedom in the Old Testament

The king of Egypt, afraid that the Israelites were becoming too powerful, arranged to 

“put slave masters over them to oppress them with forced labor, and they built Pithom and Rameses as store cities for Pharaoh. But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread; so the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites and worked them ruthlessly. They made their lives bitter with hard labor in brick and mortar and with all kinds of work in the fields; in all their hard labor the Egyptians used them ruthlessly.”
 


God is not content allowing them to remain in their position of slavery, so he raises up Moses.  God tells Moses that he has heard the groaning of the Israelites; what is more, he explains, he has remembered the covenant he made with Abraham.
 


I can only imagine Moses’ joy when he gathers the oppressed Israelites to share with them the words from God:

“I will bring you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians. I will free you from being slaves to them, and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment. I will take you as my own people, and I will be your God. Then you will know that I am the LORD your God, who brought you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians. And I will bring you to the land I swore with uplifted hand to give to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob. I will give it to you as a possession. I am the LORD .' "


This is great news!  God is promising redemption in the present.  Not the distant future, when this life passes away.  God desires their freedom now.  Despite this joyous proclamation, however, the Israelites ignore Moses; “they did not listen to him because of their discouragement and cruel bondage.”

Why didn’t the Israelites believe this good word from the Lord?  We read that their situation seemed hopeless.  God has forgotten them and they are all alone. Still today, there are people who ignore God’s promise for freedom; perhaps their circumstances seem hopeless, or their sin too great.


Through various plagues sent upon Egypt, the pharaoh finally agrees to release the Israelites from bondage, and for the first time in what must have seemed like an eternity, the Israelites are a free people.


The Gospel does not mean freedom with forgetfulness.  Throughout the remainder of the Old Testament, we see the phrase, “Remember you were slaves…”  I do not believe this is meant to shame the free person, rather to keep things in perspective.


When we experience the freeing Gospel, we should remember our bound past that we might rejoice in our free, true life.  We can look back at our time in slavery and celebrate our freedom in the same way we might celebrate a birthday or anniversary.  Perhaps remembering that we were once slaves also prompts us to reach out those who are still enslaved.  When we remember how God has brought us freedom, our pride diminishes, and we are left grateful for the act of this freeing God.

Slavery and freedom in the New Testament

It is not just the poor and oppressed who might reject this freeing Gospel, it is also the wealthy and powerful.  I imagine people today could be offended at the suggestion of their enslavement.  Perhaps a man would protest, “I have a nice home, an adoring wife, three beautiful children and a job I love.  I’ve never been a slave to anyone!”


The Apostle John would disagree.  When Jesus is talking to a small group of Jews, he tells them if they hold to his teachings then they are disciples, “Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free.”


The people seem indignant, as they answer, “We are Abraham’s descendent and have never been slaves of anyone.  How can you say that we shall be set free?"


Jesus responds, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin.”
 Still, the people protest, explaining again that “Abraham is [their] father,” and later that “The only father we have is God himself.”


Jesus is obviously frustrated with their response as he asks, “Why is my language not clear to you?”
  John later writes very convicting words: “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.”


In exploring Romans, we see how closely freedom and death are connected.  Paul writes that the only way we can be free from sin is to die.  This poses an obvious problem.  If I die and am freed from sin, what good is that to me?  I’m dead!  Thanks be to God who sent his son to die for our sins upon the cross, so that, 

“If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin-- because anyone who has died has been freed from sin.”


How do we experience the freeing Gospel?  By participating in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  It seems bizarre to enter into a freeing life through a gate of death.  Indeed, this concept is a stumbling block.  It is the fragrance of life to some, and to the other, the smell of death.

John Wesley’s “The Spirit of Bondage and Adoption”

Enslaved in spiritual slumber


In his sermon “The Spirit of Bondage and Adoption,” John Wesley spends a great deal of time explaining the process of how a person might go from bondage to freedom.  Wesley begins by describing the person in bondage.  He says this person is spiritually asleep; “They discern neither spiritual good nor evil.  The eyes of his [sic] understanding are closed; they are sealed together and see not.  Clouds and darkness continually rest upon them; for he [sic] lies in the valley of the shadow of death.”
  This person is ignorant of what is going on around him; “He sees not that he stands on the edge of the pit, therefore he fears it not.  He cannot tremble at the danger he does not know” (99).  This person daily commits sin, “Yet he is not troubled…[H]e feels no condemnation” (101).


Often times, a person living in this spiritual darkness appears content, as if he or she is exactly where he or she wants to be.  Wesley describes this contentment: 

“From this same ignorance of himself and God, there may sometimes arise, in the natural man, a kind of joy, in congratulating himself upon his own wisdom and goodness: And what the world calls joy, he may possess” (101).  What is this worldly happiness? Wesley says it is the “happiness; to dress, and visit, and talk, and eat, and drink, and rise up to play” (101).  This person experiences a kind of false happiness. 

Perhaps he or she is even pleased with their spiritual slumber, believing, “[I am] at liberty… ‘I am free,’ he may say, ‘from all the enthusiasm of weak and narrow souls; from superstition, the disease of fools and cowards, always righteous over much’”(101).


These spiritual sleepers are deceptive, for many seek “higher degrees of virtue.”  Wesley writes that this person might do his or her best to avoid evil and everything “grossly contrary to justice, mercy, or truth.”  What is more,

“He may do much good, may feed the hungry, clothe the naked, relieve the widow and fatherless.  He may attend public worship, use prayer in private, read many books of devotion; and yet, for all this, he may be a mere natural man, knowing neither himself nor God” (110).

He can be doing all these wonderful deeds, “having neither repented, nor believed the gospel” (110).

Awakening to binding enslavement


Then comes the awakening; “By some awful providence, or by his word applied with the demonstration of his Spirit, God touches the heart of him that lay asleep in darkness and in the shadow of death.  He is terribly shaken out of his sleep, and awakes to a consciousness of danger” (101-102).  The pit that he is standing at the edge of, which once caused him no fear, is now terrifying.


His eyes are opened to his enslavement and “so he sees himself naked, stripped of all the fig-leaves which he had sewed together, of all his poor pretences to religion or virtue, and his wretched excuses for sinning against God” (102).  What she thought was her freedom was in reality her bondage.


He has no more excuses.  With this awakening, “ends his pleasing dream, his delusive rest, his false peace, his vain security.  His joy now vanishes as a cloud; pleasures, once loved, delight no more” (103).  His eyes are opened to his sin, and “Now he truly desires to break loose from sin and begins to struggle with it.  But though he strive with all his might, he cannot conquer: Sin is mightier than he” (104).


Wesley explains the enslaving power of sin:

“The more he strives, wishes, labours to be free, the more does he feel his chains, the grievous chains of sin, wherewith Satan binds and ‘leads him captive at his will’…He is still in bondage and fear, by reason of sin: Generally of some outward sin, to which he is peculiarly disposed, either by nature, custom, or outward circumstances.” 104

Then comes the critical and helpless question: “Who shall deliver me from this helpless, dying life, from this bondage of sin and misery” (105)?

Dawning grace


And than this person finds grace and encounters the Gospel.  “He sees the light of the glorious love of God, in the face of Jesus Christ” (106).  What is more, “He beholds the lamb of God taking away his sins.  How clearly now does he discern, that ‘God was in Christ reconciling the world unto himself; making him sin for us, who knew no sin, that we might be made the righteousness of God through him’” (106).  This man is now “a living witness of the ‘glorious liberty of the sons of God’” (107).


Wesley concludes his sermon by identifying three different types of people.  The first one has “the Spirit of adoption, [and is] ever crying, Abba, Father.”  The second cries “unto God, as ‘out of the belly of hell,’ overwhelmed with sorrow and fear.  And the third, Wesley says, is “a stranger to this whole affair, and cannot imagine what I mean” (109).


Wesley writes that few who have the “spirit of bondage and fear, remain always without hope.”  Perhaps Wesley was thinking of God’s response to the enslaved Israelites in Egypt when he wrote, “The wise and gracious God rarely suffers this; ‘for he remebereth that we are but dust;’ and he willeth not that ‘the flesh should fail before him, or the spirit which he hath made’” (110).

Those who have this spirit of adoption now have a responsibility.  This person is to “present thyself ‘a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God’” (111).  This person is to enter into the process of attaining perfect love, continually working out his or her salvation until “’the God of peace make thee perfect in every good work, working in thee that which is well-pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ’” (111).  We will discuss what this on-going, perfecting process looks like in the next section.

How is the Gospel transformative?


Thus far in this paper, we have been studying the Gospel as a life-giving, bondage-breaking process, but what does this new freedom look like?  After the Israelites were released from bondage, they were free; but then the question arises, “Free to do what?”  How will this free life be different from my bound life?


In order to be freed from bondage, we have seen over and over again how death is required.  Scripture reasons that if Christ dies for us, we should live according to his will; for “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”

Not only are we living for Christ, but Paul goes as far to say that “though you used to be slaves to sin…You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.”
 Some would argue this is no freedom at all.  How can one be free when he or she is enslaved?  I believe it all depends on what we are enslaved to.  Christ is life.  Christ is freedom.  Christ loves us perfectly.  To be enslaved to Christ is be enslaved to breath the freshest air possible, being enslaved to drink the purest water possible, and to rest in the sweetest sleep possible.  Christ and only Christ is life.  We “have been set free from sin and have become slaves to God,” and the benefits we “reap leads to holiness, and the result is eternal life.”

How can this Gospel be communicated authentically and in appropriate ways?

As freed sinners, bound to Christ and life, we bear the responsibility to share this freeing knowledge.  I believe this is best done through a life that continually strives to align itself more and more with God’s will.


Paul warns those who have been freed to continually turn away from “weak and miserable principles,” and asks the question, “Do you wish to be enslaved by them all over again?”
  True and free life is attractive and contagious.  By the grace of God and the power of the Holy Spirit, we must endeavor to show our independence of sin and our joy in Christ.  This joy, as Wesley said, is different than worldly joy.


I was on a subway in New York City with my husband, John, and his friend.  John and Todd had been best friends in college and were enjoying reminiscing on their college days.  They spoke excitedly and eagerly, and their conversation was interrupted by constant laughter.  


Off to my left, I noticed a middle-aged man with his ear cocked in their direction.  He was listening to their conversation and laughing at their stories.  The stranger and I made contact and began to talk.


“These guys are funny,” he said with a smile.  He asked me what type of job my husband had and I said John was studying for the ministry.  The man looked shocked and said, “The ministry?  These two need to be writing for comedy shows, not the church!”


Eventually, John and Todd joined into our conversation and we began to talk of God and religion; the same lightness and joy remained in our words.  The stranger, Tom, informed us he was a pastor’s son and was tired of insincere faith.  He was taking a break from religion.


As it turned out, Tom was getting off at the same stop we were, and our conversation continued down the streets of Manhattan.  When we said our good-byes, Tom pulled out a piece of paper and jotted down his name and phone number.  He was thinking about giving church another try and asked that we contact him with the name of a good pastor in the area.


As I reflect on this experience, I am struck by two thoughts.  First of all, this man was attracted to my husband because of the joy that radiated from his face.  The laughter was contagious.  This man saw a genuine friendship between John and Todd.  I believe he desired the peace and joy John and Todd exuberated.  I believe that God desires his children to exude true life in every situation so that this freedom might spread.


The second overwhelming thought is how God orchestrated this all to take place.  I believe God led us to this specific subway, to those specific seats, that we might interact with this specific man.  I believe in divine appointments.  1 Peter 3:15 reads, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”


The person who has experienced the freeing power of the gospel through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ has a responsibility to be prepared to testify to this hope.  Thanks be to God who is not willing that any should perish
 but desires to free all men and women in both this life, and the one to come.

� Exodus 1:11-14


� Exodus 6:5


� Exodus 6:6-8


� Exodus 6:9


� John 8:31-34


� John 8:39, 41


� John 8:43


� 1 John 1:8


� Romans 6:5-7


� 2 Cor. 2:16


� John Wesley.  “The Spirit of Bondage and Adoption” The Works of John Wesley Vol. V. (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1978) 99.  Please see in-text citation for the remainder of Wesley’s sermon.


� Gal. 2:20


� Romans 6:17-18


� Romans 6:22


� Gal. 4:8-9


� 2 Peter 3:9





PAGE  
1

