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Reflections on Clearly Presenting the Gospel

Prolegomena
1. I believe the historic Christian faith. I rely wholly on the mercy of Jesus; without 

Him I am lost in my sin, both now and forever.
2. In His mercy, Christ gave me life, both now and forever. I have known Him from my 

youth, and He has been gracious with my slow learning. Far as I have come from 
where I started, I have only scratched the surface.

3. Insofar as I participate in partisan theology, I have always been -- and remain to this 
day -- Free Grace with respect to my convictions on soteriology. But entry into 
heaven is no more conditioned on good soteriology than good works, for which all 
thanksgiving. I look forward to sharing heaven with folks whose woefully 
wrongheaded soteriologies utterly fail to describe how they ended up there. Perhaps 
I will be among them --- everybody thinks it's somebody else, right?

4. My theological convictions are conditioned -- as they ought to be -- by the 
experience of these truths in actual operation. It is one thing to theorize based on 
book knowledge; it is another to see the realities the Book describes, and then speak 
on that basis. The latter is the only legitimate way to talk about theology; theory 
without experience just builds a better pharisee.

The Gospel I Was Taught 
5. I was taught that the basic minimum gospel presentation -- and the best, clearest 

way to present it -- follows these seven key points: 
1. All men are sinners (Roman 3:10; Isaiah 64:6; Romans 3:23; James 2:10; 

Jeremiah 17:9).
2. The penalty of sin is death (Romans 6:23; Ezekiel 18:20).
3. Man must be perfect to enter heaven (Revelation 21:27).
4. Man can do nothing of himself to obtain this perfection (Ephesians 2:8,9; 

Galatians 2:21; Romans 4:5).
5. God provided a Sin-bearer and imputes to man His righteousness (2 

Corinthians 5:21; Philippians 3:9, Isaiah 53:6; 1 Peter 3:18).
6. Man needs only belief in the Lord Jesus Christ as his personal Savior for 

salvation (John 3:16; John 1:12; Acts 16:31).
7. Man can be certain of his salvation now, and that his salvation cannot be lost, 

because eternal life is eternal (John 6:37-39; John 10:28; 1 Peter 1:5; Hebrews 
10:10-14; 1 John 5:13).



6. When a person has been laboring under the delusion that he must earn his way into 
heaven with good works (a common problem), this particular presentation is 
wonderfully clarifying. If the person's confusion arises from a different 
misunderstanding, this presentation will not necessarily clarify the matter -- and a 
lot of other confusions are possible.

7. If you think the seven-point presentation is an all-purpose presentation of the 
biblical gospel, here’s a little challenge for you: find any place in Scripture where 
anybody presents that seven-point message, clearly, in its entirety, to an unbeliever. 
Or even to believers, reminding them of the message they believed when they came 
to Christ. Feel free to use any concordance, commentary, or study aid that you like. It 
is even safe (albeit time-consuming) to try this at home.

8. If you want to save some time, here’s what you’re going to find: there is no such 
passage, which is why the supporting texts attached to the seven points above are an 
exercise in “Bible hopscotch.” 

9. Is it odd that to find a clear presentation of the gospel, an unbeliever would have to 
make a collage of carefully chosen verses from Isaiah, Ezekiel, Romans, James, 
Revelation, John, Galatians, Ephesians, 2 Corinthians, and more? I think so. Perhaps 
we missed something.

10. At another point in my training, I was taught that the gospel is “Jesus offers 
resurrection and eternal life to everyone who believes in Him for it.” This had the 
virtue of having only two passages behind it (John 11:25-26, 20:30-31), but it fell 
short of John’s message for other reasons, as we will see below.

How The “Going to Heaven” Gospel Falls Short
11. Courtesy of the great North American revivals, Americans at a certain time tended 

to think (wrongly) of their relationship to God entirely in terms of going to heaven 
or hell when they died. There is nothing wrong with addressing this concern when it 
arises -- Jesus did (e.g., the thief on the cross). 

12. Jesus said nothing to the woman at the well (John 4) or the man born blind (John 5) 
about going to heaven. He did not generally present His message in terms of going 
to heaven. Forcing the issue of heaven and hell muddles the message.

13. John’s gospel (uniquely among the New Testament books) addresses an audience 
that includes unbelievers as well as believers, as the purpose statement at the end of 
the book indicates: “But these things are written that you might believe that Jesus is 
the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing, you might have life in His name.” 

14. Speaking to an unbelieving audience, John does not make heaven and hell the 
central issue of his message. The twofold issue is (1) Jesus’ identity as the Messiah, 
the Son of God, and (2) the promise of life in Him. 



15. The heaven-vs-hell focus supplants John’s focus on the promise of life, and 
something vital is lost in the shift. Heaven and hell don’t happen until you die. Life 
and death happen right now, and continue after you die. 

16. Jesus Himself defined eternal life as knowing God. Naturally that includes going to 
heaven -- where else would you go to get to know God better when you die? -- but 
there's much more to it than that.

17. The fact that life begins now is frequently invoked by the heaven-vs-hell crowd in 
order to teach eternal security, but its implications here and now are generally 
neglected. In this crowd, people are rarely if ever taught that Jesus came to give 
them the life God built them to live -- and the implications of that statement are 
certainly not addressed. (I spent 35 years running with this crowd, and God had to 
separate me from them to even lead me to the idea that He had a great life for me 
and was trying to give it to me.) 

18. Moreover, the heaven-vs-hell focus portrays God as primarily interested in the 
afterlife, and not much interested in this one. But that isn't remotely true.

19. The heaven-vs-hell focus entirely misses the identity of Jesus. (As does the “Jesus 
offers resurrection and eternal life to everyone who believes in Him for it” message.) 
Jesus too frequently becomes just the one who can get you to heaven. But Jesus 
didn’t wander the earth for three years just passing out heaven tickets, and no 
biblical text presents Him as though He did.

The Biblical Gospel
20. Again, John’s twofold focus is (1) Jesus’ identity as the Messiah, the Son of God, and 

(2) the promise of life in Him. 
21. John presents these foci in the context of a whole story, because the words are 

meaningless unless you know the story that defines them.
1. Nathaniel knew Jesus as the one who knew him -- and therefore the Son of 

God.
2. Nicodemus came to know Jesus as the rabbi who could give him entry into 

the kingdom of God by being born again -- the one to whom, like the bronze 
serpent, he could look and live.

3. The woman at the well just wanted water. Jesus introduced Himself to her as 
the giver of living water, because He was the Messiah she had been waiting 
for.

4. The nobleman knew Jesus as the one who could heal his son -- and because 
He did, he believed in Him.

5. The man at the pool of Bethesda had a really good excuse for why he couldn't 
get well. Jesus took his excuse away, and gave him his health...but warned 
him to sin no more, or something worse could happen to him.



6. The five thousand knew Jesus as the one who miraculously fed them. When 
Jesus challenged them to know Him as their source of life, and they were 
offended and left. His disciples stayed, because they knew He had the words 
of life.

7. The woman taken in adultery had more immediate concerns than hell. Jesus 
met her immediate need by rescuing her from the men who were going to kill 
her. Then He gave her the best news she’d ever heard: “I don’t condemn you 
either.” Only after that did He give her marching orders: “Go and sin no 
more.” He didn’t flinch from calling her sin what it was, but only after He 
saved her. Context is everything.

8. Jesus didn’t preach heaven and hell to the man born blind. Jesus healed him. 
Only later did he come to know Jesus as the Son of God.

9. Mary and Martha already believed in Jesus. But at their moment of greatest 
need, He became the resurrection and the life in a far more tangible way than 
they had known before.

10. The disciples knew Him as the one who loved and served them to the very 
end. When He died, they were confused. When He rose, they began to 
understand.

22. In light of all that, John tells us Jesus is the anointed one, the very Son of God. At this 
point in the story, those words mean something. To borrow a phrase from E. Stanley 
Jones, Jesus is “God’s total answer to man’s total need.” 

23. In light of the story, Jesus’ promise of everlasting life that begins today encompasses 
far more than going to heaven when you finally die. He came to deliver us from all 
the consequences of separation from God in this life and the next. All of our shame, 
all of our insufficiency, all of our sin and brokenness, all the sickness and debility 
that our sin brought into the world, everything that makes us die a little -- Jesus 
came to give us the all-purpose antidote to all those things: His life, abundant life. 
And He doesn’t wait till we die to give it to us -- life begins now, with the new birth, 
and grows from there. 

24. Because He came to give us life that begins now, Jesus came to deliver us to the 
purposes for which God created us. Not just life as opposed to death, but abundant 
life in the triune dance with Him, the Father, and the Spirit -- the life of Union and 
communion with God that He prayed for at the last supper.

25. I first knew Jesus from the biblical stories, then from His promise to take me to 
heaven when I eventually died, because that’s the tradition I grew up in. But then I 
came to know Him as the one who saved me when I was consumed with anger, who 
made me able to forgive and let go of my grudges when I didn't have it in me to 
forgive. As I grew into adulthood, I came to know Him as the one who could supply 
all my material needs -- and then I got married, and had to learn those lessons all 
over again. Later, I came to know Him as the one who loved me, who cared about 



my well-being and wanted good things for me. Eventually, I came to know Him as a 
friend and companion, someone who spends the days with me, talks with me, 
delights in my joys, and cries with me in my suffering. Every one of these steps 
involved learning to trust Jesus to give me life in place of the death I was 
experiencing -- and I’m sure there are many more to come. The biblical gospel isn't 
just how we get to the new birth; it covers everything after that, too.

Grace and Works
26. The question of grace and works is both a question of mood and of doctrine. 
27. "If you were to stand before God today, and He were to ask you, 'Why should I let 

you into My perfect heaven?' what would you say to Him?" This question helps 
people get the doctrine right, but at the expense of getting the mood entirely wrong. 

28. The doctrinal part is easy enough: "To him who does not work, but believes on Him 
who justifies the ungodly, his faith is accounted for righteousness." We are not saved 
by works; we are saved by grace.

29. The mood part is much harder, and has to do with how we understand the character 
of God. Do we believe God is eager to accept us, or do we believe He is reluctant? 
Does He want to be with us, or does He have to be compelled to take us in?

30. Someone does want to know why you should be allowed into God's perfect heaven. 
In heaven's throne room, someone keeps track of your every sin and is just waiting 
to drop the hammer on you at the first opportunity. Fortunately, Jesus makes him 
back off. I am speaking, of course, of the devil. 

31. God will never ask, "Why should you, reeking of your sins, enter into heaven's 
perfection?" The devil asks that question every day, and he doesn't understand the 
answer.

32. The answer is God's love, which is why God will never need to ask the question. 
God conspired with His Son to save us, despite our own insistence on getting as lost 
as we could manage. All day long He stretches out His hands to a rebellious people.

33. Wallowing in vice and dissolution is one way to rebel. Trying to force God to 
acknowledge our righteousness by heaping up good works is another way to rebel, 
and a nastier one. Remember, the devil didn't fall because God caught him at a 
drunken orgy; he fell because of pride. 

34. Many an orthodox Protestant has amassed an arsenal of painstakingly-assembled 
right soteriology with which to compel God to acknowledge his righteousness, 
putatively attained through faith. This is still another way to hold God at bay. It is 
still the action of a rebel. 

35. The Buddha taught the noble eightfold path of right belief, right intent, right speech, 
right behavior, right livelihood, right effort, right contemplation, and right 
concentration. If we reduce the load from eight to just one -- right belief -- is that 
grace? 



36. The essence of salvation by grace is that we trust God to take care of the whole 
matter. Insofar as going to heaven is the point, we don't go to heaven because we did 
or believed the right things. We go to heaven because of Jesus, and despite ourselves -- 
despite our sins and our puny attempts at virtue, despite our theological errors and 
our puny attempts at good doctrine, despite everything.

Biblical Models for Speaking to Unbelievers
37. When Jesus introduced Himself to people in John’s gospel, He used a variety of 

language. In John 4, He introduced Himself as Messiah. In John 9, Son of God. In 
John 6, He didn’t use either term, but He promised life to those who came to Him. 

38. In John 3, Jesus promises Nicodemus entry into the kingdom of God, if he will be 
born again. While this is the only time John portrays Jesus using that language, it 
was common enough that His preaching was regularly summed up as being "about 
the kingdom of God" (Mark 1:14-15, Luke 4:43). Jesus also taught His followers to 
speak about the kingdom of God, and they regularly did so, both during His earthly 
ministry (Luke 9:2, 60)  and afterwards (Acts 8:12, 14:22, 19:8, 20:25). It's enough of a 
regular theme to be noteworthy, and it's under-emphasized in our evangelism.

39. Peter introduced Jesus to the Jews as the Messiah that they murdered (Acts 2, 3). 
Stephen did the same when he spoke to the Sanhedrin (Acts 7). 

40. Paul introduced God to the Athenians as our Maker who is never far from us and 
wants us to seek Him, and Jesus as the one God raised from the dead and who will 
judge the earth on the last day (Acts 17). To the Jews, Paul presented Jesus as the 
living Messiah who met him on the Damascus road and sent him to the Gentiles 
(Acts 22). On trial before Drusilla and Felix, Paul reasoned with them concerning 
faith in Christ, righteousness, self-control, and the judgment to come (Acts 24).

So What Would God Have Us Say?
41. What do all the biblical examples have in common? Not a lot. Clearly we are not 

being taught to deliver a canned, one-size-fits-all message. Jesus had many facets, 
and presented different ones to different people. Paul knew many facets of Jesus, 
and he presented Him in different ways. So should we. 

42. Sometimes what we say is not really the issue, as it was not the issue when Paul 
came to Corinth: "And I, brethren, when I came to you, did not come with excellence 
of speech or of wisdom declaring to you the testimony of God....my speech and my 
preaching were not with persuasive words of human wisdom, but in demonstration 
of the Spirit and of power, that your faith should not be in the wisdom of men but in 
the power of God." Jesus worked miracles at His Father's direction, and taught His 
followers to do the same. We ought to follow Him.

43. The common denominator in the biblical presentations is this: they all introduce 
Jesus to someone who doesn’t know Him yet, and they all seem to address some 



point of contact in the person’s particular situation. Exactly what tack they take, 
however, varies widely from person to person and situation to situation.

44. How do we know what to say to a given person? How did Jesus know to speak one 
way to Nicodemus and another way to the woman at the well? Jesus Himself told 
us: “For I have not spoken on My own authority; but the Father who sent Me gave 
Me a command, what I should say and what I should speak. And I know that His 
command is everlasting life. Therefore, whatever I speak, just as the Father has told 
Me, so I speak.” 

45. We should do the same: ask the Father what to say, and then do what He tells us to 
do. His command is everlasting life -- whatever He gives us to say is the best path to 
everlasting life for that person. What if, instead of drilling new Christians in an 
idiot-proof, canned presentation, evangelism training consisted of teaching new 
Christians to hear God so they could evangelize like Jesus?

46. Of course, we should draw from the rich stores of our personal experience with God, 
as Jesus and Paul clearly did. If we haven’t got anything to offer from our personal 
experience, then perhaps we need to concentrate on knowing Him ourselves before 
we try to introduce others to Him. 

How Do We Know When They Believe?
47. The first question is, why do we need to know when they believe? We have sought 

to have a clear moment of conversion because we want to make the presentation and 
get a “yes.” But Jesus is not Tupperware.

48. Revivals thrive on the “moment of conversion” because revivalists thrive on 
statistics: they want to be able to say that 800 people made decisions for Christ. God 
does sometimes give these sort of definite results, as He did at Pentecost. But while 
the moment of the new birth is sometimes apparent, nothing in Scripture tells us 
that it always will be. When did Nicodemus believe? 

49. Jesus did not commission us to make converts, still less to count them. He 
commissioned us to make disciples. The new birth is an absolute necessity; time-
stamping it is not. When I meet a child on the playground, I do not have to know the 
exact time of the child’s birth to know that the child has been born. The child may 
not know the time of his birth either; nonetheless, we may both be sure he has been 
born. At some point, it becomes obvious. 


