How Many Gospels?

One of the most ancient false doctrines, though appearing in many different forms through the centuries, is that there is more than one gospel, that there are multiple ways to heaven under the new covenant. In Galatians 1:6-9, we see men promoting alternative gospels and troubling the early church. Paul writes, “I marvel that you are turning away so soon from Him who called you in the grace of Christ, to a different gospel, 7which is not another; but there are some who trouble you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ. 8But even if we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel to you than what we have preached to you, let him be accursed. 9As we have said before, so now I say again, if anyone preaches any other gospel to you than what you have received, let him be accursed.”

Now, not only were some perverting or twisting the gospel in the first century, but God’s people were falling for these pseudo-gospels - “turning away” from the true gospel to “a different gospel.” The Holy Spirit emphatically warns that anyone (any man or angel) “preaching any other gospel” than what the apostles have preached would be accursed. Of course, this did not mean a free pass for those who gullibly went along. Jesus said in Matthew 15:14, “If the blind lead the blind they will both fall into the ditch.” So, we all must be vigilant in remaining faithful to the original gospel.

What is the gospel? The word “gospel” means “good news” or “glad tidings.” Despite our powerlessness to resolve our sin problem, God has provided Himself a lamb, a sin offering, for us. Jesus never teaches many ways to solve this sin problem, but one way – through him. John records, “I am the way, the truth and the life; no man cometh to the Father but by Me.”

The Holy Spirit underscores this truth in Ephesians 4:4-5 when He tells us, “There is one body…one hope…one Lord, one faith, one baptism…” He adds in Jude 3-4, “Beloved…contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints.” Paul again addresses the unity of the one faith in Galatians 1:23, when the Jewish Christians said of Paul, "He who formerly persecuted us now preaches the faith which he once tried to destroy."

MULTIPLE GOSPEL ACCOUNTS

The ONLY sense in which there are multiple gospels is that the same gospel is presented by different individuals. The first four books of the New Testament - Matthew, Mark, Luke and John - present the arrival of the Messiah as predicted by the Hebrew prophets. We read in Mark 1:1-3, “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 2As it is written in the Prophets: "Behold, I send My messenger before Your face, Who will prepare Your way before You."  3"The voice of one crying in the wilderness: "Prepare the way of the LORD; Make His paths straight."' Each of the gospel accounts present Jesus ministry in a unique way while maintaining harmony and consistency with the others.

The gospel accounts tell of us Jesus’ virgin birth, miracles, teaching, sinless life, love and compassion. The gospels tell of His willingness to endure the ultimate in verbal and physical abuse and finally be tortured on a Roman cross until He expired. The gospels go on to show us that Jesus conquers death and the grave on the third day and ascends into heaven. What we have in these accounts are multiple accounts of the one gospel of Jesus Christ.

PROGRESSIVE REVELATION

A failure to discern the presence of progressive revelation within the Old and New Testaments leads some to find what they consider to be multiple gospels. When we speak of “progressive revelation,” do not misunderstand. The canon consisting of the sixty-six books of the Old and New Testament were completed with the last drop of ink in the Revelation letter. However, prior to that time, there were several stages in the gradual unraveling of gospel truth.

A couple of quotes may help clarify this. Sixteen centuries ago, Augustine affirmed, “The Old Testament is the New Testament concealed, and the New Testament is the Old Testament revealed.” Robert Hommel adds, “The Word of God is to be understood from the Old Testament to the New Testament as a flower unfolding its petals to the morning sun. God initiated revelation, but He did not reveal His truths all at one time. It was a long and progressive process.”

So, for instance, we see the good news of the gospel in the Old Testament in Isaiah 61:1-3, “The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon Me, Because the LORD has anointed Me To preach good tidings to the poor; He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, To proclaim liberty to the captives, And the opening of the prison to those who are bound; 2To proclaim the acceptable year of the LORD..." This is the gospel. There is, nevertheless, considerable ambiguity and uncertainty as to the precise nature of the gospel from this prophecy. However, when, in Luke 4:16-21, Jesus stands up in the Nazareth synagogue on the Sabbath day, reads this passage and announces, "Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing," we see the gospel embodied in this one man.

Another example of progressive revelation relating to the gospel involves the prophecy of Jeremiah 31:31-34. As the prophet issued this statement there was considerable haziness surrounding it. When, on the other hand, the Hebrew writer quotes this prophecy in Hebrews 8 and 10, he places it in a context that clarifies its meaning. Hear Hebrews 8:7-13, “For if that first covenant had been faultless, then no place would have been sought for a second. 8Because finding fault with them, He says: "Behold, the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah-- 9not according to the covenant that I made with their fathers in the day when I took them by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt; because they did not continue in My covenant, and I disregarded them, says the LORD. 10For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put My laws in their mind and write them on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people. 11None of them shall teach his neighbor, and none his brother, saying, "Know the LORD,' for all shall know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them. 12For I will be merciful to their unrighteousness, and their sins and their lawless deeds I will remember no more.’ 13In that He says, ‘A new covenant,’ He has made the first obsolete. Now what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away.” At this point, God’s people knew WHEN this new covenant went into effect and HOW it superseded the Old Covenant.

Now we can grasp several stages of development in the unveiling of the gospel. First of all, as we noticed from Isaiah 61, the gospel was preached as prophecy hundreds of years before Jesus’ birth. We find the second stage of gospel development during the life of Christ. The Holy Spirit tells us in Matthew 3:1-3, “In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, and saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!" For this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah, saying: "The voice of one crying in the wilderness: "Prepare the way of the LORD; Make His paths straight."' This was good news, for sure, but it was NOT a distinct gospel, but the enlargement of the same gospel spoken of by Isaiah. A third stage in gospel development can be seen in Jesus ministry. Shortly before the Sermon on the Mount, the Scriptures tell us in Matthew 4:23, “Jesus went about all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the gospel of the kingdom…” Hence, the Sermon on the Mount has been termed the constitution of the kingdom of Jesus Christ. These truths apply to Christians today.

Another stage of development in the gospel is disclosed in Matthew 16:21, “From that time Jesus began to show to His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised the third day.” The good news for mankind involved Jesus’ suffering, death and resurrection. This is not another gospel, but the same gospel further elucidated or explained.

Then, after these gospel prophecies are fulfilled, and Jesus is resurrected, He informs the apostles of their mission after His departure in Mark 16:15-16, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature. 16He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be condemned.” Jesus made it unmistakably clear that preaching the gospel involved preaching the necessity of belief and baptism for salvation. This did not inaugurate a different gospel, as some contend, but only a more full treatment of the gospel preached by the prophets in the Old Testament, by John the Baptist and by Jesus during His earthly ministry.

In Acts 2, we see the apostles obey Jesus’ command and preach the gospel to the assembled Jews in Jerusalem on Pentecost. When confronted with their sins, the conscience-burdened Jews plead for resolution to their sin problem in verse 37, “Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, ‘Men and brethren, what shall we do?’"  Peter responded in verse 38-39, "Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is to you and to your children, and to all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will call." We find in 2 Thessalonians 2:14 that we are called by the gospel. Now, we see more details included in the preaching of the gospel. Repentance is added to belief and baptism. The promise of salvation by obeying the gospel is then expanded in verse 39 to included not only those assembled in Jerusalem but “to ALL who are afar off” and “as many as the Lord our God will call.” Obviously, the Holy Spirit made all people everywhere eligible for this gospel. What an incredible God-given guarantee!

JEWS ONLY?

Unfortunately, some contend that this gospel preached by the apostles on Pentecost was not for “all afar off” nor was it for “as many as the Lord our God will call,” but only for the Jews. These folks assert that an entirely separate gospel was preached by the apostle Paul to the Gentiles; they say that Paul’s gospel did not include the necessity of water baptism for forgiveness, but only a baptism of the Holy Spirit. What about this?

Those who promote different gospels for the Jews and for the Gentiles cite Galatians 2:7 in supposed support of their position where Paul writes, “the gospel for the uncircumcised had been committed to me, as the gospel for the circumcised was to Peter.” What these people suggest is that Peter and Paul preached different gospels when, in reality, Paul merely pointed out that his target audience was the Gentiles while Peter’s primary audience was the Jews. This did not demand that these gospels be different as a host of Scriptures confirm. In fact, it was Peter not Paul who was instrumental in the conversion of Cornelius, the first Gentile Christian. He baptized them, but did not circumcise them.

Paul, meanwhile, according to Acts 9:20, was preaching to Jews in the synagogue. In Acts 15:6-9, when Jews were trying to bind circumcision on believers, the apostle Paul brought the matter before the other apostles and elders in Jerusalem. “…Peter rose up and said to them: "Men and brethren, you know that a good while ago God chose among us, that by MY MOUTH the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe. 8So God, who knows the heart, acknowledged them by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He did to us, 9and made NO DISTINCTION between us and them, purifying their hearts by faith.” So, if there were two gospels, neither Peter nor Paul knew anything about it.

Consider how Paul’s masterpiece to the church at Rome coincides the truths we have noted. In Romans 1:1-5, we read, “Paul…separated to the gospel of God which He promised before through His prophets in the Holy Scriptures, concerning His Son Jesus Christ our Lord…by the resurrection from the dead. Through Him we have received grace and apostleship for obedience to the faith among all nations for His name…” So, Paul is assigned the same gospel that the prophets proclaimed. Notice verse 1 says, “Paul…separated to the gospel of God which He promised before through His prophets in the Holy Scriptures…” He further declares that this gospel involves “obedience to the faith among all nations…” Obedience among all nations? Wouldn’t that include Jews and Gentiles? Of course it does!

Paul revisits the subject of the gospel in Romans 116: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for IT is THE power of God to salvation for everyone who believes, for the Jew first and also for the Greek.”  Paul speaks of only one gospel for the Jews and the Gentiles. There is no difference in the gospel preached, but only in who hears the gospel first – as the book of Acts demonstrates. The reality is as Paul writes in Romans 2:28-29, “For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is circumcision that which is outward in the flesh; but he is a Jew who is one inwardly…”

Let’s step back now and look at the gospel from another angle. Whenever possible, we should allow the Scripture to interpret Scripture. In I Corinthians 15:1-4, Paul does just that! “Moreover, brethren, I declare to you the gospel which I preached to you…by which also you are saved, if you hold fast that word which I preached to you--unless you believed in vain. For … Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures…He was buried, and…rose again the third day according to the Scriptures…” Here the apostle equates the gospel to the death, burial and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Romans 10:15-16 “…‘How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the gospel of peace, Who bring glad tidings of good things!’ But they have not all obeyed the gospel.” Now we have the gospel presented as something that must be obeyed. Then, in Hebrews 5:9, the writer again stresses the role of obedience in salvation, “And having been perfected, He became the author of eternal salvation to all who obey Him.” Finally, the apostle again attaches gospel obedience to salvation in 2 Thessalonians 1:7-9, saying that Jesus will come “in flaming fire taking vengeance on those who do not know God, and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Now that’s serious! But if the gospel is the death, burial and resurrection of Christ, how do you obey it?

We noticed in Mark 16:15-16 that the gospel was linked to baptism and we see in Romans 6:3-5 how obeying the gospel relates to Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection. The Bible there says, “Or do you not know that as many of us as were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? 4Therefore we were buried with Him through baptism into death, that just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life.

5For if we have been united together in the likeness of His death, certainly we also shall be in the likeness of His resurrection…” Did you catch that? We’re “baptized into his death,” “buried with Him through baptism” and “just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life.” We obey the gospel when we reenact the death, burial and resurrection in our own baptism.

True preachers of the gospel must not neglect to tell their audience that they must obey the gospel in baptism if they want to be prepared on the judgment. Have you obeyed the gospel? If not, contact us and we can help you do so.  If you would like to get a copy of this message, get a pen and a piece of paper and we’ll tell you how after our song…

Thank you for watching Let the Bible Speak. We pray you have heard God speak to you through His word. If you’d like a copy of this sermon, “How Many Gospels?” please write us at the address on your screen and we’ll be glad to get it out to you. We also offer our free Bible study course that you can complete at home as well as the chart on “What Twelve Churches Teach on Baptism.” If either of these interests you, please let us know. We always welcome your comments and questions. Please visit our website and watch videos of the program at your convenience. Finally, we echo the sentiment of the apostle Paul when he wrote in Romans 16:16, “the churches of Christ salute you.” Until next week, goodbye and God bless.

