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What is the Gospel? It may seem like a simple question to ask, especially to those who claim to be Bible believing Christians, but I have been concerned for sometime now that the message of Gospel, in fact the definition of the Gospel, has become obscured because of the reliance upon experiences. Christians speak of preaching the Gospel, but just what is the Gospel? Of course, the only place we can turn to for the true definition is the Scriptures:
Moreover, brethren, I declare unto you the gospel which I preached unto you, which also ye have received, and wherein ye stand; by which also ye are saved, if ye keep in memory what I preached unto you, unless ye have believed in vain. 
For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; and that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures.
I Corinthians 15:1-4

Remembering that Paul is the Apostle to the Gentiles, and that his ministry was distinctive, we must turn to his writings to find the message that Paul himself preached. The above Scripture gives the definition of the Gospel plainly and succinctly:

1.
Christ died for our sins 

2.
Christ was buried

3.
Christ rose again the third day

Paul calls attention to the fact that the accomplishment of Jesus on the cross was according to the Scriptures. To believe these facts as laid out by Paul is to find salvation. Paul also writes other facts about the message of the Gospel:

For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; being justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.
Romans 3:23-24

But for us also, to whom it shall be imputed, if we believe on him that raised up Jesus our Lord from the dead; who was delivered for our offences, and was raised again for our justification.
Romans 4:24-25

For when we were yet without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly.

But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.
Romans 5:6, 8

For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in him.
II Corinthians 5:21

Because of the cross, we are offered an exchange; our sin for His righteousness. Our sins were placed upon Him. Although we were without strength, enemies and sinners, Jesus met and paid the penalty for our sins. Now by simply believing in Him, God declares us righteous. Some will say that this is easy believism, but, it is in fact God’s truth. Salvation is easy. It is difficult to understand why anyone would want to complicate it. 

Some refer to the four Gospels, and to the words of Jesus, to find the message of the Gospel. They cite Scriptures such as:

From that time Jesus began to preach, and to say, Repent: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.
Matthew 4:17

And Jesus went about all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, and preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and healing all manner of sickness and all manner of disease among the people.
Matthew 4:23

There are three basic elements to this presentation by Jesus:

1.
Repentance

2.
The Kingdom

3.
Healing

In 1982, I attended a Calvary Chapel Pastor’s Conference in Franklin, Pennsylvania, where one of the featured speakers was Dr. J. Edwin Orr. He was well known for his many writings on spiritual revivals around the world. During that conference, Dr. Orr spoke on The First Word of the Gospel, which he believed to be, Repent. This was based upon the Gospels and the ministry of Jesus. He went as far as to say that even Bible believing Christians, who had fallen into sin and departed from the faith would go to hell if they were to die in their unrepentant state.

Certainly Peter also believed that the first word of the Gospel was repent, as recorded in Acts, chapter 2:

Now when they heard this, they were pricked in their heart, and said unto Peter and to the rest of the apostles, Men and brethren, what shall we do?

Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost.
Acts 2:37-38

When asked what the response should be to the Gospel, Peter says, Repent. There are also three basic elements to Peter’s presentation:

1.
Repentance

2.
Water baptism

3.
The gift of the Holy Spirit

Is the word repent truly the first word of the Gospel? According to the passages in Matthew and Acts, it is. But, in the current dispensation of the Grace of God, as revealed by the writings of Paul the Apostle, the presentation of the Gospel is different. Peter presented a works-based message, consisting of repentance, and water baptism. This is similar to the covenant of the law, where God promised to bring blessings to Israel in return for their obedience to His laws. Peter promised in Acts 2 that the gift of the Holy Spirit would be given to those who repent and are baptized in water.  Peter’s message was right for the time in which it was preached, but we are under another dispensation. A major denomination in the United States, The Church of Christ, follows this message of Peter in Acts 2:38. I once saw a bumper sticker that said, I have observed Acts 2:38. Right message, but wrong dispensation. Paul made this clear in I Corinthians, when the question of divisions came up:

For Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel: not with wisdom of words, lest the cross of Christ should be made of none effect.
I Corinthians 1:17

Notice, Paul is going to preach the Gospel without baptizing in water. Peter’s message included water baptism. Is this a discrepancy between Paul and Peter? Not really, when you realize they are different messages for different dispensations. Peter is speaking to those Jewish believers who are preparing to enter the Kingdom; a Kingdom whose coming was delayed when God revealed His mystery program to Paul, which included the bringing in of the Gentiles to salvation.

If repent is not the first word of the Gospel of the Grace of God, what is? Again, we look to Paul, the Apostle of the Gentiles, to whom the mystery was revealed:
And [the Philippian Jailer] brought them [Paul and Silas] out, and said, Sirs, what must I do to be saved? And they said, Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved, and thy house.
Acts 16:31

The first word of the Gospel of the Grace of God is, believe. This is true repentance, when someone changes their mind about the things of God and believes the Gospel. A change in belief ultimately leads to a change in lifestyle.

Several years ago, I served in a ministry as Co-Pastor with a friend of mine. This friend always talked about the Gospel of the Kingdom, and referred to the words of Jesus previously quoted. He wanted our ministry to be about the Gospel of the Kingdom as presented by Jesus. He said, and rightly so, that the Gospel of the Kingdom was accompanied by healings, miracles and the casting out of demons. This truly is the Gospel of the Kingdom as presented by Jesus. Some have debated the question of whether it is the Kingdom of Heaven, as found in the Gospel of Matthew, or the Kingdom of God, as found in Mark and Luke. I have always held that there is no difference; the key word is Kingdom. It looks back at a promise God made to Israel:
Therefore shall ye lay up these my words in your heart and in your soul, and bind them for a sign upon your hand, that they may be as frontlets between your eyes. And ye shall teach them your children, speaking of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, when thou liest down, and when thou risest up. And thou shalt write them upon the door posts of thine house, and upon thy gates:
That your days may be multiplied, and the days of your children, in the land which the LORD sware unto your fathers to give them, as the days of heaven upon the earth.
Deuteronomy 11:18-21

The obedience of Israel to God’s law would bring blessings in the land that God had given them. In fact, the blessings were equivalent to heaven on earth. This is Kingdom talk. It is a promise given to Israel. When Jesus spoke of the Kingdom of Heaven (or of God), He certainly had this in mind. Yes, my friend was correct, repentance and healing are part of the Gospel of the Kingdom, but that message is for a different dispensation other than the grace of God. Again, as Paul said,

But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness.  

 Romans 4:5

We cannot work to obtain that which God has provided freely for us, that is, our redemption and forgiveness of sins. We are righteous through faith.

While in His earthly ministry, Jesus was calling His people, the Jews, to believe in Him as their Messiah. In fact He said that He was not sent but to the lost sheep of the house of Israel (Matthew 15:24). He was not preaching the Gospel as we know it today, for He was not yet crucified. His crucifixion for our sins is the heart of the Gospel message. He was calling them to prepare for the coming Kingdom; indeed His entire ministry revolved around the coming of the Kingdom. This is why He taught them to pray, Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done in earth as it is in Heaven (Matthew 6:10).

I am concerned about this topic because of so-called Christian television today. Often these televangelists speak about receiving Jesus into your heart, or accepting Jesus. I do not believe that these statements fully contain the true Gospel. It too often is associated with a good feeling, rather than a conscious decision to believe in the salvation God has provided through the cross. We see evangelists leading people in the sinner’s prayer, which often does not contain the essence of the Gospel. Do you realize that it is possible for a person to be saved without repeating the sinner’s prayer? Churches have given the impression that to be saved, a person must come forward at the end of a church service, during the invitation hymn. Emotional stories are told hopefully to increase the response. Unfortunately, these invitations are given more for the purpose of counting numbers, rather than seeing people truly responding to the Gospel for salvation.

When the Gospel is explained properly, anyone should understand that they can be saved at any time, anywhere. At the point in which they recognize the truth of what God has done on the cross, and believe that God is satisfied with that sacrifice for them personally, they have found salvation. Too often, after responding to an emotional appeal, a new Christian falls and commits sin, only to come back to church the following Sunday, to get saved all over again. Churches promote this type of behavior with sermons that are designed to make people feel guilty. Again they send the call forth for repentance, and people respond emotionally to the appeal. The cycle repeats itself every week. These people need to grow up and realize that God has adopted us into His family as adult sons. Instead, preachers talk to the saints as though they are children, and not adults.

Rightly dividing the Word of Truth helps us to understand the difference between the message that Jesus preached and the message that Paul preached. Both were truth, but each for its own dispensation. Today, we don’t preach the Gospel of the Kingdom. We preach the Gospel as Paul gave it; that Christ died for our sins, was buried and rose the third day. By believing this fact, we have eternal life.

This fact of rightly dividing the “gospel” is clearly illustrated in the book of Luke.

Then He called his twelve disciples together, and gave them power and authority over all devils, and to cure diseases.

And he sent them to preach the kingdom of God, and to heal the sick….

And they departed, and went through the towns, preaching the gospel, and healing everywhere.

Luke 9:1-2, 6

Notice the phrase, “preaching the gospel…” They were preaching the gospel! But consider this next passage, also in Luke: 

Then he took unto him the twelve, and said unto them, Behold, we go up to Jerusalem, and all things that are written by the prophets concerning the Son of man shall be accomplished.

For he shall be delivered unto the Gentiles, and shall be mocked, and spitefully entreated, and spitted on:

And they shall scourge him, and put him to death: and the third day he shall rise again.

And they understood none of these things:  and this saying was hid from them, neither knew they the things which were spoken. 

Luke 18:31-34

Verse 34 is the clincher…”They understood none of these things.” If Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, all contain the same message and the same gospel as that preached by Paul, then why is it that the elements of our gospel presented by Paul, i.e., the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ, also presented here in Luke by Jesus Himself – is not understood by the twelve? In Luke 9 we are told that they preached the gospel, but in Luke 18 they don’t even understand the elements that make up our gospel! The reason? The messages are different. They preached “the Gospel of the Kingdom.” That is not our message today; rather we preach “the Gospel of the Grace of God” as revealed to Paul the Apostle.


There are different gospels mentioned in the Bible. This does not mean that the Bible contains contradictions; rather, it emphasizes the need to “rightly divide the Word of Truth.” There are different gospels, just as there are different dispensations. These different gospels are for the different dispensations.

This doesn’t even cover the terms, gospel of the uncircumcision vs. the gospel of the circumcision. When a believer approaches the Bible to find truth, and decides to approach it in God’s method, these differences are clearly seen.
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