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Is Justification Enough?  

Why the Things of First Importance are Not of Only Importance
Is the gospel really sufficient for Christian unity, or are there other essential doctrines besides the gospel that we must be in agreement on as well?

Who determines how precise we must be in determining the definition of the gospel.  The gospel includes penal substitution, but what if you don’t agree?  Who decides what constitutes the bare minimum?

Does the gospel take away all secondary issues?  Does that remove debate on secondary or non-essential doctrines, making it an unimportant matter?  Do we need to lighten up on the technical precision of our doctrinal statements to bring as many people into our fellowship as possible?  Is the charismatic question forever off the table for debate?  What about eschatology?

Is the evangelical movement at all coherent about the gospel?  I don’t think so.  

Despite that, I love the idea behind the Gospel Coalition and T4G.  There is a healthy and growing segment of young people who understand the importance of gospel centered worship, etc…  It is different today and in an encouraging way.  Young people are fed up with superficial evangelicalism.  I hope that movement continues to gain traction.  The present condition of the evangelicalism is a mess and is going to take much hard work to clean up.  And the includes being clear on the gospel — identifying how far our agreement must go.  Not everyone who claims to stand with us is really interested in doing the hard work of evangelism or is really preaching the true gospel.  

If we truly want to stand for the gospel, we have to be able to defend the gospel, and therein lies the problem.  

If a doctrine or point of truth that is indispensible to the faith, then it is worth fighting for.  We must defend those doctrines.  Cf. Jude — contend for the faith.  

The gospel and all its core doctrines must be defended; it is not just a point of unification, but it must be something that we vigorously defend.  The central details of gospel truth rise to this level of supreme importance.  Cf. 2 Jn. 6-9 — these are not true believers and no brotherly affection should be extended to those who hold to these things.  Here, the “apostle of love” is writing that these are deceivers and we do not have any obligation to pursue and embrace these in fellowship.  He doesn’t want believers to show hospitality to these heretics (v. 10).  Don’t gave any public honor or encouragement to these deceivers.  He does not leave any doubt about, say, Mormon- Evangelical discussions.  That kind of ecumenical solidarity was the last thing that John wanted.  He wanted unity among those who are committed to the gospel.

These Gnostics were in error in the doctrine of the hypostatic union!  This is a doctrine that many today would say that no one would need to be anathematized over, but John says that yes, they must!  No one is exempt from this curse (Gal. 1:8-9) — even Paul or the angels.

Peter also had similar words — 2 Pt. 2:12-14 — they are “accursed children.”  The apostles all understood that there needed to be clear lines of demarcation.  They must not be welcomed by the church if they reject these core doctrines.  Who is in and who is out is a fair question.  We’re often told we are not to erect boundaries.  I can understand how the world think a world without boundaries might sound great, but visit the Grand Canyon with your grandchildren, and you won’t think that.  

As Pastors and Shepherds we are charged with keeping predators out of the fold.  That necessitates erecting boundaries (Jn. 10:7).  The “door” means there must be boundaries.  We’re conditioned to favor toleration and not think that any single perspective can be true to the exclusion of all others.  Certainty is perceived to be cruel arrogance.  

We are strictly forbidden from welcoming known heretics into the fellowship.  And if they are in the fellowship, we are to excommunicate them.  

Our job is to protect the flock (Acts 20); to abdicate that duty is spiritual malfeasance.

We need to reunite classical evangelicalism’s zeal for proclaiming the gospel and classic fundamentalism’s zeal to protect the doctrine of the gospel.

We do well to remember the quick end to the movement of the Fundamentals in the 1920s.  Within a decade there were wolves and showmen who diverted the movement away from the original intent (men like Billy Sunday and J. Frank Norris).  Part of the problem was that while the articles in the Fundamentals were sound enough, there was not enough of an emphasis on the proclamation and defense of the gospel.  They tended to take the gospel for granted.  They spent most of their energy elsewhere.  They didn’t deliberately neglect gospel doctrines, but they focused their polemic on the issues that were under attack, so by mid-century the doctrine of justification by faith was largely forgotten.

Additionally, mid-century, neo-evangelicals renounced separation and sought dialog with theological liberals (Billy Graham was part of this movement).  Meanwhile the major seminaries committed to neo-evangelicalism and their commitment to the authority of Scripture was quickly eroded.  They ultimately undermined the gospel by minimizing its content.  So “accepting Jesus” became the concept of the gospel instead of the doctrine of the atonement and justification by faith.  The gospel became relational rather than being filled with doctrinal content — it became a man-centered, entertainment-oriented gospel.

By the 1990s evangelicals were struggling to define their movement — there wasn’t enough of the gospel left in evangelicalism.  

It is in the context of the loss of the gospel amid postmodernism, etc… that T4G and the Gospel Coalition were founded — movements that are greatly encouraging.  

But the implications of the gospel are just as important as the points of the gospel in our doctrinal statements.  

To achieve unity, we start with things that are of first importance (1 Cor. 15:3; cf. also Phil. 1:27).  For more than a century evangelicals and fundamentalists have ignored the gospel and people in most evangelical churches do not understand the essentials of the gospel — doctrines like atonement and substitution…

Now an entire group of young people is interested again in the significance and fullness of the gospel.  We have to make it again the heart of our theological movement.  And that means holding onto the implications of the gospel.  

Is justification enough?  Justification by faith is the heart of the gospel.  Calvin called it the “principle hinge of all religion.”  Sola fide is the key to a right understanding of gospel truth.

A thorough understanding of sola fide keeps us sound on most of the essential doctrines of Christianity.  Being right on sola fide means we will have a correct doctrine of the deity of Christ and the humanity of Christ.

But justification is not all we must believe for unity.  We must be whole-heartedly committed to the truths of the gospel.  

What is the gospel?  [Johnson defines it at length about 68 minutes into the presentation.]  Even trinitarianism is contained in the gospel — you can’t deny trinitarianism and still hold to the gospel.  Likewise also propitiation.

At the heart is that Christ has redeemed us from the power of our sin (not just the penalty).  Christ accomplished this by acting as our proxy (1 Pt. 2).  His one-time sacrifice is enough for all who believe.  His righteousness is the sole basis of our justification.  He’s coming again to bring us to glory.  The gospel is the good news about salvation and that evil has been overthrown (Heb. 2:14).  

Is it possible to make a list of doctrines that are essential?  No, because truth is not a finite commodity.  And the wish for a finite list is a minimalist mindset that has gotten us into the mess that we are in right now.

There are two dangers:  a minimalistic tendency so the gospel ends up small and insignificant (which is the trend that allows men like T.D. Jakes to be embraced in evangelicalism) and a push to define the gospel in the most wide and expansive terms so that anyone can fit into the gospel (social justice, gay rights, etc…) — the classic approach of the modernists.

The gospel has a distinct focus — the story of redemption.  It does touch us at an individual level, but it is first and foremost the work of redemption — it is the gospel of the grace of God.  It is about God’s grace and Christ’s work on the cross.  The cross is at the heart of the gospel and the meaning of the cross is essential.  

