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			THE GOSPEL

			The gospel is the good news that the one and only true God, the loving Creator, sovereign King, and holy Judge of all, has looked on men and women wonderfully, equally, and uniquely made in his image who have rebelled against him, are separated from him, and deserve death before him, and he has sent his Son, Jesus, God in the flesh, to live a perfect and powerful life, to die a sacrificial and substitutionary death, and to rise from the grave in victory over sin, Satan, and death. The gospel is a gracious invitation from God for sinners from every nation, tribe, people, and language to repent and believe in Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins, turning from all idols to declare allegiance to Jesus alone as King and trust in Jesus alone as Lord. The gospel is a guarantee that Jesus will come again in glory to consummate his kingdom for the redeemed from every nation, tribe, people, and language in a new heaven and a new earth where all things will be made new in the light of his holy presence and where his perfect rule and reign will have no end. According to the gospel, all people who do not trust in Jesus will experience everlasting judgment from God, and all people who trust in Jesus will experience everlasting joy with God.
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				INTRODUCTION

				 

				The Risk Before Us

				“Are you willing to risk it all for this?”

				Harry stared straight into my eyes as he asked the question. A follower of Jesus for decades longer than I have been alive, he wasn’t wasting time on small talk. We sat at a small table in a reception room atop the Museum of the Bible in downtown Washington, D.C. Over Harry’s shoulder, I could see the U.S. Capitol looming just blocks away.

				My family and I had moved to metro Washington a few years prior, and I was walking through some of the most challenging and discouraging days I have ever experienced. Sure, criticism and opposition had come when I wrote a book a decade ago on the cost of following Jesus and taking back your faith from the American dream. But so had accolades and opportunities. Lots of them. The church I pastored at that time was growing, and I was invited to speak at all kinds of events in all kinds of places. In a strange twist, writing about spurning the American dream actually brought me many things we associate with that dream.

				But the scene was different now. Our church, like so many others, was struggling through the effects of a global pandemic. Our city and country had experienced tumultuous days of elections, protests, and riots. Tension over politics and race was causing deep divisions, leaving torn and tattered families and churches in its wake. I was still preaching about what it means to follow Jesus, but this time, I wasn’t receiving accolades. Instead, my character was being attacked, my name was being slandered, my love for God and devotion to his Word were being questioned, and our church was being sued as part of an effort by a few people to oust our pastors (including me). I was weary and at the end of my rope.

				Harry knew all this. He’d heard the rumors and seen the headlines. And after many conversations with pastors in similar situations around the country, he also knew our church family wasn’t alone.

				“You’ve had a good reputation with a comfortable job in a large church,” he said. “Are you willing to risk it all for this?”

				Silence sat at our table for a moment.

				Harry looked to the side and began telling a story about a pastor friend of his who, many years before, walked through significant challenges in his church. Many in his congregation had accused him of being too “this” or not enough “that,” and eventually the pastor made a fateful decision. In Harry’s words, “He decided that the applause of people was more important to him than faithfulness to God.” So the pastor changed course. To avert criticism, he gave in. He bent over backward to appease people, protect his reputation, and keep his position in the church.

				“And it worked,” Harry said. “The pastor was able to stay, and the people were pleased. But in the end,” Harry continued, “he lost something irreplaceable from his ministry and, more importantly, his life. Deep down, he knew he wasn’t willing to pay the price that conviction requires.”

				Harry fixed his gaze on me and said gently, “Press on, and don’t hold back.”

				After a pause, he asked if he could pray for me.

				“I would appreciate that,” I said quietly.

				We bowed our heads as Harry prayed for courage to press on, for grace to love the church and lead people to Jesus, and for God’s help in it all.

				

				−

				I’m writing this book because I don’t believe Harry’s words were just for me. I know I’m not alone when it comes to discouragement, frustration, and weariness as a follower of Jesus during these days. From my point of view at the epicenter of my country, I see carnage on all sides among Christians. Individuals who’ve experienced spiritual, emotional, relational, and even physical hurt in the church. Families strained and friends no longer on speaking terms. Elder boards split into enemy camps. Denominations being hijacked by one heated faction or another. Longtime church members walking away in disgust. Many Christians distancing themselves from the church, and scores of young adults, college students, and teenagers disengaging from the church altogether. And so much of this, mind you, has so little to do with the message of Jesus or God’s saving grace for our world.

				The effects in the church have been devastating. I know and hear from so many Christians who feel disillusioned or damaged by the church. Many are experiencing doubts about the church and in some cases about Jesus himself. In my darker moments, I am one of those Christians.

				Each of our journeys to this moment is unique. Yet we find ourselves together in a historic struggle that is social, political, spiritual, and personal all at the same time. We’ve been turned off by the politics of the church or turned away by a lack of compassion in the church. We’ve witnessed scandals among church leaders or even endured sexual abuse by them. We’ve watched the preservation of long-standing institutions and the promotion of high-profile personalities trump compassion for hurting people. We’ve scrolled through endless slander on social media and become addicted to attacks between supposed Christian brothers and sisters. In it all, we’ve seen the viruses of pride, self-promotion, and lust for power infect not just our country but our church.

				Add to these dynamics the apathy and complacency that already existed in cultural Christianity, and we find ourselves looking around on a Sunday morning and wondering, Isn’t there more to Jesus than this? Isn’t there more to the church than this?

				And I’m writing this book to say, There is.

				There is so much more to Jesus and so much more to the church than what you and I see in the world around us right now. And we can experience it. Better put, we can experience him. We can experience the awe-filled wonder of Jesus and the otherworldly beauty of his church. But to do so, some things are going to have to be different. Starting not in “those people,” but in you and me.

				That leads to the title of this book. I mentioned how a decade ago I wrote about the need for Christians to take back our faith from the American dream. But years later, having moved to the capital of my country and having experienced up close and personal the unhealth of the American church, I’ve come to a clear conclusion: The problem is not just an American dream that has consumed our lives but an American gospel that has hijacked our hearts.

				What do I mean by an American gospel?

				For far too long, we have traded in the biblical gospel that exalts Jesus above everything in this world for an American gospel that prostitutes Jesus for the sake of comfort, power, politics, and prosperity in our country. The evidence is all around us. Instead of being eager to unite around the glory of Jesus, Christians are quick to divide over the idolatry of personal and political convictions. Instead of enjoying the multiethnic beauty Jesus has made possible for us in the church, Christians are still segregating by the color of our skin. Instead of sharing God’s Word like it’s water for thirsty friends in a spiritual desert, we’re wielding it like it’s a weapon against our enemies in a culture war. As followers of the just Ruler of the universe, we’re ignoring rampant injustice around us, and we’re so caught up in calls to promote the greatness of our nation that we’re essentially disregarding Jesus’s command to take the gospel to all nations.

				In other words, so much of what we’re experiencing in the church today—the discouragement, disillusionment, damage, doubt, and division—is a direct outcome of accepting a false gospel in our hearts. And if we would have the humility and courage to rediscover the true gospel, we could follow Jesus’s lead into a different future.

				A future of fighting for—not with—one another as brothers and sisters in Christ, realizing that the true gospel transforms walls of hostility into otherworldly unity.

				A future that turns the tide on centuries of racial division in the church so that who we are reflects the beauty of who Jesus is.

				A future in which we trust all of God’s Word (including the hardest parts) with conviction while loving everyone around us (including those with whom we disagree) with compassion.

				A future of doing justice instead of merely debating it.

				A future in which we all play our part in bringing every nation of the world to enjoy and exalt Jesus.

				Ultimately, a future in which we realize, either in a fresh way or for the first time, that the goal, gift, and prize of the true gospel is God himself—a future in which you and I find in him everything our souls desire.

				To be clear, finding the American gospel wanting does not mean being ungrateful for God’s grace in the United States of America. I am part of a church that includes women and men—some in uniform—who have made untold sacrifices to protect and promote the freedoms and opportunities we enjoy. Our church also includes individuals and families who have happily immigrated from countries where these freedoms and opportunities don’t exist. You’ll hear stories about several of these people in the pages ahead, and I’m profoundly grateful for all of them. More to the point, I’m profoundly grateful for the United States, a country in which we’re allowed the freedom to practice, preach, and promote the gospel of Jesus Christ. This book is simply about charting a way forward that holds loosely to the ideals of a country that, however blessed, is destined to one day fall, and holds tightly to the gospel of a King who will never ever fail.

				I don’t presume to have all the answers. Nor do I presume that my own heart is totally disentangled from the faulty gospel I’m describing. I also don’t promise that the road ahead will be easy for you or for me. From my own journey, I realize that enough destructive slander, frivolous lawsuits, and personal attacks will make anyone consider exiting the road altogether or at least slowing to a more safe and comfortable pace.

				But in the end, I don’t want to stop, and I don’t want to coast. No matter what it costs, I don’t want to compromise—not with the gospel of God. In other words, I don’t want to hold back. Because I’m convinced that there is so much more to Jesus and his church than the American gospel could ever offer, and with you and countless others, I want to experience and enjoy him to the full.
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			FAMILY REIMAGINED

			 

			Coming Together Around Our Father’s Table

			I never could have dreamed how God would make me a father.

			I have shared in different settings how my wife, Heather, and I struggled with infertility for many painful years. Believing that we couldn’t have children biologically and that we were called to raise a family, we adopted our first son, Caleb, from Kazakhstan. Two weeks after returning home with Caleb and still adjusting to being parents, we found out, to our shock and surprise, that Heather was pregnant. Apparently what happens in Kazakhstan doesn’t stay in Kazakhstan. Within nine months, Joshua was born, and we were a family of four.

			The dream expanded when, three years later, we adopted our first daughter, Mara, from China. Three months after that adoption, again much to our astonishment, Heather was pregnant again. Our third son, Isaiah, came along soon thereafter, and we became a family of six.

			Years later, Heather and I were joyfully content until a dinner date one night when the subject of adoption came up in conversation. We hadn’t even planned on talking about adoption that night, but by the time we gave our waiter the check, we were in tears and smiling, believing God was leading us to adopt again. About a year later, we were matched with a child in an orphanage overseas whom we’ve named J.D., and for a number of reasons I won’t go into here, we are still waiting to bring him home.

			In the meantime, Heather and I were both reading Psalm 127 one day in our alone time with God, and we each sensed God calling us to bring another child, specifically a baby, into our home. So we started another adoption process, and months later we received information about a mom who was soon to give birth to a baby girl and desired to place her with a family for adoption. We were told that this birth mom already had a name picked out for her daughter, which was slightly disappointing because Heather and I had always said that if God gave us another girl, we would love to name her Mercy. But this obviously wasn’t going to keep us from moving forward in this process, so we got to know this birth mom, and do you know what name she had chosen for her child?

			Mercy.

			This beautiful baby girl was two days old when she came into our care, and she officially became Mercy Platt as I was finishing writing this book.

			When I sit down with my family for dinner, I think back to the times when Heather and I begged God for children and wondered if he would ever answer. Then I look around the table in awe and think, I didn’t even know to ask for this. I never could have pictured this family portrait that God has painted.

			Yet here at the outset of this book, I want to give you a glimpse of a family that is much larger, far more beautiful, and infinitely more unimaginable than my own. It’s a family of sisters and brothers with different facial features and skin colors. They think differently. They live by different social norms. They come from different backgrounds and nations. If you were to see the people in this family assembled anywhere in the world—say on that field of dreams in Iowa or out on the Serengeti Plain—you’d think, What on earth could such a wildly different bunch of people have in common?

			Imagine yourself around the dinner table with them in my country. See the faces of two Christian teenagers from wildly different church and cultural backgrounds, enjoying each other’s company. See the believer from a predominantly Muslim country who recently became a U.S. citizen, talking to a Baptist war veteran who serves in law enforcement. Keep going around the table to a twenty-six-year-old Pentecostal social activist living in shared housing, laughing with a retired conservative Presbyterian lawyer. Sitting next to them is a Christian immigrant from Central America, just arrived with no documentation, who’s passing the potatoes to a MAGA Facebook group leader who became a Christian in central Florida. What in the world could have drawn all these people together?

			The answer to that question is the most important thing they could ever have in common. Each of them has the same heavenly Father. Each of them has been adopted by God through the gospel, and they’ve all been welcomed into his family as his sons and daughters. And out of the overflow of his surprising love for them, they possess a supernatural capacity to show surprising love to one another.

			This family is called the church, and if you’re a follower of Jesus, you’re part of it. You’re seated around the same table. And you’re not just part of this family in the here and now. You and I will be part of God’s family forever.

			But today, before we reach eternity, we need to have an important family conversation. It’s going to be difficult, but it needs to happen.

			Are you ready?

			Our church family is sick. Particularly the part of the family that makes its home in America.

			Instead of enjoying one another’s company at the table, encouraging one another, and loving one another in word and deed, we’re caught up in a cultural climate that makes us quick to accuse, belittle, cancel, and distrust one another. Even more than being divided, so many sisters and brothers (i.e., so many of us) are hurting and feeling hurt by one another. So hurt, in fact, that many are leaving the table, while multitudes of outsiders see our table and want to get as far away as possible from it.

			But, brothers and sisters, shouldn’t we want to be made well? Shouldn’t we long to experience what it means to be part of an unexplainably glad family before an unimaginably good Father?

			
				“THAT THEY MAY BECOME PERFECTLY ONE”

				Jesus is the master of unity, and he brought together a band of very different personalities to prove the point. In addition to calling uneducated fishermen—blue-collar types kept out of socially elite circles—he called Matthew, a wealthy tax collector who cared so little about political allegiance to his own country that he collected taxes for their Roman oppressors. On the other end of the spectrum, Jesus called Simon, a Zealot from an occasionally militant anti-government movement. Can you fathom it? Members of the extreme right and the extreme left—essentially political enemies—spending every waking moment with one another?

				I’m sure it wasn’t always easy, but it worked. They learned to put up with one another. They learned to lay down their lives for one another. This kind of togetherness is what Jesus wanted for them. Unity was his vision for their future. In fact, in his final prayer for them before dying on their behalf, he prayed that they would stick together and show the world a supernatural picture of his love (see John 17:20–26).

				Ultimately, they did just that. They started the church, where the differences among new disciples only multiplied. They were women and men, rich and poor, young and old, slave and free, Hebrew and Hellenist. Gentiles started joining in droves, and Jews hated Gentiles. Yet once Jewish disciples truly met Jesus, everything changed. Paul, an ethnic Jew and by his own admission a Pharisee of Pharisees, spent his life loving and sacrificing for people he once abhorred.

				In the end, ethnic Jews, wealthy Romans, and impoverished Gentiles from all kinds of pagan backgrounds were joined together in the family of God. Jesus had prayed that they would stick together, and they did. As a result, the message of the gospel spread throughout the world. That’s why you and I are here today. And if we can model the way of those who’ve gone before us, if we can embody Jesus’s prayer for unity today, then we’ll play our part in passing on the gospel for generations to come.

				Despite Jesus’s prayer for unity, we’ve discovered all kinds of reasons to divide his family into opposing camps, and the emotional and spiritual fallout is proving ruinous. We’ll talk more in the next chapter about how we divide into different churches based on the color of our skin. But we divide over more than skin color. We divide politically. Research shows that a majority of churchgoers prefer attending church with people who share their political views, and few attend services alongside people with different political opinions.[1] We divide theologically over differing views on spiritual gifts, the end times, modes of baptism, and leadership in the church. We divide stylistically over different perspectives on music, service length, church décor, and a plethora of other preferences.

				To be clear, it’s not necessarily bad to hold different views on these things. After all, I don’t expect every Christian in metro Washington, D.C., to attend the church I serve, a church where we do things in a particular way based on particular convictions. I praise God for gospel-proclaiming, Bible-believing pastors and churches across our city (and around the country, for that matter) who do things differently based on different convictions, and I want them all to reach more people for Jesus. But just because we don’t all attend the same church doesn’t mean we can’t all walk together in Christian unity.

				So is there a way to be in genuine, caring, deep fellowship with people who are very different from us, just like we see in the Bible? I believe there is. Even when we have differing (and even opposing) opinions, preferences, and political views, there is a way to show supernatural love for Christians who might be quite different from us. There is a way to cultivate this kind of loving unity in our local congregations, in the broader church in our country, and in the body of Christ around the world.

				And it starts with understanding who unites us, what’s worth dividing over, and what’s not.

			

			
				Three Buckets

				Picture three buckets with me. In the first bucket are clear, biblical beliefs and practices that unite all followers of Jesus. This bucket contains the gospel. To summarize, the gospel is

				
					the good news that the just and gracious Creator of the universe has looked on hopelessly sinful men and women and has sent his Son, Jesus, God in the flesh, to bear his judgment against sin on the cross and to show his power over sin in his resurrection so that anyone in any nation who turns from their sin and themselves and trusts in Jesus as Savior and Lord can be forgiven of their sin and reconciled to God for all of eternity.

				

				The first bucket also contains the authority, inerrancy, and sufficiency of God’s Word and includes the clear and direct truths and commands found therein. As we’ll explore in an upcoming chapter, the Bible is the supreme and sufficient foundation for what we believe and how we live as followers of Jesus.

				Christians divide from non-Christians over beliefs and practices that fall into this first bucket. For example, if someone says that Jesus isn’t God, that salvation isn’t by grace, or that Jesus didn’t die on a cross and rise from the grave, then we should love and care for that person, but we can’t worship with them, because they simply don’t worship the same God or believe the same gospel. Likewise, if someone denies the authority and sufficiency of the Bible, then they aren’t a follower of Jesus, and we don’t unite with them in our faith. Instead, we love them as a non-Christian, and we give our lives to lead them to Jesus.

				The second of our three buckets contains beliefs and practices that unite followers of Jesus who join together in a local church. This bucket includes things Christians might disagree about from one local church to another. For example, one church might believe that they should baptize babies, and another church might believe that they should baptize only believers in Christ. One church might believe that women and men should both be biblically affirmed as pastors, while another church might believe that only men should be biblically affirmed as pastors. One church might believe that God still gives the spiritual gifts of prophecy, tongues, and healing today, while another might believe that those gifts aren’t as active in the church now as they were in the past. While Christians often divide into different churches and denominations based on beliefs and practices in this second bucket, they still celebrate one another as followers of Jesus and work together for the spread of the gospel in the world.

				The third bucket contains beliefs and practices about which even Christians in the same local church disagree. Members of a local church might agree about baptism, spiritual gifts, and leadership in the church, but they might disagree about how the end times are going to unfold. They might disagree about political choices and a variety of other personal convictions. Even though these Christians might hold their convictions strongly, they choose not to divide into different churches based on those convictions.

			

			
				Confusing the Buckets

				Problems for unity in the church begin when we confuse these buckets

				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				Carnivores and Vegetarians

				
				
				
				
				
					
				

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				WHAT (OR WHO) MAKES US A FAMILY

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
					
				

				
				
					
				

				
				
			

			
				RECOVERING HUMILITY

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				YOU ARE NOT ALONE
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