
Authentic Discipleship, the Cross, and the Lure of False Gospels
Brief Working Outlines

I.  Overall introduction (to all three presentations):
A.  These three topics are distinct yet interrelated and interdependent topics:  discipleship biblically considered, the theology of the cross as an important theological context within which to explore these matters, and some specifics of the prosperity gospels themselves.

B.  The “DNA” of prosperity gospels is very different from that of a genuinely biblical and Lutheran understanding of the Christian gospel, as well as the Christian life that this gospel elicits.  Similarly, the prosperity gospels understand the Word of God from an equally different interpretative framework from the gospel-centered hermeneutic taught by Lutheran theology especially.

II.  Presentation One:  Authentic Discipleship (Wednesday, April 17, 2024)
A.  Introduction and working description:  Jesus called his disciples to follow him; specifically, to lives of worship; to devotion and loyalty in the form of faithfulness, renunciation, mercy, and love; and, when necessary, to self-sacrifice even to the point of death for the sake of him and his gospel.


B.  Some Old Testament background texts:
1.  Jesus was the fulfillment of the history, the worship, the institutions, and the Scriptures of the old covenant (see especially the gospel of Matthew).

2.  Beginning with the exodus, Israel’s story can be read as an elaboration of Exodus 20:1-3; see also Exodus 34:6-7).
3.  Discipleship always begins with the saving action of God, and then with the Word of and from God, whether in proclamation, declaration, or invitation.

4.  Additional pertinent Old Testament texts:  Leviticus 18:2-5; Deuteronomy 5:1; 17:19; Psalm 119:14-16, 166, 174.


C.  Selected texts and priorities in the New Testament gospels:
1.  Note the connection with the Old Testament hope for Mary (Luke 2:47) and Zechariah (Luke 2:68-69), beginning with Abraham.  See also Luke 1:54-55, 72-75, 76b-78a.



2.  Matthew 1:21, 25 makes this connection explicit.



3.  A few caveats:  

a.  Materials that clearly were first spoken to the narrower circle of the twelve apostles are not necessarily to be regarded as imperatives or instructions for all followers of Jesus today. 

b.  Volume:  The word for disciple [mathetes] is used 261 times, while the verb “to follow” [akoloutheo] is used 90 times.  Moreover, the concepts can be discussed even when the specific word is not used.  
c.  For these reasons, among others, this exploration will be more about themes and priorities than about word studies as such.



4.  Theological points:

a.  Discipleship begins with, is sustained by, and ends with the gospel of Jesus Christ.  (See Romans 8:1-2; 1 Corinthians 1:3.)

b.  Discipleship draws its life and strength from one’s connection to Jesus, and this connection to Jesus is always a product of the action of God.

c.  Discipleship is never about achievement, but rather a posture of childlike humility (Matthew 18:3; 23:7-12; John 12:26; 2:11; note especially the role of the Good Shepherd passages in John 10).

d.  The Sermon on the Mount describes the new covenant way of life for disciples of Jesus.  The Sermon is Jesus’ unfolding of the new pattern of life that characterizes true human existence as it is intended to be lived, under and empowered by God’s rule of grace, to which his disciples have been called in their varied stations of life.

In the course of this review, the following passages may be touched on, some more extensively than others:  Matthew 5:3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 38-39, 44, 45; 6:6:2-4, 6, 9, 12, 13, 24, 25-34; 7:7-8, 11; 19:23; Luke 6:20-23, 24b, 27, 28, 29, 30, 35-36; 11:2, 4; 12:15, 21.


D.  Selected texts and priorities in other New Testament materials:
1.  James: the connection with the words of Jesus, the “gospel” materials in the letter (1:17-18; 2:13; 5:19-20); “wisdom” (3:13, 17-18); and others (1:25, 27; 2:5).

2.  Note the eschatological dimension in Romans 12:2:  The arrival of the reign of God in Jesus means that everything has to be re-visioned from the vantage point of one’s new existence in Jesus Christ.   
3.  Much of the rest of the New Testament can be read as an unfolding of this new way of thinking (e.g., Galatians 5:22, 24, 25).

4.  Note well too what is absent:  There is no indication that discipleship leads to physical or material bounty.

5.  The words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer contrasting cheap grace with costly grace signal a transition to the possible “cost” of following Jesus.

a.  Several New Testament examples:  James 1:2, 3-4, 12; 1 Peter 2:20-21; 5:8-11; Romans 12:12.


b.  This dimension of “cross” has its basis in the words of Jesus himself:  Luke 14:25-27.

E.  Conclusions:
1.  Jesus is the Light of the world (John 8); and at the same time Jesus tells his disciples:  “You are the light of the world” (Matthew 5).  The gospel message itself brings these two texts together.
2.  Disciples go to make disciples themselves, but they do not go alone (see Matthew 1:23; 28:20; and see also Psalm 23, especially verses 1, 3, 4, and 6).
* * *
III.  Presentation Two:  The Theology of the Cross (Thursday, April 18, 2024)

A.  Introduction and background:
1.  The theology of the cross is historically associated with and textually grounded in the Heidelberg Disputation, which took place in Heidelberg, Germany in the spring of 1518, and for which Martin Luther prepared 28 theological theses.

2.  Here are the pertinent theses, and, please note, this follows Luther’s own numbering:

1.  The law of God, the most salutary doctrine of life, cannot advance man on his way to righteousness, but rather hinders him.

18.  It is certain that man must utterly despair of his own ability before he is prepared to receive the grace of Christ.

19.  That person does not deserve to be called a theologian who looks upon the invisible things of God as though they were clearly perceptible in those things which have actually happened [Rom. 1:20].

20.  He deserves to be called a theologian, however, who comprehends the visible and manifest things of God seen through suffering and the cross.

21.  A theologian of glory calls evil good and good evil.  A theologian of the cross calls the thing what it actually is.

22.  That wisdom which sees the invisible things of God in works as perceived by man is completely puffed up, blinded, and hardened.

23.  The law brings the wrath of God, kills, reviles, accuses, judges, and condemns everything that is not in Christ [Rom. 4:15].

24.  Yet that wisdom is not of itself evil, nor is the law to be evaded; but without the theology of the cross man misuses the best in the worst manner.

25.  He is not righteous who does much, but he who, without work, believes much in Christ.

26.  The law says “do this,” and it is never done.  Grace says, “believe in this,” and everything is already done.

28.  The love of God does not find, but creates, that which is pleasing to it.  The love of man comes into being through that which is pleasing to it.  

(The above enumeration comes from the Heidelberg Disputation of 1518, as found in Career of the Reformer I, which in turn is volume 31 of the American Edition of Luther’s Works.  These theses were translated and edited by Harold J. Grimm [Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1957], pp. 39-41.)

B.  Working description of the theology of the cross:  A theologian of the cross seeks to orient all of his or her theology—indeed, finally, to understand everything—from the perspective of Jesus Christ’s incarnation, his self-sacrificial death, and his resurrection for sinners.  
C.  Major characteristics of a theology of the cross:

1.  The person and work of Jesus Christ, as unfolded in the New Testament, is always central to any theology of the cross.

2.  A theology of the cross makes abundant use of Luther’s major distinction between two kinds of righteousness, namely, the passive righteousness of the gospel, and the active righteousness of human activity.  This distinction, in turn, is related but not identical to the distinction between law and gospel.
3.  Over against any and all theologies of glory, a theology of the cross views Jesus as “a mirror of the Father’s heart” (language from the Large Catechism, Part II, paragraph 45).

Theologies of glory seek and look for something other or more than the historical cross and resurrection of Jesus as the source and hope of Christian existence.

4.  A theology of the cross recognizes the distinction between the “hidden God” and the “revealed God”; it will avoid the former and cling to the latter.

5.  A theology of the cross provides a context for an understanding of discipleship and human suffering.

D.  Conclusion:  There is a theologian of glory present in all of us, for which the only antidote is God’s gospel and trust in the gospel’s promises.
* * *
IV.  Presentation Three:  The Lure of False Gospels (Friday, April 19, 2024)
A.  Setting the stage:  A useful discussion of prosperity gospels arises out of a proper understanding of discipleship and the theology of the cross.


B.  Theological considerations:

1.  Definition:  Prosperity gospels as here defined have the following characteristics:

a.  They maintain that physical and/or material blessing are essential elements of the biblical gospel.

b.  They maintain that these kinds of blessing are a major part of God’s promise today.




c.  One should read the Bible in terms of these expectations.
d.  Note well, there are prosperity gospels that try to promote opulence; but there are also prosperity gospels that seek to address people in poverty.  They may share similar underlying characteristics, but the pastoral dimension is quite different.



2.  Critique of prosperity gospels:

a.  The prosperity gospels misunderstand the gospel itself.  They are a theology of glory rather than a theology of the cross.

b.  The prosperity gospels confuse law and gospel.  Insofar as they are “conditional” in character, they are actually law and not gospel.

c.  The prosperity gospels misunderstand the eschatological structure and thought of the New Testament.  Specifically, they fail to acknowledge its “already / not yet” character; and in the process they insist that what is still “not yet” must be experienced “already,” in the here and now.




d.  The prosperity gospels are deficient in their interpretation of the Bible. 

(1)  They typically do not read the Scriptures from the perspective of the actual gospel of Jesus Christ, promised in the Old Testament and fulfilled in the New Testament.

(2)  Hence, they read selectively, choosing those passages (usually in isolation) that can be pressed into the service of their prosperity gospels.





(3)  They often neglect basic matters of vocabulary and translation.

(4)  They often ignore the multiple contexts of a particular passage (e.g., literary, historical, the function of a passage in the argument of that writing, etc.).
(5)  They neglect to ask what a passage did mean (and therefore could have meant) to its original audience in the historical setting of this original audience.


C.  Specific biblical texts, briefly considered (somewhat as time permits):

(1)  Jeremiah 29:11, “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans for wholeness [shalom] and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.”  (English Standard Version)

(2)  3 John 2, “Beloved, I pray that all may go well [euodousthai] with you and that you may be in good health [hugiainein], as it goes well [euodoutai] with your soul.”  (ESV)

(3)  John 10:10, “I came that they may have life and have it abundantly [perisson].”  (ESV)
(4)  Romans 8:28, “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to his purpose.” (New American Standard Bible, updated 1995)

(5)  Philippians 4:13, 19, “[13] I can do all things through him who strengthens me. . . . [19] And my God will supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus.”  (ESV)
(6)  Malachi 3:10, “Bring the full tithes into the storehouse, that they may be food in my house.  And thereby put me to the test, says the LORD of hosts, if I will not open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you a blessing until there is no more need.”  (ESV)
V.  Epilogue (to the third presentation, as well as to all three together):  Following a pattern in the history of theology, error often gives the church an opportunity both to clarify its understanding of the gospel, identify falsifications of the gospel, and recognize the comprehensive scope of the gospel properly understood.  As Luther put it, “where there is forgiveness of sin, there is also life and salvation” (Small Catechism V, paragraphs 5-6).
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