SHIFT 1

from gospel presentation to
gospel presence

ow do you think of “the Gospel”? How would you summarize
Hit if you had to?

Do you think of 1t as “Good News”? Is 1t the most important
message to your

While Jesus certainly intended us to present a “Good News”
message to a world full of people who are secking, I suggest that it
1s more than merely something we present to others.

Before I gtve my alternative, let me suggest you download an-
other eBook oftered by Discipleship.org called The Discipleship Gos-
pel Primer.” 1t offers rich wisdom and compelling insight about the
importance of the Gospel we preach. The Gospel we preach must
move us toward being disciples of Jesus who make disciples with Je-
sus. I recommend it to you as a supplement to what I’'m saying here!

The takeaway I want to highlight from The Discpleship Gospel
Primer 1s that the Gospel 1s more than just an assertion that we are
sinners and Jesus died for our sins. That 1s part of the Gospel, and
we must present those facts. But the Gospel 1s much more than
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those two facts alone, and 1t must be presented over time and with
our actual presence.

It’s like what a friend of mine named Tommy emailed me about
the other day. e said he had heard me speak recently on “what
the Gospel 1s not,” and he typed the following question, which 1
thought was worth sharing:

What if the Gospel, the Good News of the Kingdom of God,
was about Jesus making a way to mvite all mankind to become
children of God, to live with Him in IHis kingdom, and to par-
ticipate 1n His nature, experiencing is presence 1 an eternal
life lived now and forever with ITim? If this were the Gospel we
upheld, wouldn’t it change the story of the church today?®

The answer to Tommy’s question 1s that ¢ should change the story. If
we upheld this Gospel, it should change how the church is equipped
and sent. Does the story of the local church of which you are a part
sound something like what he has described?

Instead of settling for a false gospel, we as believers are sup-
posed to gather together to encourage each other and remind each
other of our identity in Christ which the cross secures for us. Then,
we should challenge each other to engage every day with those who
have yet to believe 1n our Spirit-assured purpose in Christ—to make
disciples who make disciples. We share life together in the context
ot ongoing, authentic relationships, which is abundant with mo-
ments in which we need forgiveness, as well as moments 1 which
we enjoy laughter. This 1s life now and forever in relationship with
God. We are together like family, living everyday Gospel presence
that validates the Gospel we present.

27



Inviting Along

Shouldn’t that be the story of the church? I.et me expound a bit
more.

First, the Gospel is not just a presentation we make; it is a
presentation that has first been made to us.

Like Paul says, “All they have eyes for is the fashionable god
ot darkness. They think he can give them what they want, and that
they won’t have to bother believing a Truth they can’t see. They’re
stone-blind to the dayspring brightness of the Message that shines
with Christ, who gives us the best picture of God we’ll ever get” (2
Cor. 4:4, The Message). God came near right in front of us while we
were still sinners. He did it before we ever said “sorry” and before
we ever asked for help. IHe showed the Good News and e spoke it.
Jesus was the best picture of God we’ll ever get. So the way that Je-
sus presented the Gospel message 1s how we should present it, too.

Second, the Gospel was not just made known to us through a
presentation, but also through an actual presence.

As John writes, “T'he Word became flesh and blood, and moved
mnto the neighborhood. We saw the glory with our own eyes, the
one-of-a-kind glory, like Father, like Son, generous inside and out,
true from start to finish. John pointed him out and called, “This is
the One! The One I told you was coming after me but in fact was
ahead of me. He has always been ahead of me, has always had the
first word.” We all live oft his generous bounty, gift after gift after
oift. We got the basics from Moses, and then this exuberant giv-
ing and recetving; This endless knowing and understanding—all this
came through Jesus, the Messiah. No one has ever seen God, not so
much as a glimpse. This one-of-a-kind God-Expression, who exists
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at the very heart of the Father, has made him plain as day” (John
1:14-18, The Message).

God didn’t make a presentation in spoken Word only; he came
as the /Jving Word. He embodied truth in the skin of grace that
lived, died, and came to life again in order to declare IHis love to
us. Through this, He invited us along with Him mnto His eternal life
and forever goodness. In fact, Jesus “revealed” or “clartfied” God’s
Message as well as God Himself—the Message-Initiator—as “plain
as day” (John 1:18). e came 1n physical presence in order to do so.

Next, this Gospel we have believed also compels us to share
it with a world that longs for more than the bad news they
see, hear, and feel.

This “presence” of God coming near to a people who had not
acted very lovable, this Message that wrecks us and restores us day
atter day as we move from death to life, this i1s what makes us share

the Gospel.

As Paul says, “For Christ’s love compels us, since we have reached
this conclusion: If One died for all, then all died. And He died
for all so that those who live should no longer live for them-
selves, but for the One who died for them and was raised. From
now on, then, we do not know anyone in a purely human way.
Even if we have known Christ 1n a purely human way, yet now
we no longer know [Him 1n this way]. Therefore, if anyone 1s in
Christ, [he 1s] a new creation; old things have passed away, and
look, new things have come. Everything i1s from God, who rec-
onciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of
reconciliation: That 1s, in Christ, God was reconciling the world
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to Himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and IHe
has committed the message of reconciliation to us. Therefore,
we are ambassadors for Christ, certain that God is appealing
through us. We plead on Christ’s behalf, ‘Be reconciled to God.
He made the One who did not know sin to be sin for us, so that
we might become the righteousness of God 1n Him” (2 Cor.

5:14-21, HCSB).

Our embodiment of this Gospel demonstrated both by our lives
reconciled to live 1n the presence of God as well as by our lives rec-
onciled to live 1 gracious, life-giving, family-like presence with one
another—no matter our race or color or status or background—this
1s the ministry of all who have believed the Gospel. We are ambas-
sadors for Christ and wirh Christ.

Finally, if we don’t go near those who have yet to believe the
Gospel, how can they believe?

Another way to say this 1s it we don’t mvite them along with us
to learn and discover and embody and live and give away this Gos-
pel, how will they ever become disciples?

Paul writes about this when he says, “Say the welcoming word to
God—Jesus 1s my Master’'—embracing, body and soul, God’s
work of domng in us what he did in ratsing Jesus from the dead.
That’s it. You’re not ‘doing’ anything; you’re simply calling out
to God, trusting him to do it for you. That’s salvation. With your
whole being you embrace God setting things right, and then you
say 1t, right out loud: ‘God has set everything right between him
and me!” Scripture reassures us, ‘No one who trusts God like
this—heart and soul—will ever regret it It’s exactly the same no
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matter what a person’s religious background may be: the same
God for all of us, acting the same incredibly generous way to
everyone who calls out for help. ‘Everyone who calls, “Help,
God!” gets help” But how can people call for help it they don’t
know who to trust? And how can they know who to trust if they
haven’t heard of the One who can be trusted? And how can they
hear it nobody tells them? And how 1s anyone going to tell them,
unless someone 1s sent to do it? That’s why Scripture exclaims,

‘A sight to take your breath away! Grand processions of people
telling all the good things of God!”” (Rom. 10:9-15, The Message).

Let me point out a few elements of this passage about disciple-
ship.

Presence. This 1s represented by the passage, “IHow beautitul
are the feet of those who bring good news” (Rom. 10:15, CSB).
People will see why the Gospel would matter to them when they
see and hear—up close—why the Gospel still matters to us. Just
like God who came near to us, may we also go near, inviting others
along into His tamily, too.

Relational disciple making. Teaching 1s one of the facets
ot making disciples according to the “Great Commission” (Matt.
28:18-20). But what if “teaching” in the Great Commission is more
about learning together than lecturing to others? Relational disciple
making allows us to give love to one another like 1t has been given
to us. In the process, we learn grace together as we expertence Gos-
pel life 1n the context of the everyday (rather than only in the con-
text of a classroom). Then, we have the best chance to move from
being lost mto a life of faith as each of us realizes more and more
the reality of our Gospel-identity, Christ-security, and abundant-life

purpose—all of which has been freely given to us.
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May we make more than a “presentation” by actually showing the
same love that has been shown to us with our presence. That would
be a shift from informational discipleship to relational discipleship
in the way ot Jesus.

Here’s an example of what I mean by way of analogy. Amy
was an All-American basketball player at Belmont University, who
now has the privilege of discipling female student-athletes who are
connected to the colleges in downtown Nashville. She and her col-
league, Betty—the woman who actually founded the girls basketball
program at Belmont, the very woman who discipled Amy—now
“invite along” the current basketball players together mto discipling
relationships. They don’t mtroduce themselves to the new players
by saying, “My name is Amy, and this 1s Betty; if you died tonight,
would you go to heaven or hell? Well, to remedy that, why don’t you
enter into a disciple-making relationship with us so that you can be
sure of the answer?” If they did ask that, most new players would
shutfle backwards and avoid them as much as possible.

I think people sometimes struggle because they make disciple
making too complicated. They forget that 1t 1s first and foremost
a friendship in which we care for others. Jesus told His followers,
“You are my friends” (John 15:15, The Message). Sometimes I worry
that those who have immersed themselves in nothing but church
have forgotten how to simply be friends with someone outside the
church. Presence 1s friendship, and 1t happens during meals and
walks and tragedies and celebrations and hobbies and heartaches
and losses and victories and fears and accomplishments.

Amy and Betty don’t introduce themselves like I mentioned
above; they simply become friends with new players, not with the
agenda of church growth or proselytization. Rather, their agenda is
to offer abundant life as it was given to them—in relationship.
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Amy and Betty have betriended and “imnvited along” numerous
players to eat and serve and Sabbath and learn together. This hap-
pens over time and in relationship. It comes through ongoing Gospel
conversation in the flow of normal encounters, sometimes in short
snippets, sometimes in long talks together. Relational presence of-
fers the context for Amy and Betty to make disciples with Jesus while
thetr lives and the lives of the basketball players are transformed.

Their disciple-making efforts are not mformation driven; they
are relattonship driven.

As a result, most of the ones they disciple have begun to multi-
ply and also make disciples 1n the same way they were made disciples
of Jesus—as friends.

Here’s the secret, though, to disciple making with presence: it
1s all about the welome. Here’s what I mean by “welcome™: You and
I must go near, take mnitiative, be willing to present snippets of the
Gospel along the way, and allow for margin 1 our lives so that we
can be relationally present. But we can’t force someone mnto this.
We can’t say to someone, “I am going to make you into a disciple
by having presence with you, and you will reciprocate that pres-
ence with me.” It can’t be forced 1 that way. You and I must take
mitiative to go near and be willing to engage in friendships defined
and directed by actual, everyday presence. When we do, people will
begin to notice that we are open and generous with our lives and
that we are willing to make margin for them to come alongside us in
ongoing friendship. Then, motivated by various reasons—desire for
a caring friend, the need to talk to someone who could help them, a
longing to stmply belong—some of those people will welorme us into
their lives.

Some of those along the way will open up to us because of the
way we have taken iitiative to open up to them. They will welcome
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our mvitation to come along in a disciple-making relationship—not
because they’re aware of a need to be discipled but simply because
they mntrinsically know they need our presence.

I fear that evangelism training during the twentieth century net-
ther equipped us for presence, nor sensitized us to how some peo-
ple will welcome presence but others aren’t ready to welcome it. Je-
sus told IHis disciples in Matthew 10 (the first time He sent them) to
look for people who would welcome them into their home and into
thetr lives. We too often just look for the next opportunity to barge
into other people’s lives and offer them a polished presentation.

This 1s not how disciples of Jesus make disciples with Him.

Let’s take initiative to offer presence and see who might wel-
come us into their life.

As we do, let’s remember that it may take three to five years
with only one to three people who welcome our presence. These are
the people with whom we enter into an ongoing, disciple-making
relationship that has more Kingdom potential—exponentially more
potential—than 10, 20, or even 30 presentations made in forced,
unwelcomed conversations with strangers or acquaintances.

Note: I am not saying presentation of the Gospel is not necessary for con-
version. I am saying presentation is, in _fact, necessary but most often in the
context of this “presence” type of friendship. Sharing the Gospel on a whim
with a stranger is not the norm in the New Testament; it is the exception.
I write this so that we don’t feel pressure to make it the norm in onr disci-

Dle-making efforts today.
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