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I n t r o du c t i o n

A mind stretched by a new idea can never go back to its origi-
nal dimensions.

 — Ol i v er Wendel l Hol m e s , 

Th e Au t o c r at o f  t h e B r e a k f a s t  Tab  l e

I want to change your mind. My goal is that after you have read this 
book, you won’t be able to return your mind to its original shape. I am 
not trying to influence your thoughts on any small matter but on one 
that could revolutionize the course of your life. I want to change your 
mind about what it means to be a Christian.

I have been following Jesus for a very long time, yet I continue to 
learn new lessons that have required me to rethink my life. My struggle 
has been how to connect the private character issues of spirituality to 
the larger mission of what we have been told is our task: changing the 
world. Oliver Wendell Holmes reportedly said, “I don’t give a fig for 
simplicity on this side of complexity, but I would give anything for 
simplicity on the other side of complexity.” We live in a complex world, 
but I would like to help you emerge from this book with the simplicity 
of life and mission that is priceless. 

Understanding the complexity of our world has become a chal-
lenge even to the greatest minds. Philosophers, historians, theologians,  
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politicians, and even the media are stumped by the complex, web-
like issues we face. Consider, for instance, the major issues facing the 
world: social injustice, political tyranny, hunger, poverty, and disease. 
Malaria, one of the most preventable diseases, is growing around the 
world because of the lack of clean water or effective pesticides that kill 
the mosquito larva. Much of the blame goes to evil governments led 
by tyrants who enrich themselves and starve their people. The infa-
mous genocides in Rwanda and Darfur are not the end of such atroci-
ties; many other less-publicized conflicts are continuing. As I write, the 
global financial community is locked in a crisis that threatens the sense 
of security we have known. People are both angry and afraid. Although 
the words written on the one dollar bill are, “In God we trust,” our fear 
indicates that, in reality, money has been the object of our trust. This 
is even true of Christians.

One of life’s great complexities is the question Why was I born here 
and now? For example, why am I not a blacksmith who was born in 
1605 in the South, or a member of an Indian tribe in North America 
at the turn of the nineteenth century? When I look my dog in the eye, 
I wonder, Why her instead of me? You get the idea. Humanity has been 
asking these kinds of questions for centuries. While in Athens, the 
apostle Paul spoke on Mars Hill, a sort of town hall for intellectuals. 
He told his skeptical congregation this about these kinds of unanswer-
able conundrums:

From one man [God] created all the nations throughout the 
whole earth. He decided beforehand when they should rise 
and fall, and he determined their boundaries. His purpose was 
for the nations to seek after God and perhaps feel their way 
toward him and find him — though he is not far from any one 
of us. For in him we live and move and exist. . . . God over-
looked people’s ignorance about these things in earlier times, 
but now he commands everyone everywhere to repent of their 
sins and turn to him. For he has set a day for judging the 

C h r i s t l i k e

12
Sample from Christlike / ISBN 978-1-60006-694-8

Copyright © 2010 by Robert W. Hull. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, go to www.navpress.com.



world with justice by the man he has appointed, and he proved 
to everyone who this is by raising him from the dead. (Acts 
17:26-28,30-31)

Simplicity is found in the understanding that God is the one who 
made the decision to create me here and now and determined that I 
would live in a certain place and be a certain height. (I won’t blame him 
for the weight!) The conditions of our lives are from a divine decision. 
Why I wasn’t born into a war-torn nation or why I didn’t die of starva-
tion at age four are questions far too complex for any human being to 
answer. However, what I am to do with the here and now of my life 
is simple. I am to be a Christ follower, and I will be held accountable 
for my actions. The complexity is that we don’t know the details; the 
simplicity is that God made the choice and in him we live, move, and 
exist.

The simplicity on the other side of complexity is a person — a 
disciple — not a strategy or movement. Disciples are devoted to being 
“little Christs” in the world. Disciples have many different faces and 
skin colors, and they speak thousands of languages. Some scrape by 
for their daily bread, while others have way more than is necessary and 
don’t know how to handle it. Some disciples are free to go to church; 
others must sneak there to pray and worship. Disciples live in Darfur; 
they have friends and family who have died of malaria or have been 
cut down in a tribal war. They work on Wall Street and were part 
of the recent financial meltdown. They are in the streets protesting 
the G8, the World Trade Organization, and the war in Iraq. They are 
walking through the marketplace in Bagdad with an American flag on 
their sleeves and rifles slung over their shoulders; they are working in 
the West Wing; they have an office in the United States Capitol with 
their name on the door. Some disciples are faithful, able to hold things 
together and resist the pressure to lie; others have sold out. 

Will Christ’s disciples save the world? No, not now, not under the 
current conditions. But we can save our worlds, the little space where 
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we live and the people we touch. And if the millions who are disciples 
of a revolutionary named Jesus live the life Christ called them to live, 
then what Dallas Willard calls “the divine conspiracy”1 will take effect. 
Like a healing tonic, it will wash over the world one person, one inch at 
a time. Love cannot be resisted.

C. S. Lewis lends a hand in clarifying what is needed: “The church 
exists for nothing else but to draw men into Christ, to make them little 
Christs. If they are not doing that, all the cathedrals, clergy, missions, 
sermons, even the Bible itself, are simply a waste of time. God became 
man for no other purpose.”2

The goal of this book is to clarify the aim of the disciple’s life. 
Discipleship has a simple aim, and you might be surprised to learn 
that it is not the church. The aim of discipleship is life; it is more about 
life on your street than what happens in church meetings. The actual 
result of being a disciple is that we influence others through our ordi-
nary life. In John 10:10, Christ said, “I have come that they may have 
life, and have it to the full” (niv). Can the ordinary life of a disciple be 
the key to affecting all of the surrounding culture? Yes, it can, and it 
must. The “abundant life,” as older translations render it, is what will be 
described in this book as life in the kingdom. Life as God intended can 
be abundant only when Christ himself embodies us. When we follow 
Christ in discipleship, we grant permission for Christ to rule us. All 
that is included in Christ’s rule — the fruit of the Spirit, the gifts of the 
Spirit, the guidance of the Spirit, the power of the Spirit — is present to 
influence the world around us. It is this quality in a person that makes 
transformation of culture possible. 

When we lose discipleship, we lose the opportunity to teach people 
deeply. Spiritual formation, the end result of discipleship, is a deeper 
and more revolutionary change than mere conformity. It is much 
harder than getting people to externally conform. Revolution requires 
more than a series of external behaviors; the change must take hold 
on the inside. But this doesn’t happen automatically. Real change is 
supernatural; it requires intentionality and is anything but passive. Nor 
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is it quick and easy. If it were, then a commitment to discipleship and 
spiritual formation would be commonplace. 

I believe that our consumerist, hyperactive, impatient church has 
hijacked the idea of spiritual formation. When we walk into the door 
of a local church, it seems as though we are in a negotiation mode: 
“God, how much of my life can I still control and yet reap all the 
benefits of submission?” Is there a way to address the inner life without 
being selfish? Is there a way to move Christians from being consumers 
predominately focused on self to being committed followers predomi-
nately focused on serving others? I think there is. 

It is time to rethink what it means to be a Christian. It is time to 
rethink how, if we did become mature spiritual beings, we could affect 
the world.

Let’s dive in.

I n t r o d u c t i o n
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C h a p t e r  1

Re t h i n k i n g  W h a t  I t  Me an s  t o  B e  C h r i s t i a n

I was flying home after an intense four days of meeting with writers, 
pastors, and Christian leaders. I didn’t want to talk; I wanted rest. My 
seatmate was already settled into 21A, with book in hand, earphones 
ready to listen to music after clearing ten thousand feet. I had my iPod 
and a book. So far so good. Then I made the mistake of saying hello. 
He nodded his head and looked away. Good. He wasn’t one of those 
irritating chatterboxes.

But when the pilot came on to explain that our flight would be 
thirty minutes longer due to some thunderstorms in the area, my seat-
mate turned and asked, “So, what have you been doing in Minneapolis?” 
How do you explain that you have been meeting with some of the 
best thinkers in the land twice a year for five years in order to define 
the problem with the church? How could I condense all the nuance, 
debates, writing, praying, and discussions into a simple statement? 
After a moment’s thought, I answered, “Well, we have been wondering 
if there is a problem with the church.” He immediately laughed and 
said, “I grew up a Lutheran in Iowa. I know there is a problem!” Then 
he asked, “What did you find out?”

It had taken us ten meetings to define the problem, and he was 
asking me to condense our conclusions into a simple statement. I drew 
a breath and said, “The problem is that many of us have been taught 
and believe that we can become a Christian and not a disciple.” His 
reply showed that he understood exactly what I meant: “You mean to 
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say you believe but don’t act like you believe? What is the solution?” 
This stranger had gone further in ten minutes than our group had in 
five years! “The solution,” I answered, “is to rearrange our lives around 
the practices of Jesus so we will become authentic followers.”

In years past, I would have whipped out my trusty Four Spiritual 
Laws tract and proceeded to win my seatmate for Christ. But God had 
been doing so much in me that I wanted to just step into the doorway 
my seatmate offered, so I said something that I would not have said 
before: “I have spent a lot of my life trying to make things happen and 
trying to get the people around me to do what they didn’t want to do 
or didn’t have the character to do. I’ve decided to stop trying to change 
the world on my own. I’ve even stopped trying to force change on the 
church. I have decided to focus on changing me. I’ve hit a lot of walls 
in my life and have hurt a lot of people. I’m finished with that. I just 
want people to be attracted to Christ because of who I am, what I have 
to say, and the way I say it.”

My seatmate turned away from me and looked out the window. 
I saw his face tighten and his skin redden. He swallowed hard as his 
shoulders slumped, and he began to cry. Then he began to weep. I 
didn’t know what to do, so I quietly waited. He began to tell me about 
the many walls he had hit, and as we talked, he found new hope in the 
gospel — a gospel that came to him with humility and in authenticity. 
I don’t believe that this man had heard the spirit of the gospel until 
that moment, and it was only because of my ongoing personal trans-
formation. Transformation is the vehicle through which we need to 
deliver the gospel. If the message is fresh and current, then it will punch 
through the wall between people and knock down the barriers and 
defenses that the Enemy constructs to keep it from those who need it.

But as my seatmate understood, the problem in the church is that 
far too many Christians don’t act like they believe. It is time to rethink 
the gospel itself and the ways we become spiritual.

C h r i s t l i k e
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One Gospel,  Many Approaches

The term gospel is so common that it creates different meanings to dif-
ferent hearers. It has been said that the gospel is so simple a child can 
understand it but so deeply profound the greatest minds have yet to 
plumb its depth. So let’s take a look at what is meant by the gospel.

The Greek word itself is euaggelion, which means good news. The 
New Testament authors used it ninety-five times and assumed that their 
readers would know what they meant by it. The apostle Paul claimed 
that God himself had revealed the meaning to him,1 and he warned 
that anyone who would pervert it and teach it differently would go to 
hell. His statement as to the identity of the gospel is found in his letter 
to the Corinthians:

I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, 
that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scrip-
tures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day 
in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to 
Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than 
five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom are still alive, 
though some have fallen asleep. (1 Corinthians 15:3-6, rsv)

Some have claimed there are different gospels, one for the indi-
vidual and another for communities or nations. Others have said that 
Jesus taught one version and Paul another. But Paul claimed there was 
only one gospel and that his gospel was the same as what Jesus and the 
apostles in Jerusalem taught. He wrote, “Whether then it was I or they, 
so we preach and so you believed” (1 Corinthians 15:11, rsv).

There is just one gospel, but as the late missionary statesman and 
scholar Lesslie Newbigin astutely observed, “No gospel is pure; it is 
always embodied in a culture.”2 So we tailor the gospel to various 
cultures and for different audiences. Paul even mentioned there was 
the gospel of the circumcised and that of the uncircumcised. He was 
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entrusted with taking the message to the Gentiles, while Peter primar-
ily was preaching to the Jews. This analysis might have been a snapshot 
rather than trend, because we know that later in his life, Peter minis-
tered broadly (see Galatians 1:8; 2:7).

We also focus on a certain part of the gospel message and its many 
applications, depending on who is on the receiving end. When Paul tai-
lored his message to the philosophers in Athens, he was attempting to 
find some common ground on which to start the Athenians thinking 
with him. At that time, Greek philosophy was in decline. Aristotle and 
Plato had crafted a theology of the First Mover god, who was detached; 
the second-level god, Demiurge, was the active god. This may be why 
Paul used poetry and philosophical argument in his appeal to them. His 
approach on Mars Hill differed from his hearings before the Roman 
judges Felix, Festus, and Agrippa as well as the people in Jerusalem.3 

In those cases, Paul gave his personal story and made no philosophic 
statements nor employed any poetry. So it could be proposed that there 
is only one gospel but many ways to talk about it, depending on your 
hearer. Nowadays we call this packaging. Pastor Tim Keller says he 
preaches both the circumcised and the uncircumcised, or the believer 
and unbeliever, gospel in New York City and allows each group to 
overhear what he says to the other group.4

The Impor tance of  Get t ing It  Right

But what is the gospel? How we answer is crucial because it deter-
mines what kind of people we become. What we are becoming governs 
what we are doing. This includes the reputation we have, the mission 
we undertake, and whether the community of faith is a self-indulgent 
crowd or a sacrificial force for good. Many today tend to separate the 
idea of salvation from behavior and reputation. “Christians are not per-
fect, just forgiven,” says the bumper sticker. This sentiment seems to be 
more of an excuse than an explanation of grace. Salvation is seen as a 
way to get into heaven.

C h r i s t l i k e
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I cannot overstate the importance of getting the gospel right and 
then applying it correctly. This is at the root of the American problem 
that has caused the church to fade in its impact. The church’s drive to 
be relevant has diminished the distinction between the church and the 
culture. And when that difference gets too narrow, the church disap-
pears into the gloaming that John called “the world.”

There are at least five gospels with significant following that are 
being preached in the United States. Each is creating a certain kind of 
person and church. In this chapter and the next, we’ll take a look at 
these and the kind of Christian each creates.

The Forgiveness- Only  Gospel

Years ago, a well-meaning parishioner invited me to lunch. He wanted 
to take me aside to clue me in on doing a better job. About the time 
I had the spaghetti wrapped around my fork and on its way to my 
mouth, he spat out, “You’re not preaching the gospel!” I was not sure 
what he meant, as I was preaching through Romans verse by verse, so 
I swallowed the pasta and followed it up with a meatball before I chal-
lenged his assessment. “Hey, I am teaching the gospel in great detail, so 
what do you mean?” “That’s not the gospel. People aren’t getting saved; 
no one is coming forward for salvation. You’re not telling them what 
they need to hear in order to trust Christ.” He sat back, satisfied that 
he had gotten it all out.

Bingo! Now I knew what he meant. He was into the CliffsNotes 
version of the gospel, the one that gives you four quick facts and into 
heaven you go. Say a quick prayer at the end of church, and you will get 
your pass into heaven and not even be late for lunch. I explained that we 
had a ministry time at the end of the service with trained prayer coun-
selors and that many people had prayed to commit their lives to Christ. 
It is just that we didn’t announce it; we didn’t put a gold sticker on their 
chests and put them in a display window. But for many Christians, the 
“get them into the fold as quickly and efficiently as possible” model 
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has come to mean the gospel. They think this method and condensed 
model is what Paul and others lived and died for.

Unfortunately, this formula has made it so easy to get into the 
Christian life that it has made it almost impossible for people to live the 
Christian life. The reason? This gospel is only about agreement with a 
set of religious facts. It acts as an electronic bar code that beeps when 
it recognizes the right image. This gospel encourages people to recite 
words they don’t understand and have no plan to do anything about. 
It’s the gospel of Michael Corleone in the child baptism scene in the 
film The Godfather when he renounces the Devil while his henchman 
kills the heads of the rival Mafia families. This gospel is a two-story 
philosophical house. The lower story is the rational world, the upper 
story the metaphysical one, and they don’t have to match. Proponents 
of this gospel are looking for a way to cover all their bases, to please 
their family, and to get a religious edge on life. It is a very large category 
indeed.

The root problem of the forgiveness-only gospel is that it tends 
to create Christians who don’t feel the need to follow Christ. This 
gospel tends to teach that entrance into salvation is the finish line; the 
great moment is over. Game, set, match. All future effort or work for 
Christ and his church is optional. It is great if you can do it, but it’s 
not really needed. After all, there is always a minority of Christians 
who get the discipleship gene, the sacrificial gene, the service gene, and 
they carry the load. This gospel is a natural breeding ground for casual 
Christianity.

I am not saying that pastors teach this gospel on purpose; I believe 
that it is taught by default. But the way the Christian life is explained 
makes a huge difference in expectation and effort. Is it described as 
an event or a journey? Is grace just for guilt, or is it something needed 
daily? Is the gospel about my status alone or about how I interact with 
others? Because of the efforts of mass evangelism, televangelism, and 
the need for immediate results, “getting saved” dominates the salvation 
landscape. The call to discipleship and the need to be spiritually formed 
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are overwhelmed with getting people in the door. Ironically, this and 
the emphasis on being relevant have resulted in a church in decline, 
both numerically and morally.

This gospel limits grace to the forgiveness of sin; it teaches that 
faith is agreement with a set of facts, and it allows discipleship to 
be optional. It most naturally creates a church largely populated by 
casual Christians with a minority of serious ones who somehow survive 
the initiation. Although there are many solid and faithful members 
of Christian communities who are products of such a gospel, there is 
also an underlying resistance to absolute surrender that is part human 
nature, part theology. The lingering effect of this theology is that 
effort — work, discipline, duty, and self-sacrifice — are somehow anti-
thetical to grace. Since the opposite is true, this gospel rips the heart 
out of the Christian faith; it makes cheap what cost God everything. 
As Dietrich Bonhoeffer declared with such gentility, “We must drive a 
stake through its heart.”5

The Gospel  of  the  Lef t

This is not about the political left per se; it is about the liberal world-
view that includes philosophy, the arts, theology, and politics. It falls 
into two categories: the old religious left and the neo-religious left. 

The Old Religious Lef t
When I think of the old religious left, my memory takes me back to 
1973, when I was twenty-seven and without a seminary degree. The 
search committee for an American Baptist church of two hundred 
adults was interviewing me in consideration as their pastor. My hunch 
was they wanted to practice their interviewing skills on me. When they 
asked me about women in ministry, I presented the straightforward 
teaching of Paul that women should not hold authority over men and 
that wives were helpmates and should submit to their husband’s author-
ity.6 The reaction was immediate. One young man scoffed and several 
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protested out of turn. The chairman had to quiet members down. I was 
thinking, Aren’t these people Baptist? I thought Baptists believed the Bible! 
Obviously, these Baptists didn’t. The members of this search commit-
tee believed in some of it, the part that didn’t violate their social sen-
sibilities. They were characteristic of many liberals during that most 
turbulent part of the women’s movement, when to be a politically left 
Christian meant you had to find creative ways to adjust your view of 
Scripture in order to accommodate your personal awakening.

The roots of old liberalism are to be found in nineteenth-century 
Europe and the advent of what was called “higher criticism.” It ques-
tioned the veracity of the New Testament text and taught that the Bible 
had been redacted and different authors wrote it than were claimed 
by the Bible itself. These liberals also questioned the Virgin Birth and 
miracles of Jesus; they claimed that Paul didn’t like women and that 
the prophecies Jesus fulfilled were added after he fulfilled them in order 
to make them look divine in origin. Most of the proponents of such 
deconstructive ideas were not evil; they were people of Christian faith 
who had good intentions. 

Theologian Rudolf Bultmann and his fellow German brigade 
of Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer have been 
demonized in many a conservative classroom. They were not that lib-
eral. Barth in particular moved the entire European Church from left 
to the middle into what has been called Neo-Orthodoxy. These were 
devout men who were trying to make the gospel more relevant to 
their culture. Bonhoeffer was not an evangelical, but he was a passion-
ate disciple of Jesus whose writings have helped millions. Bultmann 
is best known for his essay to pastors delivered in lecture form in 
Frankfurt in 1941. In the lecture, he presented his idea for removing 
the impossible in order to believe myths recorded in Scripture. His 
passion was to encourage the proclamation of the gospel in terms 
that modern society could accept. To this end, he introduced a new 
method of biblical interpretation to the theological world that would 
divest the New Testament of its primitive worldview. He didn’t  
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suggest removing the miracles; he recommended finding ways of talk-
ing about God’s mystery in human terms. 

Walter Rauschenbusch, the father of the social gospel, was a theo-
logical liberal but was motivated as a Baptist pastor to make the gospel 
work in New York’s Hell’s Kitchen. His book Christianity and the Social 
Crisis sold over fifty thousand copies in 1907. Like many movements, 
the social gospel makes sense in the context of serious Christians 
attempting to meet people’s needs and understand their own message. 
Rauschenbusch drew some of his thinking from two famous liberal 
German professors at the University of Berlin, Albrecht Ritschl and 
Adolf Harnack. I can’t resist the aside that Bonhoeffer, as a young stu-
dent, rode the train to the University of Berlin with Adolf Harnack, 
a family friend. The old professor befriended, protected, and taught 
the boy who would become a great teacher and leader. Because of the 
German influence, the social gospel became the prominent philosophy 
among more liberal church and political leaders. Rauschenbusch’s not-
so-liberal views were assimilated into a much more liberal church. He 
died in 1918, but his philosophy morphed into the new bastions of 
liberalism.

In the 1930s, ground zero for old liberalism in the United States 
was Union Theological Seminary in New York City, along with the 
divinity schools of the Ivy League. The ministry of the old theological 
left was to take the teachings of Jesus to the street, to make the message 
of social justice relevant to the common person. Renowned theologian 
Reinhold Niebuhr was a major part of such an effort. Niebuhr was a 
theological rock star in the 1950s; he appeared on the cover of Time 
magazine and was a regular interviewee on nationally broadcast news 
programs. He was loved by the left for his sophistication and subtle ways 
of putting down Billy Graham and other conservative Christians.

The “social gospel” was the term people gave to the idea that you 
help people in need but you don’t burden them with accountability 
to the gospel message, including the need to repent of sin and follow 
Christ. The part that the old religious left got right was the need to 
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organize compassion by helping people in need. What they got wrong 
was the abandonment of the spiritual side of the gospel as it relates to 
the soul. I might add that what they have lacked is the passion and 
confidence to believe in the uniqueness of Jesus and his message. The 
left deconstructed the Bible, leaving it as an unreliable book of mythi-
cal stories that never occurred. Its relevance was in the underlying or 
spiritual meaning of such myths as the Resurrection and the Second 
Coming. The Resurrection is a new attitude and the Second Coming 
an inspirational political leader. This morphed into liberation theology, 
which was Marxism dressed in religious vestments.

Many mainline churches in America that hold to such views are 
dying and are in large part on life support. The urge to be relevant and 
inclusive is not sufficient reason to defrock Scripture of its authority. 
When that happens, people don’t have a place to stand, a safe place 
to moor in a storm, or a reason to hope. The teaching of the religious 
left has created people who attempt to behave like Christians without 
becoming Christians.

I find it interesting that in the twenty-first century, Rauschenbusch’s 
philosophy is being practiced more by evangelicals than anyone else. 
The liberal church is in serious decline, whereas the evangelical church 
still has vigor.

The Neo-Religious Lef t 
The neo-religious left is more evangelical and has not been as aggres-
sive in the deconstruction of the Bible. They have been more inclined 
to call for a new hermeneutic, a new way to interpret the Scriptures. 
That is code for trying to figure out some new interpretations because 
they don’t like the ones we now have. A well-known author, speaker, 
and pastor has called for a more large-hearted orthodoxy because, as 
he alleges, the ancient one no longer speaks to the problems we face. 
In the last few years, he has moved more to the left theologically. My 
purpose is not to pick this man apart. I believe he is a good thinker and 
asks important questions. I am concerned, however, with the gospel he 
is proposing.
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In his most recent book, he confronts the reader with the big 
questions:

What are the biggest problems in the world? . . . I mean prob-
lems that cause the most suffering in the present, that pose 
the greatest threat to our future, that cause most of the other 
problems, that lie at the root of what’s wrong with the world?

He points out that we have four crises: a prosperity crisis, equity 
crisis, security crisis, and spirituality crisis. The crises in prosperity, 
equity, and security are economic in that our global economy cannot 
sustain life within desired environmental limits. There is a growing gap 
between the rich and poor, and this creates fear and anger. Because 
people are at the opposite ends of the economic spectrum, this can 
lead to conflict and war. The fourth crisis of the spirit is a failure of our 
“framing story,” particularly Christianity’s, to offer a solution that is as 
big as the problem.

The author goes on to advocate that we go beyond the limits of 
our present story to find a “fresh vision of our religion’s founder and 
his message.” The theme that runs through this kind of thinking says, 
“The Christians who have lived the previous two thousand years didn’t 
have to face the complexities we face today. So we need to find a new 
‘framing story,’ or a more inclusive, generous orthodoxy, to address the 
global crisis we face. We need a gospel that provides hope and answers 
to the issues we face. We need to go beyond the premodern orthodoxy, 
because in order to be relevant, we need new answers.”

Let the deconstruction begin. This author also talks about the Fall 
as “consumption beyond limits.” He says that hell, literal or figura-
tive, is for the “rich and comfortable who proceed on their way with-
out concern for their poor neighbor day after day” and challenges the  
conventional idea that the gospel is about the sin problem. He says 
that when we focus on the sin problem, we relegate Jesus to a practi-
cal irrelevance in relation to human social problems and hope of the 

R e t h i n k i n g  W h a t  I t  M e a n s  t o  B e  C h r i s t i a n

2 7
Sample from Christlike / ISBN 978-1-60006-694-8

Copyright © 2010 by Robert W. Hull. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, go to www.navpress.com.



afterlife tends to be an opiate that numbs us to the social ills that 
surround us. He goes on to call the atonement “divine child abuse” 
and says that the idea of hell is God’s solving the problem of evil with 
violence. He says,

This eschatological understanding of a violent second coming 
leads us to believe [as we’ve said before] that in the end, even 
God finds it impossible to fix the world apart from violence 
and coercion; no one should be surprised when those shaped 
by this theology behave accordingly. If we remain charmed by 
this kind of eschatology, we will be forced to see the nonvio-
lence of the Jesus of the Gospels as a kind of strategic fake-out, 
like a feigned retreat in war, to be followed up by a crushing 
blow of so-called redemptive violence in the end. The gentle 
Jesus of the first coming becomes a kind of trick Jesus, a fake-
me-out Messiah, to be replaced by the true jihadist Jesus of a 
violent second coming. 7

Yes, this interpretation will require a new hermeneutic indeed, pos-
sibly a new Bible, one rewritten for the post-rational mind.

The new left claims to believe the Bible but says it needs to be inter-
preted in a new way. The new left is deconstructing the old hermeneutic 
for the sake of relevance. While well intentioned, they are making the 
same mistake the old left made. The ultimate problem is that after you 
have deconstructed and reconstructed with a new, inclusive Jesus — a 
Jesus who doesn’t go to war, who doesn’t believe in hell, a Jesus of no 
consequences and who whimsically hopes evil will go quietly into the 
night — who wants to follow such a flaccid leader, let alone God? We 
don’t need a God who negotiates with evil. This kind of thinking cre-
ates well-meaning Christians who, like parents who negotiate with a 
rebellious child rather than introduce the child to reality, believe that 
kindness and appeasement can erase evil. Rather, we need a God who 
will crush evil and eliminate it from creation (see Romans 1:18-32).
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Phyllis Tickle, one of the most respected speakers and writers on 
religion in America, has written a book that provides a theory of where 
the new left is going. In her engaging work The Great Emergence, she 
attempts to craft a new vision for the church’s future. Her thesis is that 
every five hundred years, the church cleans out its attic and throws out 
what is not working or isn’t needed anymore — a giant rummage sale if 
you will. The first era was the formation of Christianity, its doctrines, 
its organization and culture. This era ended around the sixth century 
with the rise of Gregory the Great. As Pope, he empowered the monas-
tic movement, which held Christianity in trust for five hundred years. 
This was primarily because the barbarians who replaced the Romans 
were illiterate. In order to live, Christianity requires literacy because it 
is a religion of the book. The monastics were part of the 5 percent of 
the population who could read and write. They are legendary for their 
dedicated custodianship of the biblical manuscripts. The third era 
(called the Great Schism) — when the church divided east and west, 
Rome and Constantinople — was around 1054. It was the era of the 
crusades and almost a thousand years before the church reconciled. 
The next era, around 1517, was the Great Reformation. This protest 
movement ignited by Martin Luther’s nailing of his ninety-five theses 
on the church door in Wittenberg, Germany, created the Protestant 
church.

It is not controversial to agree with Tickle that each of these eras 
were important turning points in church history. In each of these 
eras, the church threw out ideas or doctrines that no longer served 
to be helpful. But I do question her conviction that the next great 
era is the Great Emergence. She contends that in every case when the 
church threw off antiquated teachings, they were free to leap ahead 
and expand. The issue now is what is in the attic that needs to be 
thrown out?

Tickle skillfully tells the story of what needs to go and, according 
to her, is being cleaned out of the Christian attic. Columbus failed 
to fall off the edge of the flat earth, and then Copernicus proved the 
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earth was round and that it rotated around the sun. Darwin provided 
an alternative story of origins, Freud and Jung a different explana-
tion for human behavior. Tickle gives great importance to Joseph 
Campbell, for many years an influential scholar in the field of com-
parative mythology and comparative religion. Campbell is best known 
for the PBS series with Bill Moyers titled The Power of Myth. You may 
hear many people advocating that we “follow our bliss.” This is the 
practical application of Campbell’s thinking. Campbell’s book The 
Hero with a Thousand Faces puts Christianity in its place as one of the 
world’s great stories but essentially a myth. The series still stands as the 
most popular PBS has produced. Tickle concludes,

The popularity of The Power of Myth rested certainly on its excel-
lence and in part on Moyer’s genius as well as Campbell’s. . . . It 
triggered a whole new generation of expanded readership for 
Campbell’s books; and together, books and series persuaded 
much of North American Christendom that exclusivity and 
particularity were a hard if not impossible sell. What of solus 
christus, not to mention sola scriptura.8

The two doctrines that distinguish Christianity and what it stands 
upon — that Christ is the unique way to God and the Scriptures are 
the revealed will of God — are now being discarded. Tickle believes 
that the Protestant teaching on homosexuality will also be thrown out 
“and that scripture will hold some authority but that the nature of that 
authority will be either dead or in mortal need of reconfiguration.”9 
She adds that the idea that atonement is a requirement of an angry 
God who demands appeasement is also something that is going to be 
reconsidered. Then there is hell, which the new left considers to be 
something of an eternal overkill for a seventy-year blip on the divine 
calendar. If Tickle’s assessment is correct, out in the trash will go: (1) 
the exclusivity of Christ, (2) the absolute authority of the Bible, (3) the 
substitutionary atonement for human sin, (4) hell as a place or eternal 
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condition for the unbeliever, and (5) the interpretations of Scripture 
passages that define homosexuality and abortion as wrong. Tickle’s 
summary is chilling:

If . . . the Great Emergence really does what most of its observ-
ers think it will, it will rewrite Christian theology — and 
thereby North American culture — into something far more 
Jewish, more paradoxical, more narrative, and more mystical 
than anything the Church has had for the last seventeen or 
eighteen hundred years.10

The gospel of the new left is one of accommodation and capitu-
lation to the surrounding culture. It should be remembered that its 
motivation is to seek God in a more personal way and to be relevant 
to the watching world. With that I can agree, but its abandonment of 
logic, its belief that truth is a social construct, and its epistemology 
that truth cannot be known on the human level make it a house built 
on sinking sand.

This gospel creates people who believe there is a greater truth above 
and beyond normal truth and that anyone who believes in knowable 
truth is arrogant and a product of modernity. Humility then is not 
knowing; if you can’t know, then you don’t need to decide about right 
or wrong; therefore, you are excused from commitment. Or the com-
mitment is not to judge and not to be committed to any one truth that 
you would die for or live for. This gospel suspends the conventional 
laws of logic and rejects the law of noncontradiction. The law of logic 
states simply that if A is true, then B is untrue. So all religions can 
be wrong, but only one can be right, since they teach contradictory 
things. The neo-religious left has deconstructed language and made it 
merely semantics and symbols. Truth to them is socially constructed 
and, therefore, relative. The orthodox version of the gospel and  
interpretation of Scripture is culturally bound and, therefore, rela-
tive. It is what people thought before Galileo, Darwin, Freud, Marx, 

R e t h i n k i n g  W h a t  I t  M e a n s  t o  B e  C h r i s t i a n

31
Sample from Christlike / ISBN 978-1-60006-694-8

Copyright © 2010 by Robert W. Hull. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, go to www.navpress.com.



Nietzsche, and company. Historically it has been held that truth is 
universal and absolute. It is unchanging; it is knowable. The neo- 
religious left believe that you can be two different things at once.

I believe that this gospel naturally creates people who are so inclu-
sive that they have no stomach for truth. They do have a strong sense 
of the obvious: They have a strong sense of human rights (unless the 
subject is abortion), a strong sense of justice (unless it requires the 
death penalty), a powerful instinct to protect children (unless it calls 
for censorship of the Internet), and finally, an abounding faith in truth 
(as long as it is science). They are so tolerant that they have no stan-
dards that apply to everyone and are so confused about what is true 
that they have little confidence in their way of life and lack certitude 
about their eternal home. As an absolutist regarding truth, I say that 
the world, even in all its mystery, doesn’t hang together without a 
reliable God, a trustworthy Scripture, and a hope grounded in the 
knowable Christ revealed in the Bible. Finally, this gospel gives us the 
liberal church, which is going, going, gone, much like a foul ball leaves 
the field of play. Liberal church attendance is now at its lowest level 
in fifty years.11  Sadly, in the name of relevance, the evangelical left is 
moving closer to the liberal way of thinking and belief system.

The Prosperity Gospel

The Charismatic Movement is larger than its stepchild, the prosperity 
gospel. However, it would be fair to say that the prosperity teaching 
represents a significant percentage of the larger movement. Its lead-
ers and writers fully support the deity of Christ and the authority of 
Scripture. Its distinctive is the belief that prosperity is both spiritual 
and physical. To be more precise, it teaches that the physical blessings 
of health and wealth are as sure as the saving of the soul. To go a bit 
deeper, this theology holds that atonement (what God has provided 
in the Cross) includes physical and financial blessing. It bases this 
belief on three converging Scriptures: Isaiah 53:4-6, 1 Peter 2:24, and 
Matthew 8:16-17.
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It was our weaknesses he carried;
it was our sorrows that weighed him down.

And we thought his troubles were a punishment from God,
a punishment for his own sins!

But he was pierced for our rebellion,
crushed for our sins.

He was beaten so we could be whole.
He was whipped so we could be healed.

All of us, like sheep, have strayed away.
We have left God’s paths to follow our own.

Yet the Lord laid on him
the sins of us all. (Isaiah 53:4-6, emphasis added)

He personally carried our sins
in his body on the cross

so that we can be dead to sin
and live for what is right.

By his wounds
you are healed. (1 Peter 2:24)

That evening many demon-possessed people were brought 
to Jesus. He cast out the evil spirits with a simple command, 
and he healed all the sick. This fulfilled the word of the Lord 
through the prophet Isaiah, who said,

“He took our sicknesses
and removed our diseases.” (Matthew 8:16-17)

I agree with the idea that physical healing is included in the fin-
ished work of Christ. Where else could it come from? It is part of what 
God has provided. But I also believe that the healing of diseases of both 
mind and body may not happen on our timetable, or even in this life. 
It is a huge leap from a promise in the future to a guarantee here and 
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now. While the idea that God will heal us in answer to prayer is not 
controversial, the idea that he has guaranteed it if we pray in faith is. 
Yes, there are some obvious barriers to answered prayer, such as uncon-
fessed sin, lack of submission, and so on, but other reasons as to why 
God does not heal us now are a mystery. Many who have been faithful 
in their walk with God have not been healed from illness, such as the 
apostle Paul. The classic teaching has been that you need to confess 
your sin, strengthen your faith, give your money, and cast out the rel-
evant demon and the door to healing will open.

The Charismatic Movement is the fastest growing part of the 
church worldwide. I became a Christian at a Charismatic university 
and believe this movement is a true gift to the church in that we have 
learned from it a great deal about worship and the work of the Spirit. It’s 
also true that many people are now healed physically because they have 
come in contact with the people of this belief. My critique is focused on 
those in the movement who make the prosperity doctrine a centerpiece 
of their teaching. Now for the kind of disciple the prosperity gospel 
naturally produces.

Disciples Vulnerable to Exploitation
The majority of television preachers, especially those who have fallen 
from grace, have been prosperity focused. This should be no surprise, 
as money and power are corrupting elements. As that gloomy British 
historian Thomas Carlyle said years ago, “For every man who can stand 
prosperity, there are nine who cannot.” The theology of the prosperity 
gospel espouses that material blessing is one of the ways you know that 
God is blessing you. That is why too many proponents of this gospel 
live in the palatial homes, own a fleet of cars, wear Armani suits, and 
adorn themselves with jewelry. Wealth is their bona fêtes, the evidence 
that their walk matches their talk. They live the myth before the public, 
and then they invite others to join in by sending in their “seed” so it 
will grow into something much larger.

What makes the prosperity message so insidious is that there are 
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blessings in doing what it advocates. God does bless those who give, so 
there are cases when people get a financial blessing as a result. There 
is also the straight-up spiritual blessing, the sense of well-being that 
comes from giving. This theology is an exercise in sophistry; it appears 
to be true but isn’t. The exploitation is that people do it under false 
pretenses, believing that there is a direct cause and effect, that “you get 
what you give.” They think they will be healed or that their debt will 
be removed because they gave to the presenter’s ministry. They climb 
out on the limb of faith recommended by the preacher, give their gift, 
believe with all their hearts, and then the limb breaks. They are not 
healed, so they land with a thud. This leads to disciples who carry the 
banner of the prosperity doctrine but live under a more practical gospel 
that reflects their reality. They have an uneasiness in their “spiritual 
gut” that what they report to be true actually isn’t.

Disciples Who Feel Entitled
This gospel also creates people who “name it, claim it.” The reasoning 
goes, “God has promised to provide all these benefits for us. We need 
to name our need and claim the benefit.” Some will even contend that 
God has no choice in the matter. If he promises something in his Word, 
then we can speak it into existence. We can command it; it is ours.

The hubris is startling. There is a sense in which the belief that 
“God owes us something” is just a way of managing God and our own 
lives. I don’t believe there is much submission or humility in this. It is 
the strong arm of the flesh attempting to get the results we crave.

Disciples Who Separate Spiritual Power and Spiritual Maturity
I taught in Charismatic colleges and seminaries and wrote a book 
that expresses my viewpoints on the range of issues regarding  
spiritual power.12 The prosperity wing of the movement has an inter-
esting distinction: It does not see a direct link between being filled 
with the Spirit and spiritual maturity. The belief is that the “baptism 
of the Spirit,” which is usually accompanied by speaking in tongues, is  

R e t h i n k i n g  W h a t  I t  M e a n s  t o  B e  C h r i s t i a n

3 5
Sample from Christlike / ISBN 978-1-60006-694-8

Copyright © 2010 by Robert W. Hull. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, go to www.navpress.com.



primarily about spiritual power for ministry. The unleashing of gifts is 
for evangelism and for reaching people with the gospel. This is based on 
the passages in the New Testament that talk about signs and wonders 
and the role they played in advancing the church (see Acts 2:43; 5:12; 
6:8; 7:36; Hebrews 2:4).

I think that being filled with the Holy Spirit does provide the 
power for ministry, but I find the prosperity movement’s lack of con-
nection to character and spiritual formation to be dangerous. When 
you have power without humility, it’s like you are walking around with 
nitroglycerin in your pocket. It causes an explosion. Of course, there 
are humble leaders and members in the prosperity wing of the body. 
God seems to be able to break through barriers to form his people. But 
this is in spite of this gospel’s natural tendency to create followers who 
focus on the power, the gifts, and the goodies, without the slow but 
urgent journey of being shaped into the image of Christ. Jesus lived 
and taught a gospel of humility, submission, obedience, and sacrifice 
(see Philippians 2:3-13).

The Consumer  Gospel

The consumer gospel is by far the most pervasive and popular of the 
five gospels being preached in the United States today. This gospel 
combines the appeal for forgiveness with the abdication of any obliga-
tion of discipleship. It emphasizes the confession of sins for salvation. 
Everything else is off the table — following Christ, a lifelong commit-
ment to discipleship — they are all optional. The idea that the Christian 
life is one of being a “living sacrifice” is secondary to salvation. This 
gospel rushes naturally into the waiting arms of self-interest.

We live in a world of consumption, assertiveness, speed, and fame. 
Impatience is the most accepted sin in Western culture. We are an 
impetuous people. This impatience not only is accepted in the church 
but is considered a positive quality among church leaders. According to 
the consumer gospel, everything must be faster and bigger. Impatience 
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is presented as a sign of holy dissatisfaction, which drives the leaders to 
take church to the next level. Every year must bring net growth with 
new and exciting programs to keep consumer Christians with short 
attention spans interested.

The problem with impatience is that it short-circuits the forming 
of Christ in persons. The consumer mentality does not foster a life of 
submission and humility. It is a world where activity, including church, 
orbits around the individual. The mania for success trains people to 
think in terms of programs and gives them a short-term view of per-
sonal development. They begin to think, If I can get a handle on this 
character flaw of uncontrolled anger in the next two months, then it will 
be taken care of. If it doesn’t work, then I need to find a better teacher, 
church, curriculum, husband, wife, workplace. In other words, Change 
my circumstances, change me.

This is a gospel of speed and fame; it is a natural by-product of our 
culture, which is driven by the mania to succeed. The consumer gospel 
produces disciples who behave like consumers. Their vocabulary is 
laden with phrases like, “We are looking for a church where we can be 
fed.” Many appear to think of themselves as helpless little birds waiting 
in the nest with mouths open in anticipation of Mother dropping in a 
worm. They are preoccupied with the youth program, type of music, 
times and length of services, and personalities of the clergy. These folks 
leave churches because they are bored, or don’t cry enough, or laugh 
enough, or tingle when the music plays. But what are we to do with 
a generation of church attendees who have been trained to measure 
their spirituality by what they thought of the worship service? Their 
language rarely reveals any interest in being challenged and account-
able for spiritual life and service. When was the last time you heard 
someone complaining, “We left our church because when I volunteered 
to feed the hungry or nurse the sick I was turned away”?

This gospel is a product of the Enlightenment and its subsequent 
individualism. It is a reflection of our culture and is driven by the con-
sumerism in which we have been trained. We are taught from birth to 
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think about how everything around us can serve us and meet our needs. 
We have been trained to listen through marketing filters. Everything is 
for sale. These churches promise members, “If you use our products, you 
will be happy, healthy, and powerful.” This is sort of like saying that if 
you wear a certain brand of shoes, you will be able to play in the NBA. 
The Christian message is the antithesis of that, but I am afraid it has 
largely succumbed to the enchanting message of the consumer gospel. 

I agree with Tyler Wigg-Stevenson, who writes, “This should con-
cern us because of the problems it creates for discipleship. Consumerism 
isn’t just a social phenomenon — it’s spirituality. And it comes with spir-
itual habits and disciplines that conflict with the particular practices of 
the Christian life.”13 Those habits are to treat Christian practices as 
optional and as the discipline of never fully committing to anything. 
The consumer gospel does not welcome discipleship, the intentional 
commitment to follow Jesus and live for others. That is why Dallas 
Willard has said,

Why Christian faith has failed to transform the masses and to 
make a more just and peaceful world is because it has failed 
to transform the human character. The reason is that our 
gospel most often has not been accompanied by discipleship. 
Discipleship is not an essential part of Christianity today, in 
philosophy, program or curriculum.14

In other words, the majority of Christian leaders do not have a 
clear biblical explanation of what a disciple is and how it fits their mis-
sion (“in philosophy”). Consequently, their churches don’t offer activi-
ties that lead others into discipleship (“in program”), nor does their 
teaching content and associated tools (“in curriculum”).

Ref lec t ions

Most American Christians adopt one of the four gospels mentioned 
in this chapter. Usually, it means some hybrid of the four. The most 
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common hybrid is a melding of the forgiveness-only gospel and the 
consumer gospel. This most often creates disciples who live by formulas 
and who interpret the Christian message as primarily a narrative about 
their own needs. The world is in orbit around the individual’s need for 
personal peace and affluence.

However, if the early church had believed and preached such a 
gospel, it would never have gotten off the ground. If we do not preach the 
gospel that embraces the full range of God’s work on earth, we cannot 
naturally progress into the kind of people God designed us to be. More 
important, if we don’t live in the reality of that gospel, we will not be 
able to persuade others to join us. We will find ourselves trapped in little 
enclaves of the evangelical subculture that believe that the only thing 
that counts is “saving souls” and “church work.” Additionally, we will 
not be able to complete our personal or corporate mission to the world. 

Sociologist Rodney Stark begins his book The Rise of Christianity 
by addressing this crucial issue: “All questions concerning the rise of 
Christianity are one: How was it done? How did a tiny and obscure 
messianic movement from the edge of the Roman Empire dislodge 
classical paganism and become the dominant faith of Western civiliza-
tion.”15 This is exactly the question to ask of the church at this point 
in history. At the beginning of Christianity, something took hold of 
believers on the inside, and it created a revolution. The life of God 
invaded humans and took up residence inside them.

We need to think more broadly, to wonder how the presence of God 
among his people would manifest itself if Christians allowed Christ to 
rule in every area of life. What would Christ’s presence look like in the 
halls of Congress, the public classroom, or the university lecture hall? Is 
there any application of the gospel to the people of the earth that is not 
attached to the requirement to trust in Christ? Does God intend for his 
people and their message to do good for others even though they never 
become Christian? If the answer is yes, what might that gospel be? The 
next chapter explores these questions.

R e t h i n k i n g  W h a t  I t  M e a n s  t o  B e  C h r i s t i a n

3 9
Sample from Christlike / ISBN 978-1-60006-694-8

Copyright © 2010 by Robert W. Hull. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, go to www.navpress.com.




