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The Lost Message of Jesus

A Public Dialogue based on Steve Chalke and Alan Mann’s Hosted by the Evangelical Alliance at Emmanuel Centre

Simon Vibert
In a packed meeting at the Emmanuel Centre near Westminster on Thursday night, Evangelical Alliance hosted a public dialogue on TV Pastor/presenter Steve Chalke’s latest book The Lost Message of Jesus.

The purpose of the evening, as described by EA General Director, Joel Edwards, was to engage in honest dialogue.  “EA is concerned to foster dialogue around biblical truth”.  He urged the audience “to hear each other” and to engage in “robust love”.  “I hope that nothing said tonight will rob us of our love for Jesus”.  Dr Gathercole’s wife had joked that the evening should be called “Chalke Gate”!  However it was evident to all present that this was an intelligent debate; passionate, yes; but with a serious commitment to dealing with issues not personalities.

Joel Edwards pointed out that clauses 3&4 of the EA Basis of Faith directly relate to the issue of the substitutionary sacrifice of Jesus.  It assumes an understanding of penal substitution, although further thinking needs to be done over whether it excludes those who don’t believe in Penal substitution.

Contributors to the evening included, Steve Chalke, Dr Derek Tidball, as chairman, Dr Stuart Murray Williams, Dr Simon Gathercole, Dr Anna Robbins, and Revd Michael Ovey.

So what, you might ask, called for such a line-up of speakers, predicated by the cautious desire for both truth and love to prevail in the debate.

Chalke Gate

At heart are two key issues arising from Steve Chalke’s book, namely, an emphasis on original goodness rather than original sin.  And secondly, a denial of the doctrine of Penal substitution, as an understanding of what was achieved in the atoning death of Jesus on the cross.  The best case arguments for penal substitution, presented by well known authors such as Dr John Stott (in The Cross of Christ) and Dr Leon Morris (in Atonement) states that on the cross, Christ bore the penalty for sin, as the Father judged the son in the place of judging humankind.  In the words of evangelist, Roger Carswell, “God did his worst to his son”.

This understanding of “God judging his own Son” is particularly abhorrent to Steve Chalke.  He referred to the amount of mail which he had received over his parody of this view of the atonement as “Cosmic child abuse”.  The portrayal of God as judging His Son is completely at odds with his understanding of the central biblical tenet: “God is love” (see John 3:16; 1 John 4:10).  “We haven’t yelled from the rooftops ‘God is love’” he commented.  We need people to hear that “God is on their side”, and, as long as we portray the idea that God is wrathful towards his Son, punishing him for the sins of the world, we perpetuate the myth that violence is compatible with love, and reinforce the world’s view that evangelicals are rude, obnoxious and judgmental.  The doctrine of penal substitution is inadequate, arrogant, repressive, distorted and simplistic, he said.

By way of support for this view, Dr Stuart Williams pointed out that in the first three centuries of the Church, when the Church was at the margins of society, it taught much about Jesus’ life and message, rather than focussing in on his death.  It wasn’t until the 4th century, and Emperor Constantine’s adoption of Christianity as the official religion, that the church became powerful, wealthy and influential, dropping the counter cultural, non-violent message of Jesus.

Chalke and Cheese

Responding to Steve Chalke’s concerns, Simon Gathercole expressed his reservation about the way in which the doctrine of Penal substitution had been presented by Steve, not just in the book (where it only has a brief mention) but more particularly in the Christianity article “Cross Purposes”, published in September 2004.  First, he argued, it is misleading to give the impression that there are three parties involved: God, the human race and Jesus.  In judging His Son, God was paying the price himself.  This comes out in the ransom language of Mark 10:45.  Perhaps also the text, 2 Corinthians 5:21 makes the point even more clearly.  God was not abusing His Son, rather the Son was laying down his life, and God was, in Christ, reconciling the world to himself.

Anna Robbins pointed out that this debate is important for two reasons.  First, Steve Chalke is a prominent Christian with wide influence, thus, a public debate is important.  Secondly, penal substitution, rightly understood, is in the warp and woof of Scripture, including in the first three centuries of the Church.

She expressed concern that the post-modernist agenda, the framework of non-violence and feminist language, has led to a cultural accommodation of the message of Christ, seeking to remove the offence.  “Our successors will always comment on how accommodated to the Spirit of the age we were”, she said, adding, “It is important that God defines how God is to be defined”.

Christians see many characteristics of the cross… at times the lenses through which we look at the cross will be blurry and mucky, but we need to clean them and see the many facets of what was going on.  But, she cautioned, even looking at the cross through all these lenses, including that of Christ taking upon himself the sins of the world, being judged by the Father in our place, won’t take away the mystery of what was going on there.

Dr Robbins pointed out that, in fact, Penal substitution is not incompatible with the social movement.  “Love is central for Christian ethics, but love has an author and a content.  If there is no penalty for sin, then there is no truly defined love.  You can’t engage in social mission without penal substitution, otherwise you will spin off into a social Gospel.”

And here she bought us to the heart of the debate surrounding The Lost Message of Jesus.  Steve Chalke rightly pointed out that the issue of atonement was only a small part of the book.  He urged that further research be done on the nature of atonement and sacrifice in the Bible, building on work begun by John Stott and Leon Morris.

Whilst this was by far the most controversial part of the evening, and some passionate questions at the end revealed that this was the most contentious issue at stake, it would be far from fair to deduce that The Lost Message of Jesus was a book designed to re-think Penal substitution.  

Actions and Words 

It is not true to say that “actions speak louder than words”.  Nevertheless, the work with which Steve continues to be involved, showing accepting love, towards the homeless, destitute and needy through the work of the Oasis trust and Faithworks, speaks eloquently of his commitment to showing the “radical, life changing, world-shaping message Jesus brought to the people living in Palestine two thousand years ago”.

Actions do speak very powerfully, and the work which Steve is involved in, challenges the Church to show genuinely inclusive love to the lost world around us.

A Lost Message?

The words which Steve speaks are eloquent, passionate and irenic.  He has much to teach us.  Moreover, I was also challenged by the fact that Steve is out there and putting legs on the Gospel, going boldly where most Christians have never gone before!  However, I was also left with an anxiety that the words which the Church speaks must include an understanding that Christ did more than identify with the world’s pain and suffering.  He did more than call a lost world to repentance.  He did more than “absorb the world’s rubbish”.  Rather, the cause of great mystery and rejoicing, is that Christ was truly abandoned by the Father on the cross as He cried “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me” in order that we might never be abandoned.  Our world is anxious to know the love of God.  But our world also has a heightened sense of the need for justice to be done.  It is at the cross that the wrath and mercy meet, eloquently expressed in Graham Kendrick’s song:

We worship at your feet 
Where wrath and mercy meet 
And a guilty world is washed by love’s pure stream 
For us he was made sin 
Oh, help me take it in 
Deep wounds of love cry out “Father, forgive” 
I worship, I worship the lamb that was slain

Steve Chalke has alerted the Church afresh to the way in which we are often heard by the non-Christian world: as judgmental and irrelevant.  But as Thursday night’s meeting revealed, the Church also has a continual battle to preach the message of the cross without accommodation to the agenda of the world.  We truly mustn’t lose this message.

