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“Wilson labors to make us appreciate the greatness and grandeur of the gospel and its Christ. Again and again he succeeds.”


			J. I. Packer, Board of Governors’ Professor of Theology, Regent College; author, Knowing God


			“Too many of us treat the gospel as somebody else’s news. We know it’s what saved us, but we encounter it only as we overhear ourselves rehearsing it to unbelievers. Or, we treat the gospel as some law of supernatural quantum physics—holding everything together but too complicated to think about very much. That’s a dry, flat, and depressing way to live. This brilliant, winsome book calls us back to the exhilarating bigness of the gospel, in a way that can spark up every day with crucified power. Read this book. It’s like a gospel fountain flowing, deep and wide.”


			Russell D. Moore, Dean, School of Theology; Senior Vice President for Academic Administration; Professor of Theology and Ethics, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary


			“This is good leaf, grown with gospel sap, grounded in Bible soil. Drop this fresh bag from Jared in your soul’s mug, and give it a good steep. As good as the flavor was in Gospel Wakefulness, it’s even better in Gospel Deeps.”


			David Mathis, executive editor, desiringGod.org; elder, Bethlehem Baptist Church, Twin Cities, Minnesota


			“If your faith in Christ is shallow, this is not the book for you. But if you are suffering, if you are sinning, if you are broken, and you need a big Savior, Jared Wilson’s Gospel Deeps might take you deeper with Christ than you’ve ever gone before, deeper than you’ve ever dreamed of going. Enjoy the journey.”


			Ray Ortlund, Immanuel Church, Nashville, Tennessee


			“Jared Wilson’s Gospel Deeps is not just another book on the Christian life, it is a book on what gives the Christian life—the gospel. And it isn’t a mere summary of the gospel, but a plunge deep into the good news to help the reader understand the gospel’s centrality and power in our lives. Gospel Deeps helps us behold and experience the glory and goodness of Jesus Christ in ways we often forget, or may be completely unfamiliar with.”


			Joe Thorn, author, Note to Self: The Discipline of Preaching to Yourself; Lead Pastor, Redeemer Fellowship, St. Charles, Illinois


			“Those without spiritual eyes will not enjoy Jared’s book. How could they? All he does is stare deeply into the person of Jesus Christ and his gospel work. But for those with eyes to see, what treasures await here. Jared gazes upon the gospel from angle after angle, showing how every area of theology points back to the gospel, and reminding us that the knowledge of God is like a spiderweb—where touching any one spot makes the whole thing vibrate. Jared, like the best theologians, worships as he writes and invites readers to join him. And that means this pastor-theologian’s pen is a lyrical one. Read slowly, enjoy, savor, and worship.”


			Jonathan Leeman, Editorial Director, 9Marks; author, Church and the Surprising Offense of God’s Love


			“Wilson’s Gospel Deeps offers a majestic portrait of the gospel that is far more than a solution to guilt or a one-time gate to forgiveness. It’s a path we are to walk each day of our lives, an answer to the moral corruption of our culture and entire cosmos, the power to change us into authentic worshipers of God and lovers of people, and a supernatural power given to the church to bring healing to a broken world. Multifaceted in its reflection of the many spiritual blessings promised to those united with Christ, Gospel Deeps compels us to revel anew in the excellencies of Jesus.”


			Steve Childers, President and CEO, Global Church Advancement; Associate Professor of Practical Theology, Reformed Seminary Orlando


			“The gospel of Jesus Christ offers to us spiritual riches that exceed our wildest imaginations. Gospel Deeps is a delightful ledger of sorts to these riches. As one of the top writers in the church today, Jared Wilson labors hard to surface great gospel truth with clarity and brilliance, and in language that carries with it a steady overtone of delight. He says it well: ‘If Christ is true then boredom is a sin.’ Yes! And because Christ is true, and because Jared knows it, I dare you to find a boring page in this book.”


			Tony Reinke, author, Lit! A Christian Guide to Reading Books


			“First of all, a given: Jared Wilson is one of the finest and brightest young pastors and gospel thinkers in America. Second, a nongiven: Jared is still growing. What excites me most about Gospel Deeps is that it represents the trajectory of a heart that is continuing to come alive to the implications of the gospel. In this book, Jared is not just our gifted teacher, but also our worship leader. He bids us join him in putting our roots deeper and deeper into the garden of God’s grace. Thank you, my brother, for theology as doxology.”


			Scotty Smith, Founding Pastor, Christ Community Church, Franklin, TN


			“If you have assumed that doctrine must be dull, cool, or cerebral, Gospel Deeps will disabuse you of that notion. If you think that passionate adoration and deep dogmas—sovereign election, double imputation, inaugurated eschatology—don’t belong together, Gospel Deeps will surprise you by its blend of worshipful warmth with theological profundity. If you are beginning to realize that growing up in Christ does not mean getting beyond the gospel but going more deeply into it, exploring the implications of Jesus’s sacrificial death and resurrection on our behalf, Gospel Deeps will energize your pursuit of holiness by fortifying your assurance of the Father’s unwavering love and glad acceptance. If you thirst to know the triune God who saves you, Gospel Deeps will lead you into the Word by which he reveals himself and invites us into communion with himself. Plunge into these deeps!”


			Dennis E. Johnson, Professor of Practical Theology, Westminster Seminary, California; author, Him We Proclaim; coauthor, Counsel from the Cross 
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Foreword


			God is big, weighty, thick, immense. This is no cliché, although we could make it one. God is so big that to dwell on his immensity long enough could lead one into terror. In the display of his glory God is beyond overwhelming. We sense God’s bigness in his interaction with his creation. For instance, as many of us as there are—eight billion at last count—he nevertheless knows us all, even, according to Matthew 10:30, down to the number of hairs we have (or don’t have) on our heads. He knows our personal histories and all of our thoughts past, present, and future and all of our feelings and motivations and needs and desires, and how all the moments in our lives have led to the person we are this very second as we hold this book. The elements obey him, and even a sparrow doesn’t fall out of the sky unless he allows it. I have no idea how many sparrows there are but I’m guessing they are right up there with us humans, if they don’t outnumber us. That’s a lot of activity! And God is all over all of it.


			As if that weren’t big and thick and immense enough, against the broader scope of the universe, our earth is tiny, and we are of course even smaller. Though we believe it to be so massive and unending, this green and blue ball of ours is actually a tiny blue speck in God’s grand display of his eternal might. We are a small planet surrounded by an immeasurable amount of space that includes millions of larger planets and celestial bodies that dwarf what we define as “big.” As far as earth goes—and this is being generous—we are a small ant pile in the middle of the Sahara. The prophet Job tells us that this entire expansive universe is but the outskirts or fringes of God’s power. I have often marveled at the fact that David didn’t know the half of it when he wrote in Psalm 8:


			When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,


			the moon and the stars, which you have set in place,


			what is man that you are mindful of him,


			and the son of man that you care for him? (vv. 3–4)


			David didn’t have the images from the Hubble telescope or a strong understanding of just how big the universe really is, but he marveled that the eternal God who had created such an immense universe spared thoughts for mankind. I wonder what David would have written had he known the even bigger picture—had he known the universe's immensity with the help of satellite imagery and astronomic charts.


			When I say that dwelling for long on God’s immensity could lead one into terror, I have in mind our smallness in light of his holiness. Isaiah knew the feeling well, as God’s glory filled the temple (Isaiah 6) and Isaiah felt “undone,” as if he might break or explode or melt into a puddle at the very subsuming presence of the perfect radiance of God. C. S. Lewis writes:


			The real test of being in the presence of God is that you either forget about yourself altogether or see yourself as a small, dirty object.


			The fact that God sustains and maintains the universe and beyond without the slightest strain on his abilities should make us draw back, vulnerably in tune with our impossible smallness and fragility. How do you communicate with this God? If you don’t like how he’s wired things or you’re not amenable to what he commands, what could you possibly do about it? We are plankton shaking a microscopic fist at a killer whale.


			Yet he hears us. He takes note. He is, the Bible says, “mindful” of us. And that should awe us (Ps. 8:4; Heb. 2:6).


			Because as big and mighty as God is in light of the universe, the declaration of glory in the heavens is still not where he has most beautifully flexed his muscle. God reveals his power most fully not in the expanse of the universe but rather in his rescuing of those ants in that tiny mound in the middle of the Sahara, by being for them all they couldn’t be and taking from them what they could never be rid of. The depth, width, ferocity, and immensity of God is seen most spectacularly in the gospel of Jesus Christ.


			I have found in the last decade of pastoral ministry that people tend to understand the “width” of the gospel in that they can describe Jesus and the cross, but they have trouble with the “depth” of the gospel, struggling to see how it informs and shapes every aspect of our lives. In Gospel Deeps, my friend Jared does a masterful job of taking us into the depths of God’s biggest, weightiest, thickest, most immense plan for the universe and for us, the princes of it. I’m glad you have this book in your hands, and I am praying that the Spirit will show you through it the many glories of God in the rich depths of the message of Christ.


			Matt Chandler
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Introduction


			“For from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.”
—John 1:16


			My driving conviction in this book is that the gospel of Jesus Christ is big. Like, really big. Ginormous, if you will. And deep. Deep and rich. And beautiful. Multifaceted. Expansive. Powerful. Overwhelming. Mysterious. But vivid, too, and clear. Illuminating. Transforming. And did I mention big?


			I grew up in a Southern Baptist church in the Bible Belt. We were conservative, biblical, evangelistic, and invitational. Not a Sunday school class, worship service, Wednesday evening prayer meeting, youth group function, retreat, camp, or potluck went by that we weren’t given an opportunity to receive the gospel. No matter what the topic of the gathering might be, we could always count on being invited to raise a hand or walk an aisle at the end. And that is not in itself necessarily a bad thing. Many of us point to experiences just like that as the moment of our conversion to Christ. And the preaching of the gospel should always come with an invitation (of sorts) to repent and believe in it.


			As I look back now, however, I hear a scratching of a needle on a record when I think of those invitations. I hear a car screeching to a halt and changing gears. Why? Why do those moments now seem jarring to me? I think it is because the invitation time did not often follow the preaching of the gospel; it followed the preaching of something else. Something biblical, of course. Something helpful. Something practical. Something spiritual. But not the gospel. In fact, what these invitation times began to train people like me to think is that the gospel is only for these invitation times. The sort of preaching I grew up with—sincere, experienced, Bible-based, sometimes even expository—inadvertently taught me that the gospel is for the evangelizing of unbelievers only, not for the already convinced.


			On top of that, as responses to invitations waned, the alternative was not to take evangelism outside the church or even develop ways of educating and edifying believers in the gospel, but to find new ways to insinuate that believers weren’t really believers, that perhaps their sins and struggles required their “getting saved” again. The same preachers who were adamant about the doctrine of eternal security put a lot of rhetorical weight behind cultivating insecurity. In this way, the gospel ceased being the power of God and began becoming the magic formula for a clean slate.


			Raised in the church, I heard lots of preaching and teaching. I did not lack one bit for information on the Scriptures. But I was never introduced to the concept of the gospel’s bigness. We did not have the gospel wrong, really. We just had it shallow. I didn’t understand that the gospel was for all of life. If I had read Paul’s reminder in 1 Corinthians 15:3 that the gospel of Jesus’s death and resurrection is “of first importance,” I would have assumed he meant it was a first step.


			Obviously the gospel is the ABCs of salvation. But it is also the A to Z.


			We had the knowledge of the gospel but we denied the power thereof.


			In 1 Corinthians 2:2, Paul tells the church in Corinth, “For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” Seems a simple enough thing to only know. A few verses later, however, he writes:


			

			

			But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our glory. None of the rulers of this age understood this, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. But, as it is written,


			“What no eye has seen, nor ear heard,


			nor the heart of man imagined,


			what God has prepared for those who love him”—


			these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God. (1 Cor. 2:7–10)


			

			

			Oo, boy, now we’re talking big. That same simple knowledge—“Jesus Christ and him crucified”—is also the secret and hidden wisdom from God. The knowledge of Jesus and his atoning work is, Paul tells us, “the depths.” The central problem with the evangelical church’s mostly truncated gospel (or its simply transactional gospel formula) is that it misses out on these depths. Indeed, it does not evidence knowing that these depths are even there!


			I own a MacBook Pro. I like my MacBook Pro a lot. It does the things I want a computer to do. I use it for sending and receiving e-mail, surfing the web, writing blog posts and articles and books, and occasionally listening to music or watching movies. People who know the subject of computers, however, will tell you that if all you want to do is e-mail, surf the Internet, and do some word processing, you probably don’t want a MacBook Pro. (Mine came to me used and was a going-away gift from my former church, so I did not overspend.) One day a friend asked if he could use my computer for a minute. I said sure. And then I watched him do things on my computer I didn’t know it could do. He opened up programs I didn’t even know I had. There are things on this computer that, when accessed, look really, really cool. And as I type these words right now, I have no idea how to see that coolness again. I know I have widgets on this thing, but I have no idea what widgets are, really. People make really nice looking movies on MacBook Pros. I have GarageBand, which everyone says is awesome, but for which I have no use and about which I have no clue. All of this potential sits on my desk or in my lap whenever I open up this machine, but I don’t have the slightest notion where it is or how to use it. Similarly, we evangelicals love the gospel for the few of its uses we’re aware of, and we end up missing its depths.


			We like that our gospel gets our sins forgiven and gives us a ticket to heaven, but we’re not sure of its functionality in our lives every day. Many of us don’t think of the gospel as applying to marriage or parenting or friendships or even to more explicitly theological subjects the way other categories of information and skill-sets do. We’re content to keep the gospel at an elementary level, assuming that we graduate from it, and the sad result of this neglect is that we thereby deny the “grace upon grace” in the fullness of Jesus. There is one gospel, as there is one Jesus, but there are many facets to this gospel, as there are infinite excellencies in Jesus.


			The further into the gospel we go, then, the bigger it gets. There is no way for us to wear it out.


			In the closing pages of C. S. Lewis’s The Last Battle, our heroes find themselves in the throes of glorious reunion in a great garden. Like many locales in Aslan’s Narnia, the scene without can belie the scene within, as Lucy Pevensie discovers. Looking over the garden wall to a panoramic view, she speaks to her old friend, Tumnus the Faun:


			

			

			“I see,” she said at last, thoughtfully. “I see now. This garden is like the Stable. It is far bigger inside than it was outside.”


			“Of course, Daughter of Eve,” said the Faun. “The further up and the further in you go, the bigger everything gets. The inside is larger than the outside.”


			Lucy looked hard at the garden and saw that it was not really a garden at all but a whole world, with its own rivers and woods and sea and mountains. But they were not strange: she knew them all.


			“I see,” she said. “This is still Narnia, and, more real and more beautiful than the Narnia down below, just as it was more real and more beautiful than the Narnia outside the Stable door! I see . . . world within world, Narnia within Narnia. . . . ”


			“Yes,” said Mr. Tumnus, “like an onion: except that as you continue to go in and in, each circle is larger than the last.”1


			

			

			The gospel of Jesus Christ’s atoning work on the cross and out of the tomb is like this. The further into Christ’s work we press, the more of our vision and the more of our heart it fills. Of course, an onion pales as the gospel’s symbol, just as my MacBook does. In the Scriptures, we find God’s prophets too overwhelmed by the glory of God in the gospel’s bigness to offer such miniscule metaphors. When Job gets a glimpse of the enormity of God’s sovereign plan for him and for all creation, he says, “I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know” (Job 42:3). Even King David, no stranger to waxing poetic about all manner of things above and below, ponders God’s expansive greatness and uses the phrase “too wonderful” (Ps. 139:6). Paul tells us in Ephesians 3:8 that the riches of Christ are “unsearchable.” The biblical writers don’t even try to come up with object illustrations: they just stagger. Leon Morris writes, “The New Testament writers are like men who ransack their vocabulary to find words which will bring out some small fraction of the mighty thing that God has done for us.”2


			Still, all of that is to say that it is fine and fitting to search out symbols and metaphors—diamonds, oceans, even Narnian stables and common onions—to reflect the grandness of the gospel, but we ought to own up right away to the reality that none of these objects fits. The gospel is contained in an announcement of something Jesus did inside of history. It can even be tweeted in less than 140 characters! But it is nonetheless bigger than the universe.


			We must get this. And we have to understand that not getting it is not just an informational “miss.” Venturing into the depths of the gospel—seeing Christ’s accomplishment (the gospel’s content) and what is accomplished by his accomplishment (the gospel’s implications)—is vital to better knowing and loving God. When we miss the depths of the gospel, we hinder our worship. In reflecting on how the good news of Jesus creates the people of God, Paul cries out, “Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!” (Rom. 11:33).


			What is Paul doing? He’s not just pontificating. He’s not just ruminating. He’s worshiping! He’s exulting. “Oh!” he cries, in response to the bigness of the gospel. Through the good news, Paul receives a clearer and clearer—and larger and larger—vision of God’s glory and God’s plan.


			My previous book, Gospel Wakefulness, is mostly about the experience of personal revival and how that applies to multiple areas of the Christian life. Now, in Gospel Deeps, I want to explore the gospel itself, holding it up like a diamond and examining some of its facets. Our look into the depths of the gospel cannot be merely to know more information, as if deciphering some secret code, but instead to seek more and more to be awed by what God has done for us in Christ, what God is doing for us in Christ, and what God will do for us in Christ. Plumbing the depths of the gospel is an exultational pursuit, or it is a pointless one.


			Come, let us reason together. And worship God.


			

            

            

            

___________________


            

            1C. S. Lewis, The Last Battle (New York: Macmillan, 1970), 180.


            

            2Leon Morris, The Cross in the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1965), 419.































































Chapter One


			THE GOSPEL DEEPS


			“The things of the gospel are depths.”1 
—Thomas Goodwin


			On the face of it, the good news of Jesus Christ is simply one thing. It is the news—not advice, instruction, or practical steps—that God saves sinners through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Depending on who we might be sharing this news with, we might want to expand a few of those details, mentioning for instance that all men and women are sinners from birth, that Jesus was God himself incarnate in human flesh, that Jesus was (and is) the Messiah, that his death was a substitutionary sacrifice, or that the resurrection was a literal resurrection of a glorified body from a real death. Or we may want to add details in order to put the gospel announcement into the context of the biblical storyline. But the basic facts are there in that first statement—God saves sinners through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ—which expresses the simple gospel in a clear and concise way.


			This simple gospel is power enough to save the most hardened sinner (which is every sinner). Salvation power is conveyed through the gospel message, and received to accomplish a sinner’s justification purely by a person’s faith, and Jesus tells us that just a mustard seed–sized bit of faith can move mountains (Matt. 17:20). Because of this, then, we know that it is not the size or strength of the faith that saves, but the truth of the faith, and because of that, we know it is not our power that rouses our dead heart to trust Jesus, but the Spirit’s power working through the gospel that is being believed. This gospel, Paul says, is the power of salvation for all who believe (Rom. 1:16).


			In 1 Corinthians 15:3–4, Paul expresses the simple gospel message this way:


			For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures.


			Paul goes on to relay more historical detail, telling us that Jesus appeared to Peter and the other disciples, then to a crowd of five hundred, then to the apostles, and so on. But the sum of the gospel message Paul is delivering as “of first importance” is contained in verses 3 and 4: Jesus died for our sins, he was buried, and he rose again on the third day. This is the historic news that is the good news.


			Simple, isn’t it? But 1 Corinthians 15 is anything but simple. As we progress through it, we see that the effects of the gospel are far-reaching and creation-transforming. That the gospel would empower the all-time forgiveness of a person’s sins is enormous in itself, but there’s more. The rest begins with Paul’s crediting the grace of the gospel for doing his good works (v. 10). Then, Paul says, the resurrection of the glorified Jesus activates the future resurrection of all believers (vv. 21–23). Then, because the gospel of Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection essentially declares that he is the Messiah, the gospel’s power includes the subjection and destruction of all other powers and authorities (v. 24). Finally, not even death escapes the power of the gospel, because by conquering death and the grave, Jesus kills death and the grave (v. 26).


			Clearly the gospel is both simple and complex, elementary and advanced. But all of the advanced stuff won’t fit on an end zone sign at the Super Bowl, so John 3:16 works just as well.


			I have heard it said that the gospel is shallow enough that it is safe for a toddler to swim in, yet deep enough to drown an elephant. We might also think of it this way: We teach our little ones how to read by first teaching them their ABCs. From there, they may move on to the basic principles of phonics. ABCs and phonics are scaled for little children to grasp the English language. But some people get advanced degrees in linguistics. Same category, different levels. The gospel is like that. The ABCs of the gospel work very well for people at all levels of their faith, including wise old pastors and brilliant theologians, but it’s possible to explore the ABCs into their inherent complexity.


			Although a small child can learn the basics of the English language, many people will nevertheless tell you that English is not the easiest of languages to learn. In the same way, even the simple gospel can be seen less simply. Suppose we use the template “God saves sinners through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.” We could go point by point through that simple statement and find depth along the way. God saves sinners through Jesus’s life? How so? Suddenly we are talking about Christ’s active obedience, the tension of the incarnation, the reality of temptation and the reality of sinlessness, and the like. How does God save sinners through Jesus’s death? There is a wealth of truth there, and now we are on the verge of discussing the various theories of the atonement. And since the resurrection changes everything, we are ready to talk about everything when we get to it! What sort of salvation does Jesus’s resurrection enact for sinners?


			What we are glimpsing now is how a wardrobe can contain a world.


			When Jesus came, we got all of him. Not a bit of him was held back from us. John 1:16 says that what we get in the gospel is delivered from Jesus’s fullness.


			The great practical help of this truth is that no matter the day, the circumstance, the sin, or the trouble, there is a grace in the gospel demonstrating God’s love for us and empowering us to glorify him. From his fullness, John 1:16 tells us, we receive grace upon grace. In the gospel there is grace for every need, because it comes through an all-sufficient Savior who is the God of steadfast love.


				



THE DEEP, DEEP LOVE OF GOD


			We are in love with God’s love. Even non-Christians admire this crucial tenet of the Christian faith, and hardly an atheist exists who does not know both that Jesus commanded us to love our neighbors (Matt. 22:39) and our enemies (Matt. 5:44) and that God is in fact love (1 John 4:8). The weddings of thousands of unbelievers every year will include the so-called “love chapter,” 1 Corinthians 13. Love, we know, is the greatest of the things that remain.


			Of course, the love of God is a fantastic place to start in doing gospel theology, which is why one of the first ways we teach the gospel to unbelievers or those immature in the faith is through a simple exposition of John 3:16: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” But in all of this admiration, by believers and unbelievers both, it’s possible we have loaded into the biblical concept of love our preconceptions and presuppositions. It’s possible that in all this celebration of God’s love, we actually distort the full biblical picture of the love of God.


			How great is the love of God? Very, very great. The Scriptures tell us that God’s love is steadfast, enduring, unceasing, separation-defying, everlasting to everlasting, and manifested in the inscrutable incarnation. We are told that God’s love controls us (2 Cor. 5:14), roots and grounds us (Eph. 3:17), and surpasses knowledge (Eph. 3:19). This is not the kind of love that can be easily captured in religious sentimentalism or humanistic altruism or even romantic emotionalism. This is a specific, personal love that accomplishes things—like saving sinners (Rom. 5:8), disciplining them (Heb. 12:6), and directing their paths (Ps. 25:10)—not a vague, ethereal, “love” that “makes the world go ’round.” When the Beatles sing “All you need is love,” everyone sings along in agreement, but not everyone knows that while God is love, love is not God.


			In fact, one of the chief ways we distort the biblical picture of God’s love is when we presuppose, as many Christians do, that love demands freedom. Where we get this notion, I do not know, but it is not in the Bible. In fact, we find in the Bible quite the opposite: the love of God violates human freedoms constantly and consistently. If there’s one thing any biblical figure can count on, besides that God loves him, it is that he is not in control of his own destiny. The biblical picture of God’s love is bigger, stranger, and more complex than our misguided attempts to assist the gospel by anthropomorphizing God’s love. “What the Bible says about the love of God is more complex and nuanced than what is allowed by mere sloganeering,” D. A. Carson reminds us.2


			Some end up sloganeering under the guise of finally doing justice to God’s love. The fashionable new waves of postmortem free will, universalism, and inclusivism allege that their views of the love of God are more reflective of the enormity depicted in the Scriptures. Instead, by carrying in philosophical presuppositions about what love must entail in order to be real love, and by seeking to commend the gospel by making this love appear as acceptable to as many people as possible, they take what is multidimensional and squash it out, in effect flattening the idea of God’s love like pizza dough in a pan in order to make it look bigger.


			But the bigness and depth of God’s love aren’t captured in flatness. They are captured in something more complex, fuller.


			What every believer in every age is challenged to do is resist the innate compulsion to flatten out the expansive love of God. Does love demand freedom?


			Does love demand giving the loved what he or she wants? The new inclusivists insist yes, and while their desire to maintain the biblical teachings on hell are admirable, we do not find much in the Scriptures to support the idea that, à la Lewis, the doors there are locked from the inside. The sentimental tail wags the theological dog when we say that love demands freedom, and that therefore when God consigns the unrepentant to judgment he says, “Thy will be done” to them. In one sense, he is saying this, of course, but in the most crucial sense, he is not. In that most crucial sense, when God consigns the ultimately unrepentant to eternal conscious torment, he is saying, “My will be done.”


			What we are asked to believe is that God doing whatever he wants with whomever he wants is a simplistic, fatalistic view of love, and that God letting us do whatever we want is a more compelling vision of his love.


			No. If my daughter is unaware of the Mack truck bearing down on her, or if she is aware that putting her finger in a light socket will electrocute her but she wants to do it anyway, do I love her if I am able to intervene but defer to her freedom? Or am I a loving father to tackle her out of the truck’s way, to slap her hand away from the socket?


			“Ah,” but some will say, “God lets children get hit by Mack trucks and electrocuted by light sockets every day.” Yes, he does. And so already we are faced with what to do with this information as it relates to “God is love.”


			Since God loves everyone, perhaps “God is love” means he will some day tackle everyone, including the unrepentant and spiritually dead haters of God, out of the way of eternal death. Because the only other alternative, on this train of thought, is to believe that God does not in fact love everyone.


			Or maybe the reality is a love more multifaceted than we can understand with finite, fallen minds. Maybe the reality is that the God of the Bible is as transcendent as he is immanent, that his ways are inscrutable, that his love is glorious and astonishing precisely because it is too wonderful for us. Maybe the heights and breadths of God’s love do not refer merely to its size but also to its complexity.


			In Trevor Francis’s great hymn “O the Deep, Deep Love of Jesus,” we sing:


			O the deep, deep love of Jesus, vast, unmeasured, boundless, free!


			Rolling as a mighty ocean in its fullness over me!


			Underneath me, all around me, is the current of Thy love


			Leading onward, leading homeward to Thy glorious rest above!


			In Walter Matheson’s hymn “O Love That Will Not Let Me Go,” we sing of the “ocean depths” of God’s love. Francis and Matheson give us a more fitting symbol for the biblical picture of God’s love. It is deep like the ocean, and not just in fathoms and leagues, but in diversity and complexity. There are clear shallows to play in and opaque depths of mystery. There are hidden places in the ocean, places we will never see, places too deep for us to go. There are things about the ocean depths small children can understand, things marine biologists still haven’t figured out, and things nobody will ever discover to even have the opportunity to scrutinize. As Augustine is thought to have said, “I have seen the depths, but I cannot find the bottom.”


			And then, since we are alleged people of the Book, we know that the unfathomable ocean of God’s love does not exist in a vacuum, hermetically sealed off from all the other “things” God is and God does. He does not say “Jacob have I loved, Esau have I also loved.” And while “hated” in that instance (Mal. 1:2–3; Rom. 9:13) may not mirror the sort of hatred we are most familiar with today, this point is itself a good reminder that neither does “love” in that instance take its cue from our conception of it. The Bible shows us our God, who is love, saying and doing all sorts of things most of our more sensitive souls would not consider loving at all. We must remember, then, that God’s oceanic love occupies space in the perfect balance of the infinite universe of all his attributes. He is love, yes, but he is also just and jealous. Richard Lovelace concurs, writing in his classic work Dynamics of Spiritual Life:


			God’s mercy, patience and love must be fully preached in the church. But they are not credible unless they are presented in tension with God’s infinite power, complete and sovereign control of the universe, holiness, and righteousness. And where God’s righteousness is clearly presented, compassionate warnings of his holy anger against sin must be given, and warnings also of the certainty of divine judgment in endless alienation from God which will be unimaginably worse than the literal descriptions of hell. It is no wonder that the world and the church are not awakened when our leadership is either singing a lullaby concerning these matters or presenting them in a caricature which is so grotesque that it is unbelievable.


			The tension between God’s holy righteousness and his compassionate mercy cannot be legitimately resolved by remolding his character into an image of pure benevolence as the church did in the nineteenth century.3


			It is a sad irony, then, that the ever-fashionable impulse to do justice to the depths of God’s love amounts to a very dramatic exercise in one-dimensionalism. God’s love is polyhedronal stuff. Woe to the flatteners of what is hyperspatial, multidimensional, intra-Trinitarian, and eternal in ways awesomer than “one year after another.”


			We can feel the weight of this complicated awesomeness in Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 3:14–19:


			For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.


			We may know a love that is beyond our knowing. (We are given the amount we need in the cross of Christ, itself a comprehensible prelude to incomprehensible “subsequent glories.”) But we will need the strength of Spiritual4 power in our insidest insides to scratch the surface of this comprehension. We won’t even come close with our clichés and sentimentality.


			God’s love is much deeper than that. It is more fascinating than that. The angels certainly find it so:


			Concerning this salvation, the prophets who prophesied about the grace that was to be yours searched and inquired carefully, inquiring what person or time the Spirit of Christ in them was indicating when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the subsequent glories. It was revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you, in the things that have now been announced to you through those who preached the good news to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven, things into which angels long to look. (1 Pet. 1:10–12)


			I love Peter’s phrase “subsequent glories” in this passage. The atoning work of Christ unleashes a beautiful torrent of goodness, like a Pandora’s Box of blessings. In 2 Peter 1:4, he tells us that through knowledge of Christ’s glory and excellence, we have received “precious and very great promises,” plural.


			The gospel’s content—Jesus’s sinless life, sacrificial death, and bodily resurrection—is deep and multifaceted, but so are the implications and accomplishments of the content. Through the historical work of the gospel, future blessings pour out and stream in abundance. Paul reflects this when he speaks of the gospel this way: “In the whole world it is bearing fruit and increasing” (Col. 1:5–6). As the whole tree is in the acorn, then, so blossoming glories are in the gospel of “Christ crucified.”


			But the cross and the empty tomb are not tantamount to an acorn (or an English garden). They are a supernova. And in the gospel there are supernovas within supernovas. Or we may say that the gospel is a diamond—it is one precious jewel, but it is one precious jewel with many different facets, each with a brilliance and vision of its own.


			Because the love of God is deep, we should expect that the gospel it births is deep, as well. We will be looking at some of the facets of the gospel and its implications throughout this book, but as a sort of “gospel depth primer,” here are five primary ways in which the gospel of Jesus Christ is deep.
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