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What is the Gospel? 
Simply Jesus Series 

Acts 10:34-43 

Dr. Scot McKnight 

 

It’s a great honor for us to be with you, and I want to thank Mark Mathewson and for the kind folks 

at Lincoln Berean for this invitation and the hospitality.  Everything has gone swimmingly well—

swimmingly is not a very good word right now, in the drought-infested areas that we all live in.  But 

it is an honor and we want to look at a theme that I hope will bring together some of the teaching 

series that has gone on in the church about Simply Jesus, and understanding the life of Jesus.  And 

what I would like to look at with you this morning is the topic of the gospel.  I’m aware that some 

people think that this would be really stupid for us to think that we need to look at the gospel 

because that is one thing we have figured out.  I’m going to make the suggestion that maybe we 

don’t have it figured out, that we need to refresh our understanding of the Bible.  And if you 

disagree with me, we’ll be out of the state by 2 or 3 o’clock, and you can talk to your pastors about 

things that I’ve said that were wrong. 

 

For ten years I had been asking students of mine, when I was teaching at an undergraduate school—

North Park University— “What is the gospel?”  And one time I had a class, a seminar for advanced 

students on the meaning of gospel in the Bible and in the history of the church and I’d like to share 

one response from a student who wrote this to me.  Her name is Esther, although that’s not her 

name, so that she can’t sue me if I misrepresent her. Remember…I’m from Chicago, and that’s 

what we do in Chicago; we sue one another. 

   

“I remember seeing a particular diagram,” she said, “as a young person.  It was a drawing 

that represented two sides with a deep gorge running down the middle.  On one side was 

mankind trapped in sin, and on the other side was God in all His goodness.  But,” she said, 

“there was no way to connect the two sides, for humans to come in contact with the 

goodness of God—until the teacher drew a cross from one side to the other illustrating how 

the death and resurrection of Jesus brought mankind back into a right relationship with 

God.” 

 

I find this to be a very typical understanding of the gospel among my students, and I would like to 

break that down into a few points that I think many of us have heard and understood to be the 

gospel.  And before we go any further, I want you to know: I’m going to call this into question as to 

whether this is what the New Testament teaches as the true gospel.   

 

First I think many people understand the gospel to be about God, who is holy and loving—and this 

creates a dilemma for God.  Should He be loving toward us or holy?  Humans are made in the 

image of God; they are image-bearers.  But humans participated in a rebellion and mutiny against 

God, and therefore they are sinful.  And that leaves us, third, in the condition of being fallen.  I’m 

not exactly always sure what fallen means to most people, but it means that we are out of sorts with 

God, under His wrath, and destined for Hell.  But God, in His love, decided to send His Son on our 

behalf, and He died in our place, absorbing the wrath of God.  And if we respond—this is the fifth 

part of the gospel—if we respond by believing that to be true, we get the sixth line in the gospel, 

and that is the promise of the forgiveness of sins and eternity with God in Heaven.   
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This might be called the Gospel of the Personal Plan of Salvation.  Many of us heard this as 

children; many of us heard this as teenagers or adults, and many of us responded to God because of 

this gospel.  I’d like to say something true, and I’d like to say that it is deeply disturbing before I say 

it.  Ninety percent of children who grow up in homes that teach this gospel, or who grow up in 

churches that teach this gospel, pray the prayer to receive Christ—ninety percent!  We should pat 

ourselves on the back for our success rate.  And now the disturbing part: when sociologists and 

Christian scientists study thirty-five-year-olds who grow up in Christian homes, only twenty-two 

percent who prayed to receive Christ as children have anything like the marks of following Christ 

and attending church. Twenty-two percent!  The reason I would like to suggest is that, while every 

line that I gave you in that gospel and while the bridge diagram, or the bridge illustration of God on 

one side and humans in the deep gorge, are ways of provoking our attention, they are not 

completely the gospel and, as a result, they are better at precipitating decisions than they are at 

producing disciples.  Jesus wants disciples.  Decisions are not enough.  We have satisfied ourselves 

too frequently with a gospel that precipitates decisions and we have not looked at the New 

Testament carefully enough to see what the Bible actually says is the gospel. 

 

And that’s why I’m grateful that you spent a series looking at the life of Jesus, because the gospel in 

the New Testament is a declaration of who Jesus is.  The central question to be asked in evangelism 

in the New Testament is not, “Are you a sinner?”  The central question is, “Who do you think Jesus 

is?” leading to the follow up question, “Do you want to follow this Jesus who really is?”  There are 

a few passages in the New Testament that actually lead us to understand the gospel, and we’ll look 

at one.  But the primary passage, and we won’t look at that one today, is 1 Corinthians 15, where 

Paul tells us that he and all the apostles and all the Christians declared a gospel, and this is what the 

gospel was:  

That Jesus lived, that He died according to Scriptures for our sins, that He was buried, 

that He was raised according to the Scriptures, and that He was exalted to God.  He will 

return again, and He will eventually hand the kingdom over to God, who is all in all— 

very much like the song that we have already sung this morning, which I take to be a pure 

expression of the gospel of the New Testament.    

 

Many of you have read or watched The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe from “The Chronicles of 

Narnia”.  Is that true?  Any of you?  Here’s how I would summarize the gospel of “The Chronicles 

of Narnia” by C.S. Lewis:   

Look at the lion roam in Narnia.  Look, they have captured the lion.  Now look, the lion is 

dead on the stone table.  But look further and you will see that the stone table has cracked, 

the lion is roaming in the land again, and the lion can roar.   

That’s a pretty good story.  That’s a story of resurrection, and that’s our gospel story.  We tell 

people about Jesus.  There are seven evangelistic sermons in the book of Acts—Acts 2, Acts 3, Acts 

4, Acts 10-11, Acts 13, Acts 14 and Acts 17—I’m sure you got all of those down.  Every one of 

those “gospel-ing” events in the book of Acts are focused on telling people who Jesus is.   

And so I would like to encourage you to realize that evangelism and gospel-ing is fundamentally 

awakening people to the question of who Jesus is.   And this morning I’d like to look at a sermon by 

the apostle Peter in Acts, Chapter 10.  Peter preaches the gospel to a Gentile in a beautiful location 

called Caesarea Maritima on the Mediterranean coast.  And Peter, who had already heard the story 

of a Gentile, an Ethiopian who had responded to the gospel, now gets to be the first one who 

actually preaches a sermon to Gentiles.  Paul gets all the credit for being the apostle to the Gentiles, 

but Peter was actually the first apostle who preached the gospel to the Gentiles.  
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In Acts, Chapter 10, verses 34-43, which we will look at in bits and pieces, we want to look at how 

Peter preached the gospel to give us encouragement on witnessing about Jesus in our world today.  

What you have learned about Jesus in this series, you can pass on to others.  And any time you tell 

people about Jesus, God’s Spirit is at work to awaken them to faith in Himself.  Acts, Chapter 10, 

Verse 34, is the beginning, and I’d like to notice as our first point this morning that the gospel is 

good news for everyone.  It is good news for everyone!   

Peter began to speak, (verse 34) … 

This is after he’s had a visionary experience, and after Cornelius has had a visionary experience, 

and now Peter is preaching to a Gentile. 

“I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts from 

every nation the one who fears Him and does what is right.” (*NIV, Acts 10:34-35) 

We probably cannot resonate with Peter, but Peter was a Jew.  Jews believed that they were a cut 

above the rest—that is humor about circumcision in the Bible (laughter).  It wasn’t picked up by 

everyone in the room (laughter).  They knew that they were the elect people of God.  That’s what 

Abraham’s covenant is all about.  And they had a unique story where God, the God of Israel— 

Yahweh—had worked in them and with them and with them alone, so that they would become a 

light to the Gentiles.  The Jews were awful at being a light to the Gentiles and the major missionary 

who was called to be a light to the Gentiles—Jonah—did everything he could to avoid the 

missionary task.  And when the city repented he was furious at God for having Gentiles respond to 

the gospel.  So it is not at all surprising for Peter to be shocked, now that he realizes that Jews were 

not a cut above the rest, that in fact they were no different than any other Gentile who responded to 

the gospel.   

You and I have a very serious undertaking of being witnesses to Jesus, and sometimes we develop a 

Country Club approach to ourselves and to Christians: that we are the ones who are in, that we get 

to swim in God’s swimming pool, that we get to play on God’s Country Club golf course—because 

we’re members—that we get to play tennis and that we get to eat together at the divine table called 

the Country Club.  We develop this mentality and we begin to see ourselves as in and everyone else 

as out and, when we begin to develop those thoughts, we tend to forget that God loves all people. 

I’m glad God loved my former neighbor, because I didn’t—and we’re glad that he moved.  He 

didn’t mow his grass; he thought not mowing the grass was just fine.  So he was praying for 

droughts so that it would kill his grass so he wouldn’t have to look bad for having grass that was a 

foot and a half high.  And he was an irritating neighbor that I worked hard at trying to be kind to.  

He was fine in the winter because he shoveled his snow.  But sometimes we develop this; this is the 

way our attitude is toward other people: that God loves us especially because we’re His people, but 

He doesn’t love others.  

Well Peter had to realize that God loves your neighbor as much as He loves you—your ornery 

neighbors, your mean neighbors, your neighbors that you know God doesn’t like—He loves them as 

much as He loves you.  And Peter had to realize that God loved Gentiles.  And I like to say that God 

even loves Green Bay Packer fans.  People who wear cheese heads on their heads are unlovable and 

only God could love them, because I refuse, and I’m not ashamed of it. (laughter)  But we have to 

realize that God loves all people, and I think we have to realize this as well—that God is at work in 

all people, even when you don’t see it.  Even when you’re sure He’s not at work, He is.   
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Sitting at the back of one of my classes one time was a young woman. This was a class on Jesus of 

Nazareth and it meets at 8 o’clock in the morning—college students, 8 o’clock in the morning—

exciting times.  You better be ready when you get to class, because they’ll be asleep in five if you 

don’t give them challenges.  Sitting in the back row of my class was a young woman wearing a 

hijab, which is Muslim attire.  I kind of wondered, “What’s she doing taking Jesus of Nazareth?”  

She was quiet, hardly said anything to me.  She’d walk in the room and sit down, and I’d look at her 

and I’d say, “Hi,” sometimes, but there was no interaction.  After the first quiz, she had the highest 

score; I thought that was wrong.  I thought Christian students should do better on the quiz on Jesus.  

And then later in the semester I gave a 350-question trivia-details quiz on the life of Jesus from the 

whole gospels.  It is an onerous experience to take and, as a professor, I love it because I grade it on 

a Scantron.  It takes 10 minutes—bzzt, and here’s the scores.  She scored the highest score in the 

class, by far.  And I thought that was wrong because she was Muslim and not Christian.  And then, 

about the tenth week into the class, they turned in their first major paper. I gave the students the 

opportunity to write a paper on any subject they wanted to on who Jesus was.  The title of her paper 

was “The Christology of Jesus.”  “Ooh,” I thought, “clever!”  She was asking the question, not:  

“Who was Jesus?” but, “Who did Jesus think He was?”   So she was reflecting on this question, and 

it was a brilliant paper and ready for seminary education.  So I thought, “It’s time to talk to her.”  

So, as she was walking out of class the next session I said to her—and I won’t give you her name 

for reasons that I’ll tell you later.  As she walked out the door I said, “Would you mind coming by 

my office to chat?”  I said, “I’d like to get to know you more.  I’ve seen your good work in class 

and I’d just like to talk.”  She said, “What time do you get to your office?”  I said, “I’m here at 6:30 

in the morning, and class begins at 8.”  She said, “I’ll be in your office Thursday morning at 7:15.”  

College student?  7:15 appointment? — the only one I ever had in seventeen years (laughter).  

She comes in my office and I am now fumbling.  What do you say when whatever you say is going 

to come off as an insult?  So I said to her, “You know, I’ve noticed you’re doing really well in my 

class.”  And she was looking at me like, “Of course I am.”  And then I said, “I’m surprised,” and I 

thought, “That’s not the right thing to say.”  She said, “Dr. McKnight, you don’t have to say 

anything else.”  She said, “I want you to know that I am a Christian and that I love Jesus.  But if I 

tell my father that I am a Christian, he will send me to Lebanon to marry a Muslim man and I will 

never see the shores of the United States again.  Every day,” she said, “I go home and I lock my 

door at 3 o’clock and I read my Bible.  And your Christian students,” she said, “don’t read their 

Bibles evidently, because they don’t know anything that’s going on.”  She’s right.  She graduated 

from North Park University third in the class.  She got an MD at Northwestern University, in 

Evanston; she today is a medical doctor in the Chicago-land area, wearing a hijab.  Underneath that 

hijab is a warm-bodied Christian.  God is at work when you think He’s not, because God has a 

gospel for everyone.  Let this transform your thinking, to see people not in light of the Country 

Club, but in light of the good God who makes the sun to rise upon all.  He is at work among all, 

restoring them to Himself.   

We want to look at a second point in Acts, Chapter 10, about the gospel.  I want to read verses 36-

42.   Now Peter begins to tell him that, after he’s realized that God is at work among all—

shockingly and astonishingly for a Jew in the First Century—Peter begins to tell the story of Jesus.  

And so the second point is this: The good news of the gospel is the story of Jesus.  The gospel is 

good news about Jesus.   

“You know the gospel God sent to the people of Israel, (gospel-ing the gospel—I’m 

trying to make this word clear where it’s being used) announcing the good news of peace 

(and this is peace between Jews and Gentiles) through Jesus Christ who is Lord over all 
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(Jews and Gentiles).  You know what has happened throughout the province of Judea, 

beginning in the Galilee after the baptism that John the Baptist preached (or gospel), 

—how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how He 

went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil,  

because God was with Him.  We are witnesses,” Peter says, “of everything God did in 

the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem.  They killed Jesus (this is the Jewish leaders, 

the Roman leaders) by hanging Him on a cross, (but the stone table cracked) but God 

raised Him from the dead and on the third day and caused Him to be seen.  He was 

not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already chosen—by us 

who ate and drank with Him after He rose from the dead.  And He commanded us,” 

Peter says, “to preach the gospel to the people and to testify that Jesus is the One 

whom God anointed as Judge of the living and the dead.” (Vs. 36-42) 

The gospel is good news about Jesus.  We need to understand that the only thing as Christians we 

have going for us is Jesus.  My friend wrote a book:  They Like Jesus, But Not the Church.  Clever 

and so true with the 20-something and 30-something generation—they’re fed up with the 

institutional church, but they’re interested in Jesus.  Let’s talk to them about Jesus.  Jesus is in our 

corner, but Jesus is all we have to declare.  We don’t declare our church; we don’t declare our 

music; we don’t declare our moral persuasion; we don’t declare our political party.  We tell people 

about Jesus and He is attractive—eminently glorious and attractive!   

One time, the week before classes began, a Hindu student came into my office.   She saw on her 

registration that she had been registered by the establishment for a course called: “Introduction to 

the Bible.”  She sat in my office and she said, “I’m Hindu.  It’s against my religion to study the 

Bible.  I want to be excused from the class.”  I wasn’t very sensitive; I was irritated that someone 

would come to the school and not realize this is a requirement.  So I said to her, “I’m sorry, but you 

have to take the course.  It’s required.  Did you look at the course requirements before you 

registered?”  She said, “Yes I did, but I thought I could be excused.  I talked to my priest and he told 

me I couldn’t take this course.  I have to be excused.”  I said, “I can’t.  It’s a Board mandate; you 

have to take the course.”  She ramped it up a bit, “My parents told me that I cannot take this class.”  

And I said, “My Board told me that you have to take this class.”(laughter)  She got mad and got up 

and walked out the door.  She didn’t obviously give me any greetings on her way out.  She walked 

across the hallway to her advisor whose name is Victoria.  I’m snoopy, so I walk to the door and I 

stuck my ear out the door to hear what she would say to Victoria.  Here’s what she said, “Dr. 

McKnight just gave me permission not to take “Introduction to the Bible” because I’m Hindu.”  

And my colleague Victoria, and I quote her, said, “No, he didn’t, honey; he can’t!”  So there she 

was, first day of class, sitting on the wall with her hands like this, not listening, her head down.  

Mad as could be that she, as a Hindu, has to listen to a professor talk about Jesus and the Bible.  She 

did that for about four weeks.  In the fifth week she let her arms down and she was looking at me, 

and it looked like she might be paying attention.  In the tenth week she came to me and she said this 

after class, sheepishly and quietly and privately, when no one else was around, “Can I take your 

course on Jesus?  I find it really interesting.”  And she did, the next semester.  She wrote some of 

the finest papers I’ve ever read and by the end of the semester I didn’t know if she was Hindu or 

Christian, but she was clearly the most Christianized Hindu that I had ever met.   

But this is something we have to understand: that Jesus is attractive, folks.  He attracts people to 

Himself; the gospel is something that we declare.  We talk to people about Jesus and we get people 

to ask the question, “What do you think of Jesus?” and they respond to the gospel about Jesus.  

Here’s what Peter says he talked about.  He talked about God being on Jesus through the Spirit.  He 
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talked about Jesus’ benevolence—that is His table fellowship and kindness to people.  He taught 

that Jesus was killed on the cross as an act of injustice by powerful rulers, but He knew it was also 

an atoning death, that God reversed the thunder of injustice and turned it into an act of justifying 

worlds.  God raised Jesus from the dead.  Peter tells people about the resurrection as victory over 

death, and he tells people further about Jesus: that He is going to be the Judge.  We are called to 

witness to who Jesus is, not to anything about ourselves.  This story, friends, awakens people to 

interest in God, because people are interested in Jesus. 

On the first day of class in my “Introduction to the Bible,” for seventeen years I gave a terrible test 

—fifty questions.  I gave it the first time to find out what students knew about the Bible.  After one 

session I knew they didn’t know hardly anything.  I kept giving the test as a way of reminding them 

that they didn’t know anything, and that they had a lot to learn.  First question on the Bible test (it’s 

a dead giveaway) is: Who are the first two people mentioned in the Bible?  A student comes up to 

me after about ten minutes in the quiz—her name is Andrea—and she says to me, “I think I should 

drop this class.”  I said, “Why?”  She said, “Because I can’t answer any questions.”  My wife is a 

psychologist and she’s taught me to be sensitive.  I should have said, “Do I hear you saying you 

can’t answer any questions?” (laughter)  But I didn’t learn sensitivity quickly or easily, so I said to 

her, “Not even the first one?”  And she said, “Not even the first one.”  I went, “Oh boy!”  That was 

an insult.  It was an ignorant insult, but it was still an insult.  So I said to her; I asked her, “What’s 

your name?” and she said, “My name is Andrea.”  I said, “Andrea, I’m going to tell you, I’ll make a 

deal with you.  You can leave now, but I will teach this course for you.  You sit in the back of the 

room.  Every time you don’t know what’s going on, just kind of give me a head shake and I’ll back 

up and clarify until you give me the head shake again that you get it.”  Ten weeks into the class, I 

noticed that Andrea’s eyes were alight with every day’s lectures and subject matter.  At the end of 

the semester she wrote me a long letter: that her father, as a child, was abused by a priest and he 

hated God and he hated Jesus and he hated the church and he hated the Bible.  And he prohibited his 

children—she and her two sisters—from ever reading the Bible or talking about God or ever going 

to church.  So she really knew nothing.  But she said, “As I read the Bible in this class throughout 

the semester, and I learned about Jesus,” she said, “my heart was warmed.”  And I wanted to say, 

“Wesley! ‘My heart was strangely warmed,’ Wesley said when he was converted.”  And Andrea 

was converted by reading the Bible and learning about Jesus, and she became a Christian and she 

sneaks out to church to this day, even though she lives at home, because she loves Christ.  And 

Andrea graduated four years later with a nursing degree at North Park University, and she was the 

happiest Christian nurse I’ve ever seen graduating in seventeen years at North Park, because she 

heard the story of Jesus.   

The gospel is to tell people about Jesus, but the story about Jesus has a context.  The third point I’d 

like to make this morning—if the first one is the gospel is for all, the second one that the gospel is 

about Jesus—the third one is that the gospel makes sense only in the story of Israel.  We have a 

whole lot of Christians who wish there were only twenty-seven books in the Bible.  There are sixty-

six, and we get to read them all.  Put down John Grisham.  I don’t care if you read my books...as 

long as you buy them...(laughter) but put those books down and read the Bible.  We’re Christians.  

This is our book!  This is the book that tells us our past; it tells us our present and it tells us our 

future.  This is our story.  We need to read the whole Bible.  Notice what Peter says in verse 43: 

All the prophets testify about Jesus, that everyone who believes in Him receives 

forgiveness of sins through His name. 
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The story of Israel will lead to Jesus.  I finish with this story.  Sitting in my front row one day was a 

Jewish student named Max.  First class session, “Introduction to the Bible,” he tells everybody, 

“I’m Jewish.”  I didn’t know what to say, so I said, “Well, Max, why have you come to North Park 

University, which is a Christian school?”  He said, “It’s the only school in the United States that 

would let me be on the football team,” which tells you a whole lot about our football team. We 

don’t play Nebraska; we don’t even play in the state of Nebraska, because those who fall off the 

table at the University can still beat North Park.  We win a couple of games every year; it’s part of 

the story.  Max sits in the class and I said to him, “What does your dad think about you being here?”  

He says, “Oh, he thinks it’s great.  I’m on the football team, and he’s a liberal Jew, so he doesn’t 

care.”  Max loved the Old Testament.  His favorite book in the Bible was Leviticus.  How about 

that? —a man after my own heart (laughter).  And he liked Deuteronomy and the Torah, and then 

we got into the New Testament and he thought it was interesting.  I could see lights were going off 

in his head.  And then one day I was lecturing on Acts, Chapter 15, where the Pharisaic believers 

wanted all the Gentile believers to undergo the knife.  You know what I mean now.  And the leaders 

of Jerusalem said, “No.  They just have to believe in Jesus.”  And Peter told the story; they got the 

Holy Spirit without circumcision.  It’s okay; God is for the Gentiles too.  And so I got into a debate 

and I told them that this is either Christian Judaism or Jewish Christianity, depending on how you 

look at it.  At the end of the class just before we finished, Max raises his hand; he says, “So what do 

you call a Jew who believes in Jesus?”  I said, “Max, I just talked about this.  It’s either Christian 

Judaism or Jewish Christianity.”  He says, “That’s not what I’m asking.”  He said, “Last night I 

gave my life to Jesus.  What am I?”  I said, “Max, you’re my brother.”  He says, “That doesn’t 

answer my question.”  Max became a youth pastor, and he married a young woman at North Park 

University who’s a Christian.  He liked the Bible because that story of Israel came to completion in 

the story of Jesus.  That’s our story.  We tell people about Jesus, and the responsibility is God’s to 

awaken people.  We don’t have to persuade.  We don’t have to manipulate.  We don’t have to 

corner.  We witness to who Jesus is, and God anoints those words and converts people to faith in 

Himself.  Let’s pray. 

 

Father, today we ask that You would give us courage to be witnesses, that You would give us 

courage to witness to Who Jesus is, and that You would give us the courage to trust You to 

use our words so that people might hear about Jesus in our world.  We ask for Your grace to 

go before us in the Name of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 
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