
Do We Preach “Another Gospel”? 61 

 
61 

PART II 

EXTENDED REFLECTIONS ON LEGALISM 
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CHAPTER 8  
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

I’m sure that I’ve raised far more questions than I’ve answered. Here’s an effort 

to anticipate a few— 

Q. If grace is broad enough to cover all doctrinal errors other than the gospel 

itself, then why even bother to try to get the other issues right? Why not worship any way 

we want? Or organize any way we want? What’s the point of Bible study? 

A. The fact that grace covers sins does not make sin okay. In fact, Hebrews 

10:26ff, discussed previously, quite plainly condemns those who deliberately continue to 

sin, who no longer make Jesus Lord. Therefore, if my study of Scripture causes me to 

conclude that churches should be led by elders, I must do precisely that, or else I’ve 

deliberately sinned. Moreover, if I truly love God and my neighbors, then I will study 

God’s Word diligently to know his will for my life. I cannot be willfully ignorant, as such 

an attitude would contradict making Jesus Lord of my life.  

But when my study causes me to learn a new spiritual truth or correct a former 

error, I don’t pass from a lost state to a saved state. I was saved before I was corrected, 

and I remain saved after I’m corrected. I don’t study to earn my salvation. I study out of 

love—love for God and his word, as well as love for my fellow man. 

The same principles hold true as to moral sin. I must accept God’s instructions on 

how to live a moral, righteous life, and repent when I find myself in error. But I can be 

confident that God’s grace will cover my weakness if I live a penitent life—even though I 

sometimes mess up and fail to do all that I’m supposed to. If this is not so, then what is 

the point of grace? Who can be saved? 

We often make the mistake of assuming that, unlike our moral nature, our 

intellectual nature is perfectible, so that while we will always be to some degree a moral 

sinner and always need grace, our knowledge of Scripture and doctrine can be held to a 

standard of perfection. We think we just don’t need grace in the area of doctrine because 

we’ve gotten it entirely right. Having reached such a conclusion, we marvel that others 

don’t see what we so plainly comprehend, and thus question the motives of those who 

disagree with us. But our long history of disagreements and divisions clearly show that 

we are not nearly so intellectually perfect as we imagine. We need grace—especially in 

the area of doctrine. 

Q. What about Nadab and Abihu? Uzzah? Ananias and Sapphira? Doesn’t God’s 

harsh treatment of these people teach us there’s no grace in the pattern of worship? 

A. Of course not. We can’t take these examples and generalize a principle that 

contradicts the teachings of Paul, John, and Jesus himself. God occasionally makes an 

example of people who flout his laws to make a point—but the point is never that God is 

without grace, a truly horrendous thought. And we must make a distinction between those 

punished under the Law of Moses and the much greater grace enjoyed by Christians. 

Hence, it is only the Christians Ananias and Sapphira that need concern us—and they 

were guilty of a knowing, intentional plot to deceive the apostles (Acts 5:1-11). Only God 

can judge our hearts to determine when intentional sin reaches the point of deliberately 
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continuing to sin, but it is no stretch at all to see Ananias and Sapphira as condemned 

under the standard of Hebrews 10:26.  

For that matter, the fact that God took their lives hardly means that they were 

damned. As God has the power to save or condemn, and he knows fully the consequences 

of his actions, he may have taken their lives to set an example without necessarily 

condemning their souls. When David sinned with Bathsheba, God punished him by 

taking the life of the son born of that union while still an innocent newborn (2 Sam. 

12:14). Plainly, God’s taking someone’s life doesn’t prove that person to be lost. 

In fact, if we look at the story of Nadab and Abihu more closely, we find that the 

account strongly supports the view argued for here. First, verse 9 strongly suggests that 

Nadab and Abihu were guilty of drunkenness, and this occasioned their mistake and 

offense. Adam Clarke says in his commentary on Leviticus, 

The cabalistic commentator, Baal Hatturim, and others, have 
supposed from the introduction of this command here, that 
Aaron’s sons had sinned through excess of wine, and they had 
attempted to celebrate the Divine service in a state of inebriation. 

Second, and more importantly, we must contrast this story with the immediately 

following account of Eleazar and Ithamar. These two men were appointed to replace 

Nadab and Abihu. However, in vv. 16-18, Moses finds that the two men had incorrectly 

handled the very next ceremony! Moses was very unhappy, to say the least. 

Aaron defended their mistake: 

(Lev. 10:19-20) Aaron replied to Moses, “Today they sacrificed 
their sin offering and their burnt offering before the LORD, but 
such things as this have happened to me. Would the LORD have 
been pleased if I had eaten the sin offering today?” 20 When 
Moses heard this, he was satisfied. 

Aaron said that he too had made mistakes in the service. It was an accident. These 

things happen. And Eleazar and Ithamar were not punished. 

As stated in G. J. Wenham, The New International Commentary on the Old 

Testament, The Book of Leviticus,
30

 “This suggests, perhaps, that God is more gracious to 

those who make mistakes because they fear him than to those who carelessly and 

impudently enter his presence as Nadab and Abihu did.” 

The fact that the two stories are immediately juxtaposed as they are in Leviticus 

10 is intended to make a point, and the point is surely that God overlooks honest mistakes 

(among those in grace, of course) but does not overlook willful disobedience.
31

 

Q. But our practices of a cappella singing and weekly communion are clearly the 

First Century pattern. How can God excuse anyone who rejects such clear evidence? 

                                                 

30
 (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publ. Co. 1979). 

31
 Thanks to Al Maxey for bringing this argument to my attention. 
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A. We have to believe that those who worship contrary to our understanding of 

Scripture are in error, but that does not demonstrate that they are deliberately continuing 

in sin. For this to be true, they’d have to actually know they are in error. 

It is a huge mistake to question the motives of those who disagree with you. No 

one goes to church on Sunday and worships to the accompaniment of a piano or organ 

intending to be in rebellion to God. It is entirely possible for devout believers to honestly 

disagree on such matters. This doesn’t make them right. It does make them forgiven. 

Q. This notion that I can be in error or sin and still be saved sounds suspiciously 

like Post-modernism. Aren’t you really denying that there is such a thing as absolute 

truth? 

A. Being intellectually humble does not require me to deny the knowability of 

truth. Acknowledging that I might be wrong in one area or another or that I don’t have all 

the answers hardly means I don’t believe that I’m right in some areas or that I don’t have 

some of the answers. 

I’m very familiar with the teachings and errors of Post-modern thought.
32

 What I 

propose is nothing of the sort. The whole point of the foregoing essay is to contend for 

knowable truths found in Scripture. And among these truths is the fact that God will 

forgive the penitent believer who turns to him for salvation. This is not anything like 

Post-modernism. 

Q. Doesn’t 2 John 9 clearly demonstrate that God damns those in doctrinal 

error? 

A. No. Consider this verse’s context— 

(2 John 1:1-11) The elder, To the chosen lady and her children, 
whom I love in the truth—and not I only, but also all who know the 
truth— 2 because of the truth, which lives in us and will be with 
us forever: 3 Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and 
from Jesus Christ, the Father’s Son, will be with us in truth and 
love. 4 It has given me great joy to find some of your children 
walking in the truth, just as the Father commanded us.  

5 And now, dear lady, I am not writing you a new command but 
one we have had from the beginning. I ask that we love one 
another. 6 And this is love: that we walk in obedience to his 
commands. As you have heard from the beginning, his command 
is that you walk in love.  

7 Many deceivers, who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as 
coming in the flesh, have gone out into the world. Any such 
person is the deceiver and the antichrist. 8 Watch out that you do 
not lose what you have worked for, but that you may be rewarded 

                                                 

32
 I commend to the serious student D. A. Carson, The Gagging of God: Christianity Confronts 

Pluralism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan Publishing House, 1996), for an excellent and very thorough 

study of the area. 
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fully. 9 Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the 
teaching of Christ does not have God; whoever continues in the 
teaching has both the Father and the Son. 10 If anyone comes to 
you and does not bring this teaching, do not take him into your 
house or welcome him. 11 Anyone who welcomes him shares in 
his wicked work. 

We must consider the meaning of “runs ahead” in verse 8. Actually, the NIV 

mistranslates. The KJV is more accurate in saying “transgresseth.” Moreover, the phrase 

“transgresseth and abideth not in the doctrine of Christ” condemns much more than false 

teaching. It condemns failing to “abide” or live in the doctrine of Christ. Hence, the 

lesson is on living the doctrine of Christ, not just teaching it. 

 Literally read, out of context, this seems to mean that ANY transgression damns. 

This, of course, contradicts grace, which just can’t be. 

There are several possible interpretations. One is that if I incorrectly understand 

anything that Jesus taught, I’m wicked and should be disfellowshipped. But if this is so, 

we are held to an awfully high, even impossible, standard. Who can claim to perfectly 

understand everything that Jesus taught? 

Some go a step further and assume that John condemns all who teach any error on 

any point at all. Hence, if I get the hats-in-the-building issue wrong (1 Corinthians 11), 

I’m damned, along with all foolish enough to have followed my false teaching—whether 

I bind where God doesn’t bind or loose where God doesn’t loose. And yet, who would 

presume to get every single doctrine exactly right? Do we seriously think that being in 

error on Easter or on whether Sunday is the Christian Sabbath damns? If not, show me 

where in 2 John he makes a distinction between error that damns and error covered by 

grace.  

A better view is one that uses the text to interpret what John says in context. Up to 

this point, John has discussed three doctrines: truth, love, and faith. Faith (verse 7) is faith 

in Jesus, not faith in every doctrine. He’s quite plain on that point. The meaning of “love” 

in verses 5 and 6 is obvious enough, as well. 

What is truth in verses 1 through 4? It’s not clear. Is it every true thing in the 

Bible? This can’t be, or John would deny grace. When John asserts that his readers 

“know the truth,” is he referring to all doctrine? or to the gospel of Jesus? Obviously, he 

can’t assume his readers know everything there is to know. Only an inspired writer could 

even come close to such a claim. But if “truth” means the gospel, he can make the 

assertion with confidence, because he’s writing to Christians. The only thing we can save 

for sure that all Christians know is the gospel! 

To test this theory, turn to John’s Gospel, that is verbally remarkably similar to 1, 

2, and 3 John. What is “truth” in John? 

(John 1:17) For the law was given through Moses; grace and 
truth came through Jesus Christ. 

Truth is in contrast to law and is closely tied to grace (also v. 14). 

(John 5:33) “You have sent to John and he has testified to the 
truth.” 
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In context, Jesus is talking about the fact that he was sent by God. 

(John 8:32-36) Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set 
you free.”  

33 They answered him, “We are Abraham’s descendants and 
have never been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall 
be set free?” 

Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to 
sin. 35 Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a 
son belongs to it forever. 36 So if the Son sets you free, you will 
be free indeed.” 

The “truth” that sets free is clearly forgiveness of sins by the grace received 

through the work of Jesus. 

(John 15:26) “When the Counselor comes, whom I will send to 
you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the 
Father, he will testify about me.” 

The Spirit is the “Spirit of truth” because he testifies about Jesus. 

(John 7:18) “He who speaks on his own does so to gain honor for 
himself, but he who works for the honor of the one who sent him is 
a man of truth; there is nothing false about him.” 

Working to honor Jesus makes you a “man of truth.” 

(John 14:6) Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the 
life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” 

Jesus himself is the truth!  

“Truth” is the truth of the gospel, the truth about Jesus, the truth about grace, the 

truth that frees from law. 

In 2 John, John explains that that walking in this truth is about faith and love (in 

parallel to the major themes of 1 John) as well as righteousness (also parallel). Hence, the 

teaching (or doctrine) of Jesus is simply the truth previously referred to, especially the 

fact that Jesus came in the flesh. 

This interpretation present no contradiction to grace, gives a clear demarcation 

between the doctrines that damn and those that don’t, and suits the context admirably. It’s 

consistent with the theology and vocabulary of John, 1 John, and 3 John. 

Paul sometimes uses “truth” in the same sense— 

(Gal. 2:5) We did not give in to them for a moment, so that the 
truth of the gospel might remain with you. 

(Gal. 2:14) When I saw that they were not acting in line with the 
truth of the gospel, I said to Peter in front of them all, “You are a 
Jew, yet you live like a Gentile and not like a Jew. How is it, then, 
that you force Gentiles to follow Jewish customs? 
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(Eph. 1:13) And you also were included in Christ when you heard 
the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, 
you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 

(Eph. 4:21) Surely you heard of him and were taught in him in 
accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. 

(Col. 1:5-6) the faith and love that spring from the hope that is 
stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard 
about in the word of truth, the gospel 6 that has come to you. All 
over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it 
has been doing among you since the day you heard it and 
understood God’s grace in all its truth. 

(2 Thes. 2:9-13) The coming of the lawless one will be in 
accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of 
counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, 10 and in every sort of 
evil that deceives those who are perishing. They perish because 
they refused to love the truth and so be saved. 11 For this reason 
God sends them a powerful delusion so that they will believe the 
lie 12 and so that all will be condemned who have not believed the 
truth but have delighted in wickedness. 13 But we ought always 
to thank God for you, brothers loved by the Lord, because from 
the beginning God chose you to be saved through the sanctifying 
work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth. 

And these are just the most obvious examples. There are many others. 

The author of Hebrews uses “truth” the same way— 

(Heb 10:26-27) If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have 
received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, 
27 but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that 
will consume the enemies of God. 

Plainly, we received the knowledge of truth as part of becoming saved, not when 

we went to Bible class and mastered Christian theology. 

 9 Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching 
of Christ does not have God; whoever continues in the teaching 
has both the Father and the Son. 

Therefore, as the “truth” is the gospel, the “teaching of Christ” is also the gospel 

about Jesus, the word of truth, the truth of the gospel, the truth that leads to grace. It’s 

what we hear, believe, and confess. It’s the content of faith. 

Q. But isn’t worship a particularly important doctrine? Doesn’t God have the right to 

insist that we worship him as he requires? Doesn’t teaching the traditions of men as 

doctrines of God damn? 

A. No, worship is not the most important command. Obviously, all God’s commands are 

important, but there is far more emphasis on love for our fellow Christians and concern 

for service, especially to the poor, orphans, widows, and aliens, than on how to worship. 

See, for example, Matthew 25:31-39 and James 1:27, which make concern for the needy 

of ultimate concern for Christians. 
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You are alluding to Matthew 15:9— 

“They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by 
men.’“ 

Read out of context, this verse seems to say that anyone who worships in error, 

any error at all, worships in vain and is, therefore, lost. 

Jesus was condemning the rule imposed by the Pharisees requiring Jews to wash 

their hands before eating. It was a good health practice, but it was wrong to teach it as a 

command of God. Therefore, Jesus condemned them for teaching good advice as though 

it were a law from God. The sin was in wrongly imposing a law that God doesn’t impose. 

It is not particularly about worship, as we think of worship, as it was about the rules for 

eating clean (or kosher) food.  

And yet, as a rule, we don’t condemn those who impose laws that we don’t think 

God does. If a church makes its women wear hats to church, or won’t let them wear 

pants, or condemns the construction of a fellowship hall, or condemns the use of multiple 

cups or the Sunday School, we consider them in error but brothers. And yet they are, at 

least in my view, adding commands to the word of God, teaching human traditions as 

doctrines.  

But I also believe that grace covers them if they remain baptized, penitent 

believers and don’t make these conditions of salvation. Otherwise, everyone who 

accidentally imposes a command that God does not is damned.  

Of course, if anyone willfully arrogates to himself the authority to make up rules, 

well, he’s in big trouble. That is, after all, what the Pharisees were doing. They invented 

the hand washing rule, and perfectly well knew it wasn’t in the Law of Moses. They said, 

(Matt. 15:2) “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the 
elders? They don’t wash their hands before they eat!” 

Hence, they were quite aware that they were binding rules not made by God. This 

is not an example of an honest difference of opinion regarding the meaning of scripture. 

This was an effort to take on the authority of God to make rules.  

Ironically enough, therefore, Matthew 15:9 doesn’t condemn those who make an 

honest mistake about how to worship God. It does condemn those who impose rules that 

God didn’t make full well knowing that they are going beyond what the Bible teaches.  

Therefore, it is not safe to impose a rule that isn’t clearly imposed by scripture. 

Indeed, safety is found only in grace, not in making up rules. 

Q. What about “Can two walk together, except they be agreed?” (Amos 3:3 KJV)  

A. This is a proverb, which hardly makes for definitive theology in contradiction to Paul. 

Besides, to walk together, we only need to agree on the destination and the way to take. 

The destination is heaven, and the way is Jesus.  

Q. How does your teaching align with the seven ones taught in Ephesians 4? 

A. Many Restoration Movement preachers have taught that the seven ones of Ephesians 4 

define the boundaries of the Kingdom of Heaven. Rubel Shelley argued for the same 
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conclusion in his I Just Want to Be a Christian. Many others have made the same 

argument.  

Jesus is called “Lord,” as this term subsumes the relationship of penitence and 

love of God and others, as well as his divinity. 

Thus, we have God the Father, Jesus our Lord, and the Holy Spirit; and we have 

faith, hope, the church, and baptism. Penitence is found in the lordship of Jesus.  

The only doctrine added by the seven ones to what has been taught thus far is the 

doctrine of the body, the church. We will address the fellowship of the church briefly in a 

later chapter, and demonstrate how the doctrine of the fellowship of the church aligns 

closely with the doctrines taught in Part I. 

Discussion questions— 

1. If God’s grace will cover our sins, then why concern ourselves with obeying 

God? 

2. The author contends that we sometimes speak as though we are intellectually 

perfectible, at least in terms of doctrine. Is he right? What doctrines must we get right to 

go to heaven? 

3. God killed Nadab and Abihu for offering “strange fire” as priests under the 

Law of Moses. Does this mean that we’ll be damned if we honestly err in how we 

worship God today? 

4. God also killed Uzzah for touching the Ark of the Covenant contrary to the 

Law of Moses, although he was only intending to steady the Ark so it wouldn’t fall to the 

ground. Does this mean that innocent violations of God’s will in worship will result in 

death? Damnation? Was Uzzah damned? 

5. Does the Bible require that we worship and organize ourselves as the church 

worshipped and organized in the First Century to go to heaven?  

6. What is Post-modernism? Is the author guilty of teaching Post-modernism? 

7. Consider 2 John 9 and Matthew 15:9. Does the author correctly interpret these? 


