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In 1962, the editor of the Firm Foundation feared that a major shift was underway among Churches of Christ.  If we do not "keep [our] heads" and "stay on [our] feet," he counseled, we will be swept away by the "changing current."  That current, as he identified it, was the "liberal left" with whom Lemmons expected a coming "battle".  It would involve polemical discussions over whether any apostolic examples are binding, whether "fellowship should embrace all those who have the new birth," whether there are "Christians in all the churches," and whether it is biblical "to partake of the Lord's supper on Thursday night."  A new group was emerging within Churches of Christ which, while rebelling against legalism, was overreacting by embracing "liberalism."


These words by Reuel Lemmons reflect a shift in concern by the editor.  While the previous decade was spent defending the center against the right in the institutional controversy, Lemmons now believed the focus of attention for the coming years would be the left.  He predicted that it would be "a far more terrible struggle, and the wounds and scars will show it."
 


This general "liberalism," however, was only a remote cause for Lemmon's editorial.  The immediate cause was a circulating brotherhood-wide controversy over whether one should preach the man or the plan.  Should one preach the person and work of Christ or the plan--the steps--of salvation?  Lemmons was disturbed by young preachers who were saying "I used to preach 'faith in a plan'; but now I preach 'faith in a Person--not faith in a plan'."
  He laid the blame for this shift at the feet of educated professors teaching young, impressionable minds at Christian institutions, and insisted that both the man and the plan should be preached.


The "Man or the Plan" controversy became acute in 1962. Apparently it was the talk of the lectureships.  Several articles in the Firm Foundation reflected the disgust that some had for these young preachers.  One minister complained that current lectureships accuse brothers of "preaching faith, repentance, confession and baptism to the exclusion of 'Christ, love, mercy and kindness'."
  Another wrote that "if we are to support these annual brotherhood gatherings, we should be permitted to hear something besides 'scholarly papers' and charges of 'legalistic preaching' hurled at hundreds of faithful brethren who can do nothing except sit in the pew and listen."
  In particular, he was tired of listening to "sarcasm, ridicule and insults" hurled at the "plan of salvation."
  The topic was so "hot" that Lemmons devoted a whole issue of the Firm Foundation to the subject.


Among those who responded to Lemmon's April 17 editorial was a lone voice who cautioned that the charge of legalism should not be quickly dismissed.  Waymon Miller believed that the "gospel system" was often understood as a "modified law of Moses" where the intent of the system is "legalistic justification."  As a result, salvation rested upon "strict compliance with a code" rather than being clothed with the "perfect righteousness of Christ."  "In our effervescent zeal to convince all of the true terms of pardon," he wrote, "we have perhaps erred in selling a plan rather than a Person!"


An elderly, retired minister who lived in Oklahoma City wrote Miller an encouraging letter.  He knew firsthand the ferocity of a brotherhood's displeasure.  His name was Kenney Carl Moser.  In his reply, Miller reminded Moser that it was during a lectureship sometime during 1939 or 1940 in Idalou, Texas that Moser introduced grace to him when he spent the night in Moser's home.  Miller affectionately noted that he had "recalled [that conversation] numerous times through the intervening years" and that he "very much" valued Moser's book The Way of Salvation.
  But times had changed.  While the "preponderant majority of letters and phone calls," according to Miller, were "sympathetic"with what he wrote.  But it was not so with K. C. Moser in the 1930s.


Moser was born on January 23, 1893 on a farm near Johnson City, Texas.  His father was J. S. Moser (1860-1923) who was a relatively well-known preacher/farmer in Texas and Oklahoma though he never pursued full-time ministry.
  K. C. was baptized at the age of nineteen by his father and preached his first sermon when he was twenty-two.  At first he was a public school teacher in a one-room schoolhouse for five years.
  But in 1915 he entered Thorp Springs Christian College as a preacher student, and was listed as a faculty member for the 1918-19 academic year.
  He began full-time, located preaching at the age of 26 in Normangee, TX (1919-20).  For forty-five years he preached for nine different congregations in Texas and Oklahoma.
  In 1964, at the age of 71, his life-long friend F. W. Mattox, President of Lubbock Christian College, invited him to join the faculty as a Bible instructor.  Despite his age, he was a popular, well-known and influential teacher at LCC.  He retired from teaching in 1972, and died in 1976 at the age of 84.


His ministry was a rather controversial one.  As a preacher, he was hounded by others for his views on grace. As a lecturer, he was persona non grata at various church events.  As a writer, he was either attacked or ignored.  As a teacher, he was known as the "Baptist preacher" on the Lubbock faculty.
  Nevertheless, his ministry is an important one for contemporary Churches of Christ.


Recently, Moser has been identified as a starting-point, or at least, an early reflection of a theological shift among Churches of Christ on the doctrine of grace and the practice of kergymatic preaching.  In 1990 alone, four authors pointed to the significance of Moser.  The first to notice his impact and importance was Richard Hughes. According to Hughes, "the theological face of Churches of Christ began to change" through the work of Moser and his influential friends.
  C. Leonard Allen, drawing on Hughes' information, note that Moser saw a "displacement of the cross and God's grace" among his contemporaries and sought to correct it.
  Mike Casey wrote that Moser was "one of the first to direct us back to the evangelical center of the gospel."
  Finally, Jim Woodroof argued that the present awareness of grace is but a "second wave," and the "first wave" was "initiated" by the publication of K. C. Moser's The Gist of Romans in 1957.
  The most recent and extensive discussion of Moser is Allen's chapter "What is the Gospel?" in his new book Distant Voices.
 After briefly surveying Moser's writings, Allen summarized his contribution.  "The efforts of Moser," he concluded, "stand directly behind some of the theological shifts occurring among contemporary Churches of Christ."


The purpose of this article is to assess the importance of K. C. Moser in the light of these recent historical judgments and to provide a theological analysis of his concerns.  As a result, I have divided this paper into three sections.  First, I will follow the polemical development of Moser's doctrine of grace as he published it from the 1920s to the 1950s.  Second, I will place his theology in the context of the wider historical and theological setting of the time.  Third, I will then attempt to understand the nature of the controversy between Moser and his opponents as a way of illuminating contemporary discussions grace.

Moser's Theology of Grace

After leaving Thorp Springs, Moser began writing for the two major papers of the Churches of Christ, the Firm Foundation of Austin, Texas
 and the Gospel Advocate of Nashville, Tennessee.
  His contributions to the latter were few at first
 because he emphasized the periodical of his own home state.
  In 1932 he shifted his literary contributions from the Firm Foundation to the Gospel Advocate.  This was probably the result of his theological incompatibility with the Firm Foundation.


From the beginning his articles in the Firm Foundation evidenced a concern for the state of the church.  His first article addressed his fear that worship had been "converted from a spiritual feast to an entertainment of the pleasure seeker."  For Moser the key ingredient of worship is humility, and when the "spirit of entertainment enters, the spirit of worship goes out."
  His articles ranged from discussions of materialism,
 modernism,
 the personal indwelling of the Holy Spirit,
 and the mission of the church to preach the gospel.


However, from the beginning, Moser protested, at first lightly and then more boldly, what he regarded as the legalistic preaching of the gospel by his own brothers.
 As early as 1922 he observed that "when the gospel is preached the part that has baptism in it will take care of itself," but "many never say anything in the commission but baptism."
  In three articles, one in 1923 and two in 1925, Moser outlined his basic position which he never surrendered.  In 1923 he stated that "faith is the only thing that can save," and sinners are saved "when faith has completely manifested itself in leading them to obey the Lord" through baptism as an expression of that faith. Baptism, however, is not what saves.  Faith saves as the principle which underlies baptism.  When baptism is exalted above faith or placed on the same level, then the message reflects a legalism.  "When we view baptism, or anything else," he concluded, "in any light except as a manifestation of faith we are headed toward legalism.  This," he added, "is often done."


In 1925 he published an article entitled "The Righteousness of the Law Versus the Righteousness of Grace."
  He contrasted the human righteousness which comes by doing the law versus the righteousness of God which comes by believing the gospel.  He wrote:  "And it is because of His righteousness received by faith that God justifies man . . . So when God saves He looks not to our righteousness, but to the righteousness of Christ received by faith."  Another article in 1925 warned that preachers must make distinctions when they talk about the "Eight Ways of Being Saved."  All eight (faith, God, Christ, baptism, blood, grace, gospel and hope) do not sustain the same relation to each other, nor are they all equally important. "In our zeal to fight error," he wrote, "we sometimes run into error . . . Grace comprehends all of God's part as faith includes all of man's part."  Salvation is by grace through faith, and not "on the principle of works."
  


In 1926 Moser published six articles on the relation of grace to faith.
  His overriding concern in all of these articles was the place of the cross and faith which he believed were being displaced by baptism.  Preachers were emphasizing baptism to the point of placing it "on par with works of law."
  The value of baptism, according to Moser, is that it embodies faith, and the value of faith is that it looks outside of itself toward our substitute Jesus Christ.  Neither faith nor baptism has any value within themselves.  Faith saves, when it is expressed in baptism, "because it trusts in God.  It is the hand of the soul extended to receive what God in his mercy offers, grace."
  Moser disavowed as legalistic the belief that baptism is the saving act and faith merely prompts that action or motivates it.  On the contrary, it is only faith that saves when it is expressed in baptism.


Moser consistently emphasized the contrast between the principles of grace and law, faith and works, or divine and human righteousness.
  The principle of salvation is grace through faith.  "Grace offers, faith accepts."
 Salvation is possible only by grace, and only faith can accept that grace.  For Moser, faith is an act of the whole person--intellect, will and affections.
  Consequently, faith is "not simply belief of facts, but trust in the crucified Christ;" trust in a person.
  It is the "acceptance of truth joined with love for God, and the actual casting of one's self upon God."
  Repentance, confession and baptism are expressions of that faith which God requires before he bestows his grace.  But these expressions draw their meaning from faith.  They are not isolated acts.  "This view of baptism sanctioned by scripture," he wrote, "lifts baptism from a meaningless act of legalism to the high plane of salvation by faith in Christ."


Early in his ministry, then, Moser protested the subtle legalism which existed among his fellow preachers.  There is no evidence that Moser underwent a theological change in the 1920s, but there is an increasing protest against legalism in the pages of the Firm Foundation throughout the decade; a legalism found both in modernism
 and among "gospel preachers."
  Moser's boldness grew as he saw the gospel of grace neglected by many of his colleagues in Texas and Oklahoma.

"The Way of Salvation" (1932)

The publication of Moser's book The Way of Salvation by the Gospel Advocate Company in 1932 was a significant event.
  Its significance is not to be measured by the public outcry it engendered.  There was, in fact, little notice of it among the papers.
  It was as if the book was published and then ignored.


The significance of the book, however, is to be judged by the difference it highlighted between two influential contemporaries, G. C. Brewer and Foy E. Wallace, Jr.  When the book appeared, Wallace, the editor of the Gospel Advocate, editorialized on it.  His tone is noticeably negative though tempered by his brother Cled's preface to the book.  "We do not think," he wrote, "that [Moser's] 'approach' to these subjects is more effective than the plain preaching of faith, repentance, confession, and baptism as 'conditions' of salvation, like all faithful gospel preachers have always preached . . . Such preaching is not to be criticized."
  Towards the end of his life, Wallace reflected on his editorial in 1932.  In an appendage to his last published book, Wallace regretted "having contributed to its circulation" and noted that his brother Cled regretted having written the preface.  Wallace blamed Moser for "indoctrinating young preachers with denominational error on the plan of salvation."  Moser's "'salvation by faith' hobby" is contrary to the "gospel plan of salvation" and is "no more nor less than denominational doctrine."


G. C. Brewer, on the other hand, had almost nothing but praise for the book.  One year after it was published Brewer wrote an article entitled "Read This Book."  In fact, he suggested that it be read "two or three times".
  It is "one of the best little books that came from any press in 1932," according to Brewer.  Further, he commended Moser for going to Scripture first instead of first searching for what is taught among Churches of Christ and then going about to establish it by Scripture.  Brewer wrote:  "The author's independence of all denominational views or brotherhood ideas, or of what the 'fathers' taught, or of what has been 'our doctrine' is the most encouraging thing that I have seen in print among the disciples of Christ in this decade."


It is clear, then, that Wallace and Brewer had two entirely different views of this book.  Wallace believed that it was too critical of brotherhood preaching and offered denominational doctrine in the place of biblical preaching on the plan of salvation.  Indeed, he noted that the renowned Baptist debater Ben Bogard used to flaunt Moser's book in his debates with gospel preachers.
 Brewer, on the other hand, welcomed the critique of legalism among the Churches of Christ.  In his review, Brewer noted that "some of us have run to the extreme of making salvation depend on works" so that some have made salvation "a matter of human achievement."
  It is apparent that either Brewer or Wallace were misreading Moser, or that there was a clear theological difference concerning the biblical doctrine of grace between these two pillars of the Churches of Christ.


Wallace was not, however, the only one to read Moser this way.  With the exception of two articles, after the publication of his book, Moser never published another article in the Firm Foundation.  The two articles which were published are significant because they highlight the difference between Showalter and Moser.  The first article, according to Showalter, was mistakenly printed in his absence, and the second was Moser's reply to the editor's critique of the first article.
  The upshot of this exchange is that Showalter regarded Moser as a traitor who had sided with the Baptists.  It is reasonable to assume that Moser was not permitted to publish, or that he did not want to publish, in the Firm Foundation.  Due to the correlation of dates, his shift to writing for the Gospel Advocate was probably due to the publication of The Way of Salvation,
 or at least to Showalter's increasing frustration with Moser's themes.


The Way of Salvation is subtitled "Being an Exposition of God's Method of Justification Through Christ."  It is fundamentally an exposition of the doctrine of atonement from three perspectives.  First, it unpacks the nature of Christ's atonement as it relates to the human need for righteousness in God's sight; the human need for justification.  Second, it correlates the conditions of salvation (faith, repentance, confession and baptism) with the nature of the atonement; it reflects theologically on the atonement.  Third, it explains how the doctrine of atonement functions as the foundation of Christian life in sanctification and worship; it applies the biblical doctrine of grace to the Christian life.  There is no doubt, as Allen has commented, that there is a "subtle but steady polemic: somebody was misconstruing the saving work of Christ and seriously compromising the gospel."


The Way of Salvation is based upon the principle of grace through faith as opposed to law through works.  Due to human sin, the law is impotent to save, and consequently humanity cannot hope to be saved through any amount of works.  It is faith that saves, not acts produced by faith or works apart from faith.  Moser opposed any idea where faith functions as a mere principle of action so that the acts save rather than faith save.  That would violate Ephesians 2:8-9.  Faith is more than a mere intellectual assent by which one is moved to act so that the act can save.  Rather, faith means "trust or reliance."
  It is our trust in the propitiation of Christ that saves.  Faith is the principle of salvation by which we receive God's grace.


This excludes works, or "doing deeds," as a principle of salvation.
  Works contain their own righteousness, and we are not saved by our own righteousness.  Works, therefore, exclude grace.  However, Moser did not believe salvation was unconditional or that baptism was not a part of what God requires for salvation.  Rather, baptism draws its meaning from faith just as faith draws its meaning from its object, Christ crucified.
  Baptism is expressive of the faith which trusts in Christ for salvation.  Since God has required baptism as an expression of faith, baptism as that expression is the means of salvation.  Baptism is not, therefore, a work, but a required expression of faith.  It has the meaning of faith in that it rejects human righteousness and receives divine righteousness.
  God, however, will not bestow that gift until faith is expressed in the required manner.
  Moser regarded this as a fundamental principle of God's relationship with humanity, whether it was Noah, Abraham or Joshua:  "when a command is given which depends on faith for its performance, faith is not considered or accepted until the command has been obeyed."
  


Moser's polemic against "the plan" surfaced in this context.
  The "plan" construct isolates faith from baptism, and forces baptism to stand alone as if it is the act which procures the remission of sins, or it is the act which changes the state of the sinner.  It treats baptism as a separate step apart from faith and faith is reduced to a "principle of action."
  Faith merely "starts one on his way to Christ, gets him so far and stops, then turns him over to repentance," and so on through confession and baptism.  In contrast, Moser argued that faith must be seen as the principle of all other acts; they are expressions of faith.  They gain their meaning from the meaning of faith. They are not arbitrary, independent acts, but expressions of trust in the blood of Christ for salvation.


The heart of Moser's book, however, is the contrast between human and divine righteousness.
  Human righteousness is rooted in the principle of works (as debt), but divine righteousness is rooted in the principle of grace (as gift).  This distinction, between a righteousness that is based on "good works" or "human effort" and a righteousness which is given by God through faith, was crucial for Moser.
  Trust in Christ and expression of that trust in the required manner signifies a "one-hundred-per-cent rejection of the doctrine of justification by works."
  Through the blood of Christ a divine righteousness, or, what Scripture calls, the "righteousness of God" is received.  This righteousness is given through "the principle of imputation" so that "the believer does not have to depend upon his own imperfect obedience."  On the contrary, "he pleads the obedience of Christ" for "Christ is his righteousness."
  Salvation, according to Moser, rests in the fact that we can claim Christ's righteousness as our own--his obedience is our merit.
  "This divine righteousness," Moser thought, "should be the theme of every gospel sermon."


According to Moser, this contrast between divine and human righteousness; between imputed and inherent righteousness is the heart of the gospel.  The difference "between these two kinds of righteousness is the basis of the conflict between law and works and grace and faith."
 When the law demands works, it demands efforts at human righteousness.  When grace calls for faith, it calls for the acceptance of divine righteousness as a gift.  All human efforts at obeying any law, whether human traditions, the Mosaic code or the law of Christ, are efforts at human righteousness.  The glorious call of the gospel is to accept God's imputation of Christ's righteousness through faith. It is a righteousness that does not depend on a righteousness earned by works from below, but upon the righteousness given from above through faith.

"Are We Preaching the Gospel of Christ?" (1937)

On December 1, 1932, Moser published an article entitled "Preaching Jesus."
  To preach Jesus, according to Moser, is to proclaim him as the Son of God who bears the sins of the world as a sin-offering to God.  To preach Jesus is to proclaim the atoning sacrifice of Christ; to proclaim him as Savior, not as Lawgiver.  It is not "enough," he wrote, to proclaim the fact of Jesus' death and the command to be baptized.  "One can preach faith, repentance, confession and baptism, and not preach the gospel."  What must be proclaimed is that Jesus is Savior, the sin-bearer of the world, and that faith means to "trust in a Savior."  He wrote:  "When one loses sight of Christ as a sin-bearer, he thinks of faith as a mere 'mental assent,' and, therefore speaks disparagingly of it.  To such a person faith is no more than a principle of action that moves man to seek salvation by his own efforts, just as though the death of Christ were without significance!"  Thus, when Philip preached Jesus as man's sin-bearer, this was not an "incidental reference, but constituted the chief point of his sermon.  Philip preached not a plan, but a man."
 Moser was concerned that the conditions of salvation were preached "apart from their reference to the atonement." When this is done, he argued, "the conditions of salvation become pure law and salvation is based on mere works.  In this case grace is made void."


On January 1, 1933 Moser was appointed to the staff of the Gospel Advocate as the head of the "Text and Context" department.
   Despite the fact that he was a new addition, his article "Preaching Jesus," drew quick fire from another staff member, R. L. Whiteside.
  Whiteside agreed that the "foundation facts of the gospel--namely, the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ--must be preached" but we must not only preach him as Savior and Priest, but also as King and Lawgiver.  Whiteside contended that Christ is preached "when any part of his word is preached . . . no matter what part of the New Testament" is expounded.  Thus, preaching the gospel is synonymous with preaching the word or preaching from any part of the New Testament.  Whiteside broadened the concept of gospel to include the whole of the New Testament.  Moser limited the gospel to the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus.
  This was the first salvo in "the Man or the Plan" controversy.


As a result of the tension that grew among the Advocate staff, Moser was, according to Wallace, "dropped."
  As Wallace described it, the staff (including H. Leo Boles, F. B. Srygley, C. R. Nichol and R. L. Whiteside) objected to Moser's "peculiar ideas" on the conditions of salvation which they believed were "contrary to the gospel."
  They did not want Moser, as a staff member, to use the Advocate as an official rostrum from which to address the church.  


This tension appears in the pages of the Advocate itself. In 1933 R. L. Whiteside began a study of Romans in which he explicitly responds to Moser's The Way of Salvation.
 Some of this tension was also reflected in Moser's condemnation of those who "pronounce one a heretic simply because he is out of line with others."
  Despite the problems his convictions caused, Moser could not be quiet. He had to speak despite the fear which keeps others quiet--the fear of being "put out of the synagogue."
  


Nevertheless, Moser's name last appeared as a staff member in the August 24, 1933 issue of the Advocate shortly after Whiteside's critique.  In light of this tension, Brewer's favorable review of Moser's book earlier in that same year was a significant event.  It demonstrates that Moser had his supporters.  Indeed, the struggle was probably more politically complicated than will ever be known due to the premillennial controversy that was raging at the time.


In 1933 he published three more articles in the Advocate after his dismissal from the staff,
 but did not publish there again until 1937.
  These years were difficult ones for the Moser family.  During this time Moser was the target of many personal attacks which helped to bring on his near fatal illness.
  He was "barred from participation in numerous church events," including the Abilene Christian College Lectures.
  He gave up full-time, located work for a while, and apparently stopped writing.  It was, no doubt, a time for licking his wounds.


However, when he returned to writing, he continued his barrage against legalistic preaching.  In 1937 Moser published a booklet entitled "Are We Preaching the Gospel?"
  This booklet reproved ministers for preaching gospel sermons without any gospel in them.  "All so-called gospel sermons that ignore the atonement of Christ for sin are without sense and powerless to save.  In too many cases," he wrote, "Christ crucified is the 'forgotten Man'."


Moser defined the gospel as Christ crucified for our sins.  The "gospel is not that Christ died, but that He died 'for our sins'."
  This was a crucial point for Moser. He believed that when the gospel is defined as mere facts--the fact of the death, burial and resurrection, then the gospel is not properly defined.  The gospel "does not consist in abstract FACTS.  It concerns a PERSON.  Man is not saved by FACTS, but by a PERSON."
  Consequently, the gospel sermon needs to not only assert the fact, but explain the meaning of those facts in relation to the person of Christ as Savior.  Mere historical facts do not constitute the gospel.


Further, Moser feared that the proclamation of commands to be obeyed is often substituted for the gospel itself. One "can preach the conditions of salvation and not preach the gospel in the strictest sense."
  The conditions of salvation are not the gospel, but are our response to the gospel.  Therefore, when we preach the conditions of salvation apart from the gospel, those conditions "become acts of merit."
  They become a "mere 'plan' to which man must subscribe" so that one is saved by the plan rather than the man.
  He noted, "It is possible to make proselytes and sectarians without the gospel, but Christians are not made without it."


During the years prior to writing this booklet, Moser listened attentively to preachers to see whether they proclaimed the gospel or not.  He also conducted an analysis of several sermon books available to him.
  His conclusion was that "the gospel was being neglected in many sermons which were supposed to be gospel sermons."
 According to Moser, there was an analogy between modernism and the neglect of the gospel among so-called gospel preachers.  He compared two sermons books--one by an unnamed restorationist and the other by the modernist Harry Emerson Fosdick.  Both, he claimed, lacked any discussion of the meaning of Christ's death for our sins, but they laid stress on the moral example of Jesus.  Their mutual point was that Christ died to demonstrate the love of God and to provide a new law by which we might have life if we obeyed.  Both contained a "graceless, crossless and bloodless" gospel, which is no gospel at all.
  Whereas the modernist rejects the gospel, others, according to Moser, have neglected it.


While restorationists have not rejected the gospel like the modernists, according to Moser, there is a real danger that neglect will ultimately lead to rejection.  Indeed, neglect is an implicit rejection.  The theology that undergirds neglect, and provides a reason for it, is a denial of the gospel itself.  It denies the "truth of the gospel."
  This theology, Moser believed, is rooted in a false construction of the gospel as an abstract plan.

I have observed that those who neglect to give the gospel the proper emphasis are accustomed to speaking of Christianity as a LAW and man's response to the gospel as WORKS.  The conditions of salvation are thought of as a 'plan' or 'law' to which man must subscribe. . . And today some speak of Christianity as just another 'law' which demands works.  Their forms of thought and expressions would be entirely appropriate for an administration of pure law.  They would need no change if the cross of Christ had never existed.

Consequently, when someone can preach from John 3:16 and fail to emphasize the atonement, it is probably because his theology is more suited for law than for grace.
  Moser, therefore, pled for a reintroduction of the language of grace, atonement and faith into our "gospel speech."


Christ crucified must be preached because there can be no faith without him.  One may assert the facts, and believe those facts, but that alone is not biblical faith.  "Belief in mere facts is not gospel faith."
  One may convince another of his error on baptism, and baptize him without faith.  He believed the facts and he had the right view of baptism, but he did not trust Christ as his Savior.  "He must actually trust in, yield to Christ for salvation."
  Consequently, Moser pled with his preaching brothers to "explain the MEANING of faith" so that the "purity of the gospel" might be preserved.
  Faith is the "renunciation of self and any claim to human merit," and "the expression of a lost soul, conscious of its condemnation, reaching out for a Savior."
  In this way, when repentance, confession and baptism are preached the chief meaning of these responses--faith--will not be neglected.  "So, then, the MEANING of the conditions of salvation is the chief point in them.  And apart from Christ crucified, they have no meaning."


Just as with The Way of Salvation, G. C. Brewer came to Moser's defense and promoted his pamphlet.
  He encouraged all preachers, as he himself did, to go back through their recent sermons in order to justify the title "gospel sermons."  Indeed, Brewer admitted that he too had "been made to fear that some of us have, in crying against the doctrine of unconditional salvation, gone too far in emphasizing the conditions.  In making our salvation depend upon these conditions, which it does, we have attributed value or merit to the conditions; thought of them as works, which they are not."  On the other hand, Brewer also admitted that he had never heard anyone define the gospel without mentioning its facts--the death, burial and resurrection of Christ--though he had heard some "who did not put the emphasis upon 'for our sins' that [he] thought should be there."  In other words, Brewer believed that Moser criticism was just--the facts have been preached without reference to their meaning.

"Christ Versus a Plan" (1952)

Moser continued this theme with periodic articles in the Gospel Advocate.  Two series of articles are worthy of mention. Both are directed at legalistic preaching.  One series was directed at legalism on the right (the plan theorists), and the other at legalism on the left (modernists).  


The former series was entitled "The Doctrines of the Cross."
  His first article laid out his basic position.  The cross, he wrote, "determines whether man must attempt justification upon the ground of his own righteousness or upon the principle of faith . . . This is the message that must come first in all preaching.  It is the foundation of the church that must be laid in each individual case of conversion to Christ."
  Every text must be interpreted in the light of this principle, and "no subject vitally connected with salvation can possibly be understood except in the light of the cross."


The cross, then, means that we are not under law in the sense that we are "under obligation . . . to live perfectly, to merit [our] salvation."
  Rather, salvation is offered on the "principle of mercy" which is based upon the death of Christ for our sins.
  Faith, therefore, has Christ crucified as its object and not a plan for saving himself.  When one preaches Christ without the atonement, only commands or laws are preached. When only commands are preached, then there can be no trust in Christ as the Crucified Savior.  As a result faith "is no more than a principle of action which moves man to obey, and obeying looks to obedience as the ground of his acceptance with God."
  This kind of faith leads to works of merit.  It is reliance on a "plan of salvation" rather than on the one who is the plan.  Christ "is the 'plan'.  The merit to save is in him."


The series directed at modernism was entitled "'The Essence of Christianity, According to Paul'--Reviewed."
  Moser feared that a modernist view of the atonement had invaded the church, and the path had been paved for it by legalistic preaching over the years.  Because of a de-emphasis on the atoning blood of Christ as the propitiation for sin, some now conceived of reconciliation as the creation of a subjective experience through the communal love of God apart from the objective work of Christ on the cross.  The subjective experience, then, became the ground of reconciliation which is rooted in the universal love of God rather than in the propitiatory work of Christ on the cross.  As a result, it is our human love which reconciles us to God.  This was yet another form of legalism.


Consequently, for Moser, the legalism of the right and the legalism of the left come back around to meet each other.  They both affirmed that human acts or experience were the ground of our relationship with God.  Rather than trusting in the person and work of Christ crucified, both legalisms entail some form of self-righteousness or works-righteousness.


In his "Christ Versus a 'Plan'" pamphlet, published by Harding Press in Searcy, Arkansas, Moser gave us his fullest discussion of the "Man or the Plan" controversy.  This document began the debate that ultimately exploded a decade later in the Firm Foundation, although, at the time, it did not create a stir among the papers in the brotherhood.
  The arguments, however, were as old as the 1930s when Moser pressed them then, and would be pressed again by new advocates in the 1960s. Moser's theology, worked out in the 1920s and 1930s, undergirds his pamphlet, and here bore fruit in an attack on the "plan of salvation" as it was conceived by some preachers among the Churches of Christ.  


The timing of this document is important.  It appeared at the beginning of the institutional controversy when the emphasis was on the pattern of the New Testament, the plan of salvation and strict, precise obedience to that pattern and plan.  The soteriological focus of the Churches of Christ was on whether strict obedience to the pattern was necessary for salvation and what exactly that pattern contained.  The right and moderate wings of the Churches of Christ were debating the exact details of the pattern so as to determine who was the true Church of Christ.  In this context, Moser published a pamphlet which called us back to Christology as the basis of our soteriology.  He moved the discussion away from ecclesiology back to Christology. Despite the fact that he was either ignored or lightly dismissed, he initiated a theological shift that would bear fruit in the 1960s after the church was wearied by the internal struggle over institutionalism.


"Many" individuals, according to Moser, believed that while Jesus' death qualified him to give a plan of salvation, the plan itself is the condition of salvation.  To preach the "plan" was to preach faith, repentance, confession and baptism.
  That this was an ordinary way of construing the language is confirmed by A. G. Hobbs, Jr. in a 1948 article entitled "Give the Plan, Brother."  The article bemoaned the fact that "some will preach for several days and never tell a sinner how to be saved," that is, they were preaching the man without preaching "the plan."
  His caution was not only to preach the death and blood of Christ, but also to "make the church and plan of salvation stand out and ring forth as clear as a bell."


Moser's complaint was not that the conditions of salvation are preached, but that they are preached "without a single reference to the cross."
  The heart of the message is not preached along with the "plan."  Moser's pamphlet was a call for preachers to make the "redemptive power of the blood of Jesus" their central message in preaching; to preach Christ as a sin-offering and not merely as an example, teacher, lawgiver or king.
 


However, Moser's concern was not simply to preach Christ in addition to the plan, or to encourage the preaching of the cross whenever the conditions of salvation are preached.  Rather, he believed that the notion of a "plan" of salvation that does not involve Christ crucified is legalistic and encourages a form of human righteousness.  The "'plan' theory," as Moser called it, makes Jesus another lawgiver to whom obedience is rendered on the principle of works instead of receiving grace on the principle of faith.
  


"The 'plan' theory," he wrote, "logically makes the 'plan,' not Christ crucified, the means of salvation."
  When sinners are invited to obey a plan and be saved, this places the saving power in the plan rather than in the Christ.  Even though Christ provided the plan, when the plan is separated from Christ it becomes a means of legal justification.  It reduces faith to a principle of action, and makes the act of baptism a legal work by which righteousness is worked or achieved.  Faith, therefore, is devoid of trust in a person and is reduced to a mere intellectual belief because of which one acts.


Further, the "'plan' theory," according to Moser, "misconceives the meaning of obedience."
  According to the "'plan' theory," obedience is submission to the authority of the king.  We obey because God has commanded it and only in relation to the principle of law which contains the command.  But this reduces baptismal obedience to the "general obligation of obedience" which is salvation "by law through works and not by grace through faith."
  This places baptism in the broad category of a good work and saps from it the meaning of saving faith itself.  Rather, the obedience of faith involves trust in the sin-offering of Jesus Christ.  It is an expression of faith, and not a work of obedience to a law.  It is not "mere obedience" to a "general obligation," but it is the submission of one's self to Christ through an expression of faith.  The obedience that God requires for salvation is submissive, trusting faith and not compliance with a law of works.


The "'plan' theory," then, undermines a gospel view of faith and baptism.  It calls for us to submit to a plan rather than submitting to Christ.  It looks to the plan rather than to the work of Christ for salvation.  As preached by some the plan more naturally functions as a work of merit than as a principle of faith.  The danger of the "'plan' theory," according to Moser, is that one is tempted to "consider his obedience to some 'plan' as the ground of his salvation rather than relying upon Christ crucified for pardon."
  Consequently, Moser summarized the point of his pamphlet with a devout and earnest declaration:  "I do with all my heart condemn preaching the conditions of salvation apart from the cross."


An interesting passage in G. C. Brewer's Autobiography emphasizes the importance of Moser's critique.
  Brewer received a question from a reader concerning the place of confession in the "plan of salvation."  The reader wanted to know if the "plan" had "four steps or three,"
 and if one "dies following baptism without confession with the mouth, what will Jesus do on the judgment day about it?"


Brewer immediately commented on the prominence of the idea of a "plan" in the mind of the reader.  He wrote:

He is not alone in this manner of thinking, either.  Some of us have observed this in the writing and preaching of some of our young preachers.  It is hoped that the attention of these fine brethren will be attracted to this article, and that the point here will be given serious thought by them . . . there seems to be a tendency on the part of some to think of this "obedience of faith" (Rom. 1:5, 16:26) as a ritual, a legalistic rite, a ceremony comparable to the "divers washings" or purification processes of the Mosaic Law. This is a grievous mistake.  To put stress upon a "plan" and the specific items and steps of that plan may lead to a wrong conclusion.  We are saved by a person, not by a plan; we are saved by a Savior, not by a ceremony.  Our faith is in that divine personage--that living Lord--and not in items and steps and ordinances.  We are saved through faith in Christ and on account of our faith in Christ, and not because of a faith in a plan.  Sometimes we are led to fear that some people only have faith in faith, repentance, confession and baptism. . . We must trust his grace and rely upon his blood

and look for and expect his healing mercy. To trust a plan is to expect to save yourself by your own works.  It is to build according to a blueprint; and if you meet the specifications, your building will be approved by the great Inspector!  Otherwise you fail to measure up and you are lost!  You could not meet the demands of the law!  You could not achieve success!

Brewer's response to this reader suggests that he had embraced the language of Moser.  Baptism, according to Brewer, is the "only overt act in conversion."  But it does not supplement faith.  Rather "faith is expressed, actualized, and made perfect by baptism."  Baptism is faith "reaching out for Christ" and "taking hold of the outstretched hand of mercy."
  Therefore, there is no "plan of salvation" in the strictest sense of the word except the Savior himself.


The popular intensity of this "plan" construct is illustrated by Brewer in another chapter about the baptismal confession.
 He recalled visiting with an elder, a dying man who recounted his religious pilgrimage.  He had always waited for some kind of religious experience to assure him of his salvation, but as he lay dying, he was uncertain of his hope.  He proclaimed his belief in Christ and asked Brewer if he had "faith enough to be saved".  Brewer quoted Acts 22:16 and called upon him to rely upon the mercies of Christ.  He did not doubt the Lord, he responded, but only himself.  Nevertheless, he was willing "to give up and obey and trust his grace and help and salvation." After a few more exchanges, the dying man asked to be baptized. Brewer baptized him without asking for a formal confession. After the baptism, the elder strenuously objected that Brewer did not "take the man's confession."  The elder pursued the newly baptized man in order to dissuade him of his baptism's validity. Brewer's final comment is enlightening.  "The man made the confession that the Bible requires," he wrote, "but he did not make the confession that ritualists require."  "Brethren," he added, "do you see the difference?"

"The Gist of Romans" (1957)

Moser practically withdrew from publishing after the appearance of his "Christ Versus a Plan" pamphlet.
  During this time, he worked on his thematic commentary on the book of Romans entitled The Gist of Romans.  It was first printed in 1957, with a second edition in 1958.


The book's theme reflects the emphases of Moser's writing over the past three decades.  His concern was still legalistic preaching, and the subtle legalism to which it gives expression. His purpose was to give "an exposition of the fundamental doctrines of salvation through Christ" as they appear in Romans. He was set for the "defense of the cross" as opposed to the defense of the "conditions of salvation, or some theory."
 Indeed, while alot of attention is given to the book of Acts in our preaching because Acts tells us "what was done in becoming a child of God," more attention needs to be given to Romans because it teaches us the "meaning of what was done."
  The preacher, according to Moser, must not only know what to tell someone to do to be saved, he must first understand what salvation is.  Only when one understands the "fundamental doctrine of the atonement, of grace, and of faith" can anyone be a gospel preacher.


The context of Moser's work was the same as his pamphlet in 1952.  His introduction to the text of Romans was not historical or critical, but contemporary and theological.  It explains the meaning of salvation, the atonement of Christ, the role of the conditions of salvation and the principles involved in salvation (i.e., grace and faith).  His polemic is consistent and unyielding.  We find here his characteristic emphasis on faith as trust in the crucified Christ.  It is not a mere principle of action, but the acceptance of the atonement through submissive trust.
  The condition of salvation is faith, and this faith is expressed through repentance, confession and baptism.  These are not a "plan" or a "scheme," but the trusting acceptance of the sin-offering.
  In this context, Moser comments:  "One of the most difficult truths for man to accept is that he has a real Savior.  He desires that Jesus tell him what to do to save himself.  It is astonishing how many and who they are who have such a view."
  This was essentially the view that Moser critiqued in his earlier pamphlet.  His criticism from the 1920s to the 1950s had been unrelenting.


While Moser offered this critique of legalistic preaching, his main concern was the theology that lies underneath it.  The issue of the "gospel invitation" is a case in point.  Moser contended that some, based on the preaching they have heard, might conclude that "we have done our part, we have rendered obedience" as if their obedience was the ground on which God saves them.
  Rather, the issue of the gospel invitation is "Christ crucified, Christ man's sin-bearer, Christ the Savior." Whoever walks down the aisle to confess his faith and be baptized is exchanging "his own righteousness, his morality, and his despair for Christ, for a Savior."  He is "not offering his obedience in exchange for salvation," but is "accepting Christ as sin-bearer, Savior, Redeemer."
  The issue, then, rests in whether the act of baptism is a work of human righteousness (even if it is in obedience to a divine command, just as morality is) or whether it is faith accepting the gift of God's righteousness in Jesus Christ.  The former is legalism, and the latter is gospel obedience.  Moser feared that the former dominated the teaching and preaching of his brothers.


He was not alone in this fear.  Despite the fact that in the last year of his life Brewer was contending with digressives who, in his view, were undermining the identity of the Churches of Christ,
 one of his greatest fears concerned the preaching of his more conservative brothers.  In the final pages of his Autobiography, which was written in his last months of life, he testified to the same fears as Moser.

I have frequently said that we sing a much better Gospel than we preach.  I believe with all my heart that this is true.  Too many of us do not preach Christianity; we preach "churchanity."  Too many of us instead of preaching Christ, preach a creed.  And too many of us instead of trusting Christ, depend upon working out our own salvation as though this means that we should achieve it by works of merit in this life.  If we believe the songs we sing, none of us would have this kind of a hope which practically amounts to no hope at all.  If we believe the songs that we sing, we will never be doubting our salvation.  We will be rejoicing because our names are written in the Book of Life.


Moser and Brewer, two men who had shared the burden of proclaiming the gospel of grace, both feared the context of the mid-1950s.  Both saw the danger of legalism; both saw the need for trusting Christ alone for salvation.  The 1960s, with the turmoil of the "Man or the Plan" controversy, saw a brotherhood coming to conscious reflection on the doctrine of grace and a renewal of the doctrine of "God's righteousness" as the ground of salvation.

Historical Interpretation

On January 24, 1946 the Gospel Advocate published a lengthy article by Roy Key entitled "The Righteousness of God".
  Key articulated the themes of Moser's The Way of Salvation without mentioning Moser by name.  Indeed, in a letter to G. C. Brewer in 1955 Key acknowledged his indebtedness to Moser.
  He argued that the righteousness of God revealed in the gospel is the gift of God's righteousness through faith.  Faith-righteousness is a divine righteousness which God gives to the one who trusts in Jesus as Savior whereas works-righteousness is a human righteousness which one earn for himself through obedience to law.  For members of the Church of Christ, according to Key, the tendency is to "trust in the law for salvation."  It is possible, he wrote, "to reject the righteousness that God offers through faith in Jesus as Redeemer and look to a plan or system of justification, rather than to the one who died on our behalf."
  He feared that many had placed their hope in the system or the plan instead of Christ.  The plan is, indeed, "God's revelation of man's true way of responding to the offered grace," but "if this 'law' becomes foremost in our minds and affections, then true faith as personal reliance upon Christ is weakened.  This leads more and more to legalistic Pharisaism."
  Key believed this is what had happened in the light of calling repentance, confession and baptism "steps" of salvation in a "plan of salvation."  "The personal element [became] overshadowed by the legal."


Apparently, Key's article shocked some readers of the Advocate.  G. C. Brewer received several letters questioning the article.
  It promoted "some ideas," one reader said, "that I have not been accustomed to hearing."  In response, Brewer commended the article as substantially summarizing the Pauline teaching of the "righteousness of God."  The phrase "not been accustomed to hearing" caught Brewer's attention since it was his own experience that many were "astonished at this teaching" and others were "offended by it at first."  Indeed, Brewer was anxious about both the ignorance and the "false teaching" that prevailed concerning Paul's gospel of God's righteousness.


As a younger preacher Brewer was influenced by ministers who denied the concept of imputed righteousness.  He summarized the teaching of one of these ministers, whom he highly respected, as this:

You hear people talk about God's righteousness or Christ's righteousness being imputed to man--of the righteousness of Christ covering a man like a garment, etc. This is all false doctrine.  The Bible says, 'He that doeth righteousness is righteous, even as he is righteous' (1 John 3:7); and David says, 'All thy commandments are righteousness.' [Psalm 119:172, JMH.]  So you see that a man who does the commandments of God is righteous--no one else is.  You can have no righteousness except the righteousness that you do.

In his youngest years Brewer embraced this teaching.  He taught the same message and used the same Scriptures to defend it.


However, he "learned the truth on this point" when he began to study Romans to see what it teaches rather than studying "to find something to offset what someone else teaches."
  Brewer underwent a theological shift from a legalistic concept of faith--a faith where we have no righteousness except our own so that we contribute to the righteousness that achieves for us a righteous standing before God--to an affirmation of the divine righteousness which is given to us through faith.  It was a change from the legalism of works-righteousness to a Pauline doctrine of salvation by grace through faith.


One of Brewer's consistent themes was salvation by "faith" and not by "doing."  This was his primary point at the 1952 Abilene Christian College Lectureship.
  God's part is giving, not selling; and man's part is believing, not doing. Salvation is "not a matter of law;" a matter of doing or achieving or working.
  We are free from law, any law, because God has "offered us a righteousness which comes to us on account of our faith in Christ Jesus."
  To affirm otherwise is to render void the grace of God in Christ.  If "we are just as righteous as we do--that is, if we have no righteousness but our own, which we achieve by doing the commandments--by observing laws--we make the death of Christ unnecessary."


Further, in his commendation of Key's article, Brewer noted that many of his contemporaries had made a similar change.  They had begun in legalism but now teach a doctrine of righteousness by faith and "not by doing."  To counter the charge that his teaching was innovative, Brewer reminded his readers that J. W. McGarvey, E. G. Sewell, T. W. Caskey, David Lipscomb and James A. Harding "knew the truth on this great question and taught it faithfully."  "Harding," he added, "was especially strong on this doctrine."
  He recalled that on one occasion he saw "tears flow down [Harding's] cheeks and his countenance brilliant with the very thought as he shouted the story of the rich provision that God had made for our salvation."
  Brewer saw himself in continuity with the Lipscomb-Harding segment of the Churches of Christ.  He believed that "our brethren had always taught the truth upon this point . . . but some of us may have given so much attention to certain errors that are connected with the subject that we only refuted the error and didn't make the truth plain."
  Because of this claim of continuity, it is important to take a closer look at our history here.

Nashville Bible School and the Theology of Grace

David Lipscomb and James A. Harding began the Nashville Bible School with nine students on October 5, 1891; one hundred years ago today.  This institution, now known as David Lipscomb University, has had a profound influence on the history of Churches of Christ in the twentieth century.  My interest here is the doctrine of grace present in the school in the last decade of the nineteenth century.



In 1968, at the age of 91, Stanford Chambers recalled his days at the Nashville Bible School in the mid-1890s.  He remembered that Harding proclaimed an especially powerful doctrine of grace.  "To Harding," he recalled, ". . . the Holy Spirit was a personality and His help in our infirmities was real.  Salvation 'by grace . . . through faith' rather than by 'works' or deeds of merit was a cherished truth."
  The students, he remembered, were divided into two camps on the issue, but that the leaders of the institution were strong advocates of grace.  This can be confirmed by looking at their writings of the period.


David Lipscomb believed that there are two kinds of righteousness.  There is a righteousness which God gives through his gracious imputation of the righteousness of Christ--a righteousness from above, and there is a righteousness which we possess by our obedience to law--a righteousness from below. Imputed righteousness, the righteousness from above, "comes only when a man trusts Jesus and does what he can to obey him."
 While one is required to live "a life like that of God," this is done "by faith" as the medium through which God imputes righteousness.  Lipscomb's doctrine of grace is well illustrated in the following paragraph:

Even when a man's heart is purified by faith, and his affections all reach out towards God and seek conformity to the life of God it is imperfect.  His practice of the righteousness of God falls far short of the divine standard.  The flesh is weak, and the law of sin reigns in our members; so that we fall short of the perfect standard of righteousness; but if we trust God implicitly and faithfully endeavor to do his will, he knows our frame, knows our weaknesses, and as a father pities his children, so the Lord pities our infirmities and weaknesses, and imputes to us the righteousness of Christ. So Jesus stands as our justification and our righteousness, and our life is hid with Christ in God.




James A. Harding began a new paper in 1899 entitled The Way. In its second issue, Harding commented that it is "right and appropriate" that The Way should discuss "grace through faith" at the beginning of its publication.
  This signals the centrality of the theme for Harding.  He rejected any law principle as the means of justification.  "There is no hope," he wrote, "that any of us can be justified by the deeds of the law (whether Gentiles under law in the heart, Jews under law of Moses, or Christians under law of Christ)."
  Rather, it is on the basis of grace, not law, that "wherever an [immersed believer] is, if he is daily, diligently seeking the truth, if he is promptly walking in it as he finds it, we may expect him to be saved. . . But for the man who is contentedly abiding in error there is no such hope."


J. N. Armstrong, who was the son-in-law of James A. Harding, was a teacher at the Nashville Bible School and later President of Harding College.
  "Doing right," he wrote, is not the "admission fee" of entering the eschatological kingdom "or else none could enter."
  No one can enter on their own righteousness.  Who, then, can enter?  According to Armstrong, there are two groups of people:  "those against whom God does not count sin and those against whom he does count sin."  The former are under grace and can enter, but the latter are under law and cannot.  The one under grace "has forsaken his old way and turned to God and is humbly submitting to him, bending his energies to do all that God requires;" but the one under law "is following his own way, has not turned to God, but is living in rebellion in his heart and life."
  The ground of salvation, according to Armstrong, is that "I accept the life (blood) of Christ as a sacrifice for my sins" when I believe, repent and am baptized.
  F. W. Mattox remembers that he learned his view of grace from Armstrong and the biblical roots of this view were later confirmed through his friendship with Moser.


Robert. H. Boll enrolled in the Nashville Bible School in 1895 and eventually came to lead the premillennial segment of the Churches of Christ.  In the early 1900s, however, he was a close associate of Harding and Armstrong, and he reflected their doctrine of grace, just as he had sided with them on the issue of grace while at the Nashville Bible School.
  He believed that God demanded that "man must be righteous" and that no one could "stand before God, except on the ground of true, absolute righteousness."
  Because of sin, God made a new way, a "way of clothing man in a new righteousness, a righteousness not their own, but freely given to them from God."  It is a "gift of righteousness" from above where we are "clothed in [God's] righteousness."
  We accept this gift through faith, but the righteousness is not our own.  It is the righteousness of Christ, as reflected in the old evangelical hymn, "My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus' blood and righteousness."
  In the context of this perspective on grace, Boll asked, "How much imperfection will God tolerate?"  He believed that no one can look into the heart of the Almighty, but quoting 1 John 1:7, he wrote, "if we aim high and fall below the mark, there is honor" and if we "fall below the mark, there is grace and forgiveness, for we have followed Christ" by aiming high.


R. C. Bell was a student at the Nashville Bible School, and later a teacher with Harding and Armstrong at Potter Bible College, and then with Armstrong at Western Bible and Literary College and Cordell Christian College.  He would later become President of Thorp Springs Christian College, Dean of Harding College, and a teacher at Abilene Christian College.
  Bell was one of Moser's teachers and his ally throughout the years.
  Both J. D. Thomas and F. W. Mattox testify that Bell's friendship with Moser was long-standing, and that their views on grace were exactly the same.
  One of Bell's favorite quips is said to have been, "If you get Romans, God gets you," which was also one of Moser's favorite proverbial sayings.
  The righteousness of God, according to Bell, is God's gift of righteousness by which he justifies the sinner through faith.
  


G. C. Brewer also studied at the Nashville Bible School (1905-1911).  His emphasis on the crucified Christ is apparent in a series of sermons he delivered in Ft. Worth, Texas in the fall of 1927.
  All the sermons were Christ-centered messages, and reflect the Lipscomb-Harding tradition.  For example, commenting on Galatians 2:21, he proclaimed:  "There you are, my friends. Righteousness is not by the law--is not by any law of works, either human or divine--that is, the righteousness that commends us to God, that saves--is from Christ.  The song of every real Christian--everyone who knows the Bible--is:"

My hope is built on nothing less

Than Jesus' blood and righteousness;

I dare not trust the sweetest frame

But wholly lean on Jesus' name.

The gospel of grace through the imputed righteousness of Christ is clear in this series of sermons.  "Only through the righteousness of our Redeemer," Brewer preached, "shall we see the face of God . . . You cannot be saved by a legal system."


Interestingly, in 1927 Brewer had already experienced and was concerned about what would come to be called the "Man or the Plan" controversy.  He tells this story:


A preacher once preached two or three sermons on the love of God and of his gracious provisions for man's salvation when a brother approached him and asked:  "When are you going to begin to preach the gospel?"


He meant, of course, when was the preacher going to preach on the things man must do to be saved--faith, repentance and baptism.  He wanted the preacher to prove that he--the brother--was right in his claims, and that his neighbors were all wrong.  Simply a partisan desire to establish his creed.  May the Lord have mercy on such brethren.

. . .this obedience must come as a result of hearing and believing the sweet old story of Jesus and his love.  The word gospel means "good news" or "glad tidings."  In what does the good news consist?  Is it not, beloved, in the fact that man was lost, perishing, without God and without hope, and that God saw him "plunged in deep distress" and loved him to the extent that he sent Jesus to the earth and to the cross to redeem man?  That is the gospel--the power that attracts men.

According to Brewer, when we exemplify our trust in Jesus as Savior through baptism, we are thereby perfected through the imputation of Christ's righteousness.  Indeed, "this same soul is continuously perfect by imputation as long as that soul walks in the light and has a connection with God through Christ".
 This is true despite our weaknesses and our faults, and "in some respects," he says, "we are still more in need of the mercy of God than we were in the beginning."  Yet, "if we continue to rely upon him and to serve him, we have the promise that we shall be presented faultless before his throne."
  Brewer viewed baptism as the moment of entrance into Christ through faith in Christ as Savior.  It was an act of faith which hopes in the "merit of Christ."  Once "committed to Christ, [the Christian] continues to obey him as best he can, not because his salvation depends upon his perfect obedience, but because he is committed to the Saviour and because he loves him and therefore keeps his commandments.  Failure to reach perfection will not mean a failure to reach heaven."
  Thus, after baptism, while we continue "to be obedient and submissive," our salvation "does not depend upon the amount of work done or the number of acts performed."


My point here is not to give a thorough theological analysis of each of these men's positions.  Rather, it is simply to indicate that Moser's doctrine of grace has historic roots.  He reflected a doctrine of grace that was especially, though not exclusively, associated with the Nashville Bible School in the last decade of the nineteenth century.  Exactly how Moser came to stand in that same tradition is a matter of supposition, but it may have been through his teacher R. C. Bell at Thorp Springs Christian College or he may have been, as his life-long friend F. W. Mattox remembers, self-taught from Romans.

Opposition to Moser

Despite these theological roots in the Nashville Bible School, Moser was seen as the epitome of a denominationalist both in Texas and east of the Mississippi.  His writings were dismissed, and he was condemned as a Baptist by his opponents. This reputation continues today.  For example, a recent that K. C. Moser in his The Way of Salvation "formulated a concept of conflict between law and grace which the restorationists had not dreamed would ever be a doctrinal problem among brethren."
 Still others regard his views as "Calvinistic"
 or "marred by the phobia of every denominationalist."
  Sixty years after it was published, The Way of Salvation is still the object of attack.


Showalter, along with R. L. Whiteside, was one of the first public opponents of Moser.  When Moser's article "Can the Gospel Be Obeyed?" was accidentally published in his absence, the next week Showalter gave it a harsh reply.  Moser had written that the gospel consisted in "a person, and not mere facts."  The gospel is the death of Jesus for our sins and his resurrection for our justification.  "The gospel is not simply facts about Jesus," but is the good news of salvation through grace.  "The gospel consists in a person in which to trust . . . Commands are not the gospel.  The gospel is appropriated by means of obedience to commands, but commands are no more the gospel than eating is food."  Since faith is the principle of salvation, the acceptance of the gospel is through faith, and "faith that saves means trust" so that "to believe the gospel is to believe in, trust in, Christ crucified, buried and raised for our justification."  "To believe the gospel," then, "is to obey the gospel," but that faith must be expressed in the required manner.


This article was more than Showalter could take.  He understood Moser as denying the ancient gospel itself.  "Brother Moser," he wrote, "does not believe that obedience is necessary to salvation or that baptism is for the remission of sins." According to Showalter, Moser means that "responsible beings are saved by faith alone."
  Moser replied that he had been misunderstood.
  He explained that his purpose was to exalt faith so that its proper relation to baptism might be understood. He feared that many preachers were isolating baptism from the principle of faith as if baptism is the actual thing that "changes [the] state" of a sinner to a saint.
  He contended that it is faith that does this, but God requires that one express that faith in baptism before he bestows his mercy.  


Moser illustrated his meaning by noting that he had read many sermons in the Firm Foundation which Showalter would call "gospel sermons," but they do not have "as much as one single reference to the blood of Christ . . . Indeed," he wrote, "I have heard sermons delivered through a three Sunday meeting without a single emphasis on the grace of God, the blood of Christ, but with baptism held constantly before the people."
  Thus, he wrote, "I am accused of belittling baptism because I affirm that faith in Christ has a place in obedience to the gospel as well as baptism."
  


Showalter, however, was incredulous.  He did not accept Moser's explanation and claimed that his reaction indicates that he "simply hit the nail on the head and drove home a solar plexus blow--making clearly apparent to the reading public what Brother Moser would fain have kept concealed."
  Further, Showalter thought Moser had incorrectly perceived the teaching of the brethren.  They do not believe "baptism alone constitutes obedience," but "they teach that faith, repentance and baptism are all commands of the gospel and must be obeyed in order to the remission of sins."


This exchange in 1934 is significant for several reasons. Theologically, it is one of the first exchanges between Moser and one of his detractors on the subject of grace.  While the discussion reflects some semantic confusion, it also points to the important question of whether faith saves or whether faith and baptism save.  Are we saved by faith when we are immersed or are we saved by faith and baptism when we are immersed?  In other words, are we saved by a faith that works or are we saved by faith and works?  The critical issue is the relationship between faith and baptism and their connection with salvation. Historically, it reflects the negative response Moser received to his ideas.  Showalter regarded him as a traitor who had surrendered to Baptist theology.
  Further, it molded public opinion in Texas about Moser for the next few decades.  Moser no longer published in the Firm Foundation, and was excluded from the ACC annual lectureship.  Showalter was the opinion leader in Texas churches.  He had the mantle of Austin McGary, the founder of the Firm Foundation, and Texas would not receive Moser after the Firm Foundation had condemned him.


Despite historic roots in the Nashville Bible School, the climate in the east was changing.  Foy E. Wallace, Jr. was appointed editor of the Gospel Advocate in 1930, and though he resigned in 1934, his replacement was John T. Hinds, another Texan.  Both Wallace and Hinds were regular contributors to the Firm Foundation in the 1920s.  Hinds himself was the front page editor of the paper.  As a result, Wallace and Hinds brought Texas attitudes and convictions to the Tennessee paper.  They represented the tradition of Austin McGary and J. D. Tant.
 Many Texans were even afraid that Wallace had gone soft when he went to the Advocate,
 but he demonstrated otherwise in the premillennial controversy.  At bottom, in the 1930s, the Texans moved into Tennessee and turned the Advocate toward a more conservative approach.  As a result, the influence of the Nashville Bible School, especially on the doctrine of grace, was curtailed though not extinguished.  While Moser was permitted to publish in the Advocate, presumably because of his relationship with Brewer,
 he was regarded with suspicion by Wallace, Whiteside and Hinds.


Because the Advocate was now a mixture of Texan conservativism and the Lipscomb-Harding doctrine of grace, the Advocate reflected both sides of the dispute, which it still does.  Moser and Brewer would publish articles that reflected the Nashville Bible School tradition.  Others, such as R. L. Whiteside and Guy N. Woods, would reflect the more conservative tradition that is today reflected in the Firm Foundation.
 The difference between the two traditions is illustrated by the way the doctrine of the imputation of Christ's righteousness is treated.
  Lipscomb, Harding, Boll, Armstrong, Brewer and Moser all believed that this was the teaching of Scripture. However, Wallace, Whiteside and Woods all rejected it as denominational and Calvinistic.
  


I believe there was a shift in the east which was introduced by the west.  When Wallace came to Tennessee, the Texas conservativism of the late 19th century moved the Advocate from a moderate to a more conservative position.  This involved a shift on the doctrine of grace as well as shifts on other issues such as rebaptism, pacificism, and personal indwelling of the Spirit.

Theological Analysis

Given the reactions of Showalter, Wallace and Whiteside to Moser as well the persistent advocacy of Moser and Brewer, it is clear that there was a perceived difference between these two groups.  The Lipscomb-Harding tradition and the McGary-Tant tradition were butting heads in the second generation of the life of the two papers, the Advocate and the Firm Foundation.  The "Man or the Plan" controversy was not a new phenomena in the 1960s, but had it roots in the 1930s, and may have been prefigured in the debate on rebaptism between the Advocate and the Firm Foundation in the 1890s.  The 1960s and 1990s do not reflect a new struggle, but an old one which goes back to the emergence of Churches of Christ in the late nineteenth century.


My concern in this secion, however, is not historical but theological.  What theological point was at stake in the "Man or the Plan" controversy?  Why did Moser's work receive such a negative reaction, and why was Moser so insistent on his point? My purpose here is to lay bare the theological concerns of both groups so that we might recognize their similarities as well as their essential difference.

Emphasis on the Man

Moser's lifelong concern was to combat legalism, whether it arose from the left in modernism or from the right among his own preaching brothers.  From the left he saw a denial of the atonement, and from the right he saw its neglect which was a practical denial.  Moser reflects a lifelong attempt to defend, explain and apply the atonement of Christ in the context of the Churches of Christ.  His theology emphasized salvation by grace through faith.  This excludes any legal principle of justification by works.  The contrasts are strong in Moser: grace versus law, faith versus works, imputed versus inherent righteousness, divine versus human righteousness.  From his own theological standpoint, the Churches of Christ were in danger of, if not already, succumbing to a subtle legalism.  Three topics effectively summarize Moser's concerns:  legalistic preaching, legalistic justification, and legalistic sanctification.

Legalistic Preaching

What does "preaching the gospel" mean?  For Moser, the gospel is preaching the death of Jesus for our sins and his resurrection for our justification.  Preaching the gospel is preaching the atonement of Christ; it is to proclaim Christ as sin-bearer and our sacrifice.  Moser claimed that he had heard and read sermons which did not proclaim the gospel even though they claimed to be gospel sermons.  He had heard sermons on baptism that did not reflect on the meaning of that institution in relation to the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  He had heard sermons on the plan of salvation without a single reference to the gospel itself, and yet they were called "gospel sermons."


The difference between Moser and his disputants is their respective definitions of the gospel.  The standard definition of the gospel was that it contains facts to be believed, commands to be obeyed, and promises to be enjoyed.
  Consequently, when one preaches baptism, he is preaching the gospel because the gospel commands it.  Further, some defined the gospel as equivalent to preaching the word so that any sermon from the New Testament, whether it is on ethics, ecclesiology or eschatology, was preaching the gospel.
  Gospel, therefore, is anything that the New Testament says.  In essence, gospel becomes a law with a different content than the Mosaic law.  Gospel preaching, then, calls for obedience to a new law, and all the law, for salvation.


Moser objected to this conception of gospel preaching.  It mixes law and gospel.  When the preaching of faith, repentance and baptism is divorced from the atonement of Christ, it is preaching a law without a sacrifice for sin, and is no longer gospel at all.  Faith, repentance and baptism are responses to the gospel, but they are not constitutive of the gospel itself. The gospel is God's saving action; not ours.  It is the shed blood of Jesus as a propitiation for our sins.  Faith, repentance and baptism cannot share in that propitiation.  They can only receive it.  When we conceive of baptism as part of the gospel (that is, the righteousness by which we stand before God), then we have made baptism part of the atonement.  The result is, according to Moser, that baptism is conceived as an act of works-righteousness whereby we achieve a standing before God based on our works in addition to Christ's work.  God's part is one act of righteousness and our part is another act of righteousness which together constitute the righteousness by which we stand before God.  Thus, we contribute to the righteousness by which we are justified.

Legalistic Justification

The most important contrast for Moser was the one between divine and human righteousness.  This contrasts the grace which gives God's righteousness as a gift and a law which is obeyed to achieve righteousness or works-righteousness of itself.  It contrasts a faith which receives the gift of righteousness and works which measure up to a standard of righteousness.  The righteousness by which we stand before God is, according to Moser, the imputation of divine righteousness through faith in the atonement.  It is not our righteousness, but God's righteousness.  It is not something we have done, but something we have received.


Moser feared that baptism was not only isolated from the atonement, but also from faith itself.  Baptism was preached as the final step in a series of commandments as if one were climbing a ladder.  Each rung on the ladder was isolated from the others as if baptism stood on its own--that it was the supreme work which itself changes the sinner into a saint.  He feared that baptism was conceived as a work of righteousness which we do in obedience to law so that our baptism is an act of righteousness by which we gain righteousness, or contribute to our righteousness.  We are righteous, then, only when we do something righteous, and baptism is that act of righteousness which makes us righteous with our own righteousness.  This, then, was God's plan for making us righteous, that is, when we did something righteous in obedience to the law of Christ.

 
For Moser, this is a mixture of law and grace.  Faith is the principle of salvation, not works.  Faith is the natural correlative to grace.  Faith passively receives what God actively gives.  Faith receives righteousness; it does not work it up on its own.  Faith, for Moser, is obedience to the gospel, not to a law.  It is our response to God's gracious offer; it receives God's promise.  Rather than an intellectual principle of action which motivates us to be baptized, faith is trusting in Christ as Savior and submitting to him as Lord.


God could, if he so desired, save by means of faith alone apart from any act of submission since faith is the principle of salvation itself.  However, when God requires an expression of faith as a condition of the bestowal of that grace, then God will not bestow it until faith has been expressed.  The importance of baptism, then, is not that it is some act of righteousness by which we contribute to our righteous standing, or make ourselves righteous, but its meaning is derived from its nature as an expression of faith.  Faith saves when it is expressed in baptism, but it is the faith that saves.  Moser does not deny that baptism is a condition of salvation in the sense that baptism is a required expression of faith, but he does deny that baptism is a condition of salvation in the sense that it is coordinate with faith.  In other words, faith and baptism are not equals.  One is an expression of the other, and as long as it is expressive of that faith it fulfills its proper function.  When it functions independent of faith (as in infant baptism) or as an equal to faith (as a rung on the ladder of legalistic justification), then it fails to function biblically.

Legalistic Sanctification

Moser is concerned that Christianity can be made into a legal system of seeking our own righteousness just as the Jews turned the Mosaic law into seeking their own righteousness.
  The principle of justification is faith and our view of sanctification must not undermine that principle.  If sanctification is pictured as the pursuit to maintain our righteous standing through the righteousness of our works, then this undermines the principle of justification.  We are righteous by God's gift of righteousness in justification, and we do not add to this righteousness by our own good works through sanctification.  The purpose of sanctification is to conform to the image of Christ, to grow toward Christ, but it is not the basis of our righteousness before God.  The principle of faith, not works, is the means by which we receive and continue to stand in the state of justification through imputation.  By this imputation we are always perfect before God as he continually credits righteousness to our accounts through faith.


Moser opposed a view of sanctification which sees our life of faith as contributing to the righteousness by which we are saved. This would be salvation by works rather than by faith.  According to this notion, when our past sins are forgiven, then we start with a clean, but blank slate.  It is our task to fill the slate with righteousness, and God expects a certain standard of righteousness or else we will lose our standing before him.  In other words, staying saved depends on how righteous we are; it depends on being good enough to stay saved.  Moser sees this as a reintroduction of the principle of works which undermines the doctrine of justification by faith.  


Moser was not opposed to works, nor did he deny the need and goal of sanctification.  Rather, he rooted sanctification in the principle of faith rather than works.  Sanctification is an expression of faith.  Faith will express itself in works, and if it does not, then it cannot be true faith.  Consequently, it is not "faith and works" which save, as if they were coordinate, but a "faith that works" which saves.  Faith must remain the principle because it is the only appropriate response to grace. Works are expressions of the faith by which we receive the imputation of God's righteousness, but they do not contribute to the righteousness of our standing before God.  However, where there are no works, then there is no faith, and thus no salvation.

Conclusion

It is clear, I think, why Moser emphasized the man rather than the plan.  He believed that "the plan" was understood as a legal system by which we achieve our own righteousness.  He thought the plan had been divorced from the atonement of Christ, and obedience to the plan had supplanted faith as the principle of salvation.  This development was a denial of the gospel itself and turned Christianity into a law code to which one must measure up.  Consequently, Moser wanted to return to the themes of atonement, grace and faith as a means of countering this development.  He emphasized the man because it is more important than the plan, and because the plan had been abstracted from the man and made into a law.  As a law, it was no longer good news.

Emphasis on the Plan

The 1930s were a decade of frequent debates between denominational groups and the Churches of Christ.  The denominational debaters often made the same accusations of legalism as Moser.  It is no surprise, then, that Moser was considered a traitor who had joined the Baptist cause.  It is also no surprise that in the context of these debates, the plan would be given emphasis.  To emphasize the plan was to emphasize what was distinctive about the Churches of Christ and this served as a partial basis of our identity.  


However, this was no mere contention over a distinctive as if we were only concerned to distinguish ourselves from others. Rather, the restoration of the ancient gospel was at stake.  The plan was the means by which God had determined to save humanity, and if the plan is not preached and defended, then many will be lost.  The emphasis on the plan, therefore, was rooted in a soteriological motive rather than a sociological one.
  Any negative criticism of the plan was seen as endangering the salvation of souls.  What, then, are the soteriological principles which an emphasis on the plan seeks to maintain?  I think they are primarily three:  (1) the necessity of an human response to grace; (2) the necessity of an obedient faith; and (3) the necessity of sanctification or good works.  These were couched polemically as denials of the popularly-conceived Calvinistic doctrines of grace only, faith only and antinomianism.

Calvinistic Grace Only.

"Grace only" or "wholly out of grace" were red-flag words among us in the 1930s, and they still are.  They express an historic position from which we wish to distance ourselves.  The words are rooted in sixteenth-century Protestant themes and we tend to immediately equate them with an unconditional predestianarianism.  The words "grace alone" signal to some that no human response is necessary to the offer of the gospel.  The terminology, it is thought, buys into the whole Calvinistic system.  "Grace alone," then, means that you believe salvation is unconditional.
  Consequently, as Whiteside suggested to Moser, you must be either an Augustinian predestinarian or a universalist.


Of course, the point is neither to deny nor undermine grace. Those who emphasize the plan affirm that the blood of Jesus is the only cleansing power, and that mercy alone moved God to provide this grace.  In terms of the meritorious ground of salvation and God's motive, grace alone saves.
  God did for us what we could not do for ourselves and he did it even though we were his enemies.


Therefore, the theological reason for avoiding "grace alone" terminology is not that there is no such concept in Scripture. Rather, the theological reason is to preserve the necessity of a human response.  It is to preserve the active role of the sinner in appropriating God's grace.  It is to preserve "man' part" without denying God's part.  It is to preserve the role of faith.

Calvinistic Faith Only.

"Faith only" or "faith alone" were also red-flag words.  This was the major bone of contention between denominationalists, especially Baptists, and the Churches of Christ.  The specific point of the language in a polemical context was to eliminate baptism from the plan of salvation.  This, of course, struck at the heart of our soteriological identity.  Baptism for the remission of sins had been a distinctive element of the restoration movement since 1827.
  To give ground here was to deny our heritage, and, more importantly, to deny an explicit teaching of Scripture.


When Moser began to talk about faith as the principle of salvation and subordinated baptism to faith, he was quickly interpreted as siding with the Baptists.  "Faith," he could write, "is the only thing that can save."
  Or, "Believing is the condition of gracious justification."
  In the light of these kinds of statements, Showalter surmised that Moser did not believe that obedience was "necessary for salvation or that baptism is for the remission of sins."


The critical soteriological point was, therefore, to preserve baptism as a condition of salvation.  Whatever threatened this theological point must be rejected since the premise is clearly articulated in Scripture.  It appeared to many that Moser was giving all the credit to faith and did not give baptism its proper role in the plan of salvation.  This was tantamount to saying that baptism was an unnecessary addendum to faith.  

Antinomianism.

Whenever the category of "works" is devalued, there is always the danger of antinomianism.  While this term rarely appears in our literature, it is this theological tradition which was opposed when we emphasized salvation by works as well as by faith.
  If we denied the necessity of works for salvation, it was feared, then not only would "faith alone" reign supreme, but believers would begin to behave as they pleased.  What was at stake was the Lordship (Kingship) and authority of Christ over the lives of his people.  The necessity of works must be proclaimed or else the lives of believers will degenerate into immorality, worldliness and selfishness.


Moser objected to the notion that "faith and works" save. Faith is the principle of salvation, not works.  To think otherwise would be to mix grace and law.  Works are an expression of faith, but not the principle of salvation itself.  It is not "faith and works" but a "faith that works."  Moser, then, gave preeminence to faith as trust in Jesus.  This was perceived as antinomian in character because it subordinated works to faith.


The fear of antinomianism is not pointless.  It is present in the New Testament where Peter and Jude decry the rise of ungodliness in the name of grace and liberty (2 Peter 2:19; Jude 4).   However, Moser was not an antinomian.
  He believed true faith would express itself in works of obedience and motivate the child of God to grow in holiness.  Nevertheless, his opposition between grace and law, between the principles of faith and works, was interpreted as antinomian.


Theologically, the necessity of works, as obedience to the law of God, must be retained in our soteriology.  Rebellious disobedience reflects the heart of an unbeliever, but submissive obedience reflects the heart of faith.  Since one's works evidence the heart, the works will give evidence of faith or unbelief.  The evil heart of unbelief shows itself in disobedience to the law of God.

Conclusion

Moser's opponents were not wild-eyed radicals.  They were believers who were deeply concerned about the above three issues. They believed that a theology of grace must maintain the necessity of a human response, the necessity of baptism and the necessity of works in the Christian life.  This focus points to the parameters of the doctrine of grace without, however, attempting to understand what grace itself is.  These emphases, while important, arose in the polemical context of debates.  As Moser attempted to provide a theological exposition of the doctrine of grace, he was perceived to deny one or all three of these emphases, and consequently the issues were polemicized and polarized even more.  Is there a way through this theological impasse?

Two Theological Grammars

When people speak two different languages they cannot understand each other.  When they use the same words for two different things they cannot connect.  Theology is, at one level, a language problem--semantics.  Theologies speak different languages, and part of the goal of theological reflection is to try to understand them so that differences and similarities might be clarified.  This is what I hope to do in this section.


If we say Moser has legitimate concerns about legalism, and his opponents also have legitimate concerns about antinomianism, how shall we adjudicate between the two?  Can these two different groups come to speak the same language?

Similarities:  The Common Ground.

While the "Man" and the "Plan" advocates are caught in a polemical exchange, they do appear to have some real formal similarities.  These similarities are admitted on both sides though the similarity may be purely formal rather than material. Nevertheless, four formal similarities emerge within the polemical context.


First, both agree that the sole ground of salvation is the atonement of Christ.  The only saving power is the blood of Jesus.  "What can wash away my sins?  Nothing but the blood of Jesus!"  Grace, then, is the only ground of salvation.  This is God's part in the scheme of redemption.


Second, both agree that this grace is appropriated through faith.  The salvation that God offers through his grace is conditioned on faith.  The human response of faith is the means by which we accept the grace that God offers in his Son.  All works must flow from faith or they are without value.  All works must be works of faith.  Faith, then, as a principle, is the only means of salvation.  Faith is both foundational and instrumental in all other responses to God's grace.


Third, both agree that gospel obedience includes submission to Christ through baptism as an expression of faith.  Baptism without faith is ineffectual and faith without baptism does not comply with what God requires.  Baptism, then, is the particular embodiment of faith which God requires for the remission of sins.


Fourth, both agree that Christians are called to holiness and that those who rebel and reject that call are unbelievers.  God has created his people for holiness and good works.  Genuine believers will pursue that holiness under the Lordship of Christ and seek to conform to the will of God in every aspect of their lives.  When believers rebel or reject God's commands and insist upon their own selfish ways, then their hearts have turned to unbelief.  Consequently, they have fallen from grace.


This is the common ground between Moser and his opponents. It is the essence of our theological heritage on the doctrine of grace as we answer the question, Who is a Christian?   There is no need for a perfect understanding of the theology of grace, nor of the doctrine of the atonement.  Neither is it necessary to have an impeccable and indubitable faith, but simply a faith that trusts in Jesus for salvation and acts on God's promises. Further, it is not necessary to have a perfect conception of baptismal theology.  In addition, while no one's sanctification is perfect, the heart that seeks God and obeys him "as best he can" within his covenant of grace will find mercy.
  However these four points might be applied, their substance is universally present.  They evidence a theological unity which binds us together as a church.  This has always been our historic position, and, I think, it ought to remain so.  It is my hope that both "the Man" and "the Plan" advocates will recognize this common ground with each other.

Essential Difference

Despite this common ground, there is a real difference between Moser and his opponents.  It is, in fact, what makes them two different positions.  This difference is what the "Man or the Plan" controversy was all about, and it is a significant one.  An important question is whether this material difference undermines the formal similarities that exist between the "Man" or the "Plan" advocates.

 
The essential difference is the theological framework in which the "plan" of salvation is conceived.  Whether exegetically appropriate or not, the meaning of "the righteousness of God" in Romans 1:16 illustrates the point.
  For Moser "the righteousness of God" is God's imputation of righteousness through faith, but for others it is God's law which yields righteousness when it is obeyed.  For Moser "the righteousness of God" is a gift of divine righteousness which is given from above, but for others it is a plan which is given from above, but worked from below so that whoever fully complies with the gospel plan is righteous by virtue of and on the basis of his compliance alone. Moser stressed faith in a person who gives us the status of righteousness while others stressed the plan with which one must comply in order to become righteous.  For Moser we are righteous by accepting God's gift of righteousness from above, but for others we are righteous by acting righteously or by generating our righteousness from below.


Those who emphasize the plan, then, believe the gospel is God's plan for making us righteous.  God has instituted a new plan, the gospel system, "the faith," in the place of the old plan, the Mosaic law.  The plan of righteousness under the Old Testament was a system of sacrifices and obedience.  The plan of righteousness under the New Testament is the sacrifice of Christ for past sins and obedience.  Obedience as a law-keeping system which works righteousness is maintained in both systems, but it is a different law, different requirements, different things to do.  The gospel of Christ, the revealed plan of God, is a new set of requirements, a new law.


Justification is not God's gift of righteousness because "this understanding of God's righteousness emphasizes what God has done and not what man should do."
  God's plan of righteousness is something we must do in order to be righteous. The righteousness, then, is our own which we achieve by compliance with the plan.  Our obedience is a righteousness which complies with the demands of God's new law.  "God's righteousness," then, means our obedience to God's plan for making us righteous.  When we obey the plan, we work righteousness for ourselves.  God did his part by providing a perfect plan, and now we must do our part by obeying the plan and becoming righteous.  "Our part," then, is to be obedient so that our obedient acts constitute our righteousness before God.  "Our part" is a form of inherent, as opposed to, imputed righteousness.


The righteousness by which we are justified, then, is our own.  This is clearly affirmed by writers of this perspective. One author wrote, "A simple brief definition of righteousness is, therefore, right-doing; to be righteous is to do right . . .  Who is he?  He that doeth righteousness.  No other is.  He that doeth righteousness is righteous."
  Thus, when you "do" the plan, you are righteous by virtue of God's gracious accounting of your doing.  Even though your doing is not sufficient to merit your standing, it is God's plan that if you do "X," he will count "X" as righteous.  God has lowered his standard of righteousness so that we can measure up to it.  When we obey, then, it is our doing that makes us righteous.  Even faith is regarded as a work of righteousness which is an obedient response to God's commands. Faith is a righteous act, and when conjoined with obedience, it is a righteous act which God counts as sufficient to place one in a right relationship with himself.  You have measured up to God's standard, and this makes you worthy of justification.


Further, this right relationship with God is maintained by continually doing right.  We maintain our standing with God by our righteous behavior.  Even if the beginning is God's part in the sense that he gave the plan, our introduction into it and our maintenance of it is our doing alone.  Again, hear the same writer:

Thus one in a righteous, or justified state, is simply no longer alienated from God. Because we are expected to maintain the state of non-alienation between us and the Lord there is an extension of the idea of approval in the obedience required.  In this sense we work righteousness.  (Acts 10:34,35.)  This is consistent with the basic meaning of the word since such working is essential to the continuance of the state of acquittal between us and God!

Thus, sanctification or practical righteousness is the means by which one's legal status of forgiveness is maintained.  While obedient faith in the baptismal act gave us a new start, now we must maintain our justification by our own righteousness.


It is important to understand that in this perspective compliance with God's legitimate demands or standards is not thought of as human righteousness, but as divine righteousness because they are divine standards.
  We may do them; we may act rightly, and they are our actions.  But when we do what God commands, we are "doing righteousness," but not our own.  Rather, we are doing God's righteousness because they are his commandments.  It is in this context that use of Psalm 119:172 takes on meaning:  "All thy commandments are righteous."
  It is "God's righteousness" that saves only in the sense that it is God's commandments which we obey but it is our "doing" that saves us.


Thus, the righteousness of God is not conceived as a gift which God bestows, but as a plan with which we comply.  The righteousness of justification, then, is our own righteousness since we have complied with God's demands.  We are justified, therefore, by measuring up to God's standard, and we remain justified only as we continue to measure up to God's standard. God's plan of salvation, therefore, is not simply the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Rather, it is the righteousness of our obedient acts in both faith-baptism and our obedience throughout our Christian life.  The plan of salvation includes the whole of our Christian life, including ethics and ecclesiology.


This means, of course, that we must act righteously and measure up to God's standard in order to remain justified.  This standard of measurement or "the plan" involves both ecclesiological and ethical duties.  If we do not measure up to God's standards in ecclesiology or in ethics, then we lose our status of justification even if it is a matter of ignorance or weakness or lack of opportunity.  Every sin removes us from the fellowship of God.
  Thus, even if one, through her own Bible study, is baptized biblically, the moment she worships with the instrument on the next Sunday she is lost.  She has failed to live up to God's ecclesiological standard for the worship of the church.  The moment anyone has a moral failure, he has failed to live up to God's ethical standard, and is lost at that point unless he knows he had one and confesses it immediately.
 This introduces a perfectionism into the doctrine of sanctification.  We must measure up in every detail of the Christian life to maintain our right-standing with God.  To sin in one detail, to break the law in one point, is to lose our righteous standing.  In other words, we must be righteous (obey all God's commands) in order to remain righteous in God's sight. The upshot of this is to equate the immature violation of law by a babe in Christ (like unintentionally speeding) with unimmersion.
  This is a law principle of salvation and no one, in the final analysis, can measure up to it.


This view of grace which I have outlined has several practical implications, which may account for several controversies within twentieth century Churches of Christ.
 For example, there is the thorny problem of how far grace extends to the believer in Christ.  If it is no longer faith that is the essential element, but compliance with the whole law that is equally essential, then assurance is a matter of knowing all our sins, confessing our sins and measuring up to God's standard of righteousness.  Assurance does not rest in whether one has a submissive faith in Christ, whether one humbly seeks to obey God as far as he knows and as best he can, but whether one has complied with the plan sufficiently, that is, has he kept the law well.  This looks to our own works for assurance rather than to Christ; it rests assurance in our works rather than in Christ. It substitutes a law principle for a faith principle.  It looks to how well we have kept the law rather than trusting in the mercy of Christ through submissive faith.  Of course, Christians ought to comply with God's law in every respect, but it is because of our failure to do so that we needed grace in the first place.  If we substitute compliance for faith, then we have substituted law for grace; we have substituted perfection for submissive trust.  Instead, we ought to place faith in Christ at the head, focus our confidence in him, and seek to comply with his will as best we can in every aspect of our lives.  Assurance rests in whether we lovingly and trustingly submit to Christ as best we can, and not how well we have measured up to the law.

Conclusion

While there is common ground between the two positions on grace, there is also a clear difference.  The difference manifests itself in the nature of our justification where righteousness is something we do instead of something we receive as a gift.  Justification based upon one's own righteousness is inherently legalistic; it is the very definition of legalism.  If it is this theology of justification which saturates the "Plan" theory, then it is inherently legalistic.  This material difference clouds the biblical dimensions of the "Plan" theory. It obscures the biblical foundations which it holds in common with the "Man" theory.  Ultimately, if the "Plan" theory is taken to its logical extreme (which it rarely is), it undermines the formal similarities between the two traditions, and reduces to a new legalism.


The difference also manifests itself in the nature of our sanctification where the plan extends into the Christian life so that good works of various kinds are also made conditions of salvation in the same sense that baptism is a condition of salvation.  It is in this area that discussions of grace have been so troublesome among us.  We have basically agreed on who is a Christian (though the rebaptism controversy muddies the water, excuse the pun), but we have had problems with understanding how grace functions in the Christian's life.  In the area of sanctification we have tended to be perfectionists to the point that we depend on works rather than faith, on our perfection rather than the perfection of Christ.  We have tended to depend upon sufficiently adhering to the plan, or climbing the ladder, rather than trusting Christ alone for our salvation and seeking to conform to his image.  This is an area that needs careful reflection, and what you say about it will reflect the theology of grace to which you are more accustomed.


Recognizing this difference, it is not difficult to see why Moser emphasized the "Man" and Wallace emphasized the "Plan." Both would say that we should preach both.  The man and the plan should not be abstracted from each other, but the traditions have a different understanding of the plan's nature.  Moser rooted the plan in a faith principle which emphasizes trusting Christ alone for salvation, but Wallace rooted the plan in a law principle which emphasizes the necessity of complete obedience throughout the whole of the Christian's life.  While they both agreed on the common ground outlined above, they disagreed about the nature of the plan itself.  Consequently, when Moser said, "Preach the Man, not the Plan," he had in mind, "preach the gospel, and not the plan as it is conceived by some, but preach the man and tell them how to respond to the gospel."  When Wallace said, "Preach the Man and the Plan," he had in mind preaching the grace of God which provided the plan and obedience to the gospel system as a law.  Moser believed that one cannot preach the gospel as a law, and consequently thought Wallace was, at best inconsistent, and at worse undermining the gospel itself.

Conclusion

Moser was Texas born and bred, and preached in the conservative regions of McGary's and Showalter's Firm Foundation. He believed that the preaching he observed assumed legalism, and that this was rooted in a misunderstanding of the doctrine of salvation by grace through faith.  In the 1920s and early 1930s he tried to correct this misperception through the pages of the Firm Foundation and his book The Way of Salvation.  His position was rejected, and he was regarded as a Baptist in sheep's clothing.  He was ostracized by his preaching brothers in Texas.


Nevertheless, he found a hearing in the east through the Gospel Advocate.  The Gospel Advocate Company published his book, and the Advocate made him the head of a department.  He found an ally in G. C. Brewer.  The keepers of the Lipscomb-Harding tradition welcomed him.  But the Texas wing of the Advocate staff was too influential and Moser was dropped.  This, among other things, wounded Moser and contributed to his poor health in the mid-1930s.  It also signaled the rise of a strong voice for the Texas tradition east of the Mississippi.


When Moser recovered, he continued his incessant attack on legalistic preaching.  He still had his supporters, like Brewer, who promoted his tracts, but he was in a minority west of the Mississippi.  He published in the Advocate on occasion.  But Moser's influence was minimal (except in the persons of Brewer and others) until the 1950s when his work was a breath of fresh air in a decade of squabbling and fighting.  It was a message of grace in a time when the church was struggling to determine which segment of the conservative wing of the restoration movement was the true church.  Harding Press published Moser's tract "Christ Versus a Plan."  The Gospel Light Publishing Company of Delight, Arkansas republished his The Way of Salvation.  Teachers at various colleges used his book The Gist of Romans in classes.  


A new generation was growing up in the midst of bickering and fighting, and this generation was exposed to the Lipscomb-Harding tradition of grace through faith.  Woodroof refers to this as the "first wave" of grace teaching among Churches of Christ.
 However, it is far from the "first wave."  On the contrary, it was the re-emergence of the Lipscomb-Harding tradition within the mainstream of Churches of Christ.  The work of Moser prepared the ground for this major theological shift on the doctrine of grace. However, this view of grace was not new, nor had it been totally absent from Churches of Christ throughout the twentieth century. J. D. Bales, for example, testifies to the sermons on grace he heard from Armstrong, L. C. Sears and others while at Harding College (1933-1937).
   Moser, Brewer and others simply represented the old Nashville Bible School tradition in the mid-twentieth century which had been displaced in the east by the McGary-Showalter tradition through the influence of Wallace, Whiteside, and Woods.  The late 1950s and 1960s saw the re-emergence of that tradition in the person of younger preachers who had been exposed to the Lipscomb-Harding tradition.


The McGary-Showalter Texas tradition, however, could not keep a tight reign on its theological development.  There were sympathizers with Moser in Texas as well as in Searcy and Memphis.  These sympathizers led a shift toward Moser in Texas just as the Lipscomb-Harding tradition was growing weak in the east.  One indication of this movement was G. C. Brewer's speech at the ACC Lectures in 1952.
  Hughes notes that J. D. Thomas, who directed the ACU lectures from 1952 to 1969, believes that Brewer's lecture was a "pivotal turning point for Churches of Christ."
  It shifted a part of the Texas tradition toward the Lipscomb-Harding (and Moser) view of grace and bore fruit at ACC through the teaching of R. C. Bell and J. D. Thomas.
 This Texas shift was encouraged by Moser himself as he taught for eight years at Lubbock Christian College, spoke on their lectureships,
 and wrote four books in "The Living Word Series" for an Austin publishing house.
  This shift now pervades Texas even though the Firm Foundation is still the organ of the McGary-Tant-Showalter tradition.  


Leonard Allen, then, is essentially correct when notes that "the efforts of Moser, Brewer and these others stand directly behind some of the theological shifts occurring among contemporary Churches of Christ."
  The Lipscomb-Harding tradition has taken root west of the Mississippi, and is returning to its origins east of the Mississippi.


Moser's story is but a single perspective on the history of the Churches of Christ from the 1920s to the 1960s.  Yet, his story is significant because he represents the rise of a doctrine of grace in Texas that was imported from Nashville, but was subsequently muddied there.  A theological shift occurred, and it was fundamentally a shift that went east and west.   In the 1930s, Texas conservatism spread from Austin to Nashville, and in the 1950s and 60s the Lipscomb-Harding tradition of grace re-emerged west of the Mississippi.
  Moser's role in importing and prompoting the Lipscomb-Harding tradition west of the Mississippi was foundational, and his influence is significant in its revival east of the Mississippi.
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	�H. A. Dobbs, "More on I John 1:7," Firm Foundation 108 (December 1991), 378:  "In the light of this inspired declaration (Psalm 119:172, JMH), it is difficult to see how anyone can be righteous short of obeying all--all--of the commands of God."
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