
How the Gospel changes everything - a 
theological discussion 

1. Why start here? 
 
Isn’t every evangelical church a gospel-centred church?

‘The gospel is regularly presented not only as truth to be received and believed, but the 
very power of God to transform . . .One of the most urgently needed things today is a 
careful treatment of how the gospel, biblically and richly understood, ought to shape 
everything we do in the local church, all of our ethics, all of our priorities.’

Don Carson

‘Many churches subscribe to gospel doctrines but do not have a ministry that is shaped by, 
centred on, and empowered through the gospel. Its implications have not yet worked their 
way into the fabric of how the church actually does ministry.  These churches’ theological 
vision has likely arisen from something other than sustained reflection on the gospel.’

Tim Keller1

Discussion Question:

• What do you think marks out a gospel-centred church? How might you recognise one?

 Center Church, 28.1
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2. What is the gospel? 

1.  The Gospel is good news, not good advice  
 
 

2. Good news announcing a rescue

3. Two ways to look at the gospel 
 
‘The gospel from the ground’ and ‘the gospel in the air’ – Chandler

‘a zoom lens’ and ‘a wide-angle lens’ - DeYoung & Gilbert

A personal view and a cosmic view

1. The Personal view - The Gospel is good news for me  

a. The essence of the gospel is that ‘God saves sinners.’

Acts 16:29 (NIV)

The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas. He then 
brought them out and asked, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”

They replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your 
household.” Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his 
house. At that hour of the night the jailer took them and washed their wounds; then 
immediately he and all his household were baptised. The jailer brought them into his 
house and set a meal before them; he was filled with joy because he had come to believe 
in God—he and his whole household.

b. The essence of the gospel is that ‘God saves sinners.’

Made for relationship with God (Revelation 4:11) each one of us has turned out back on 
him. Our sin and rebellion arouses the wrath of a jealous God. His holiness means that he 
must punish our sin and we are destined for hell (John 3:36).

But because of God’s great love for us, even when we were sinners, Christ died for us; 
‘the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring us to God.’ (1 Peter 3:18, NIV).
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An atonement was necessary because, Hebrews 9:22 (NIV), ‘without the shedding of 
blood there is no forgiveness.’

God, because in his mercy he willed to forgive sinful men, and, being truly merciful, willed 
to forgive them righteously, that is, without in any way condoning their sin, purposed to 
direct against his own very self in the person of his Son the full weight of that righteous 
wrath which they deserved.2

c. The result of the atonement or what what Jesus’ death achieved for 
me

 
Justification

‘Through the sin-bearing, substitutionary death of his Son, God has propitiated his own 
wrath in such a way as to redeem and justify us, and at the same time demonstrate his 
justice.  We can only marvel at the wisdom, holiness, love and mercy of God, and fall 
down before him in humble worship.’3

Reconciliation

Redemption

Different, yet complimentary, images of all that the cross achieved. We are justified, we are 
reconciled, we are redeemed.

d. Two equal and opposite enemies of the gospel

We desire to have gospel-centred churches but this personal gospel is threatened by two, 
twin, dangers.

‘Legalism says that we have to live a holy, good life in order to be saved. Antinomianism 
says that because we are saved, we don’t have to live a holy, good life.4

Legalism and antinomianism are, in fact, nonidentical twins that emerge from the same 
womb. Eve’s rejection of God’s law (antinomianism) was in fact the fruit of her distorted 
view of God (legalism).5

Paradoxically, it is this same view of God, and the separation of his person from his law, 
that also lies at the root of antinomianism. The bottom line in both of these -isms is 
identical. That is why the gospel remedy for them is one and the same.6

 CEB Cranfield, Commentary on Romans, 2172

 John Stott, Bible Speaks Today - Romans, 1173

 Center Church, 314

 The Whole Christ, 845

 Ibid., 856
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It cannot be too strongly emphasised, therefore, that everyone is a legalist at heart. 
Indeed, if anything, that is the more evident in antinomians.7

Discussion Questions:

• What happens to a church if the gospel is not central? How would a church look if it were 
shaped by legalism/moralism or antinomianism/relativism?

 

• What are the effects in these churches on a) community/church relationships, b) witness, 
c) gospel change?

2. The cosmic view: The gospel is good news for the world

a. Are we missing the whole good news?

The gospel is not just personal but cosmic. ‘Christ is the one we’ve been waiting 
for and all things will be made right through him.8

b. The big picture: Creation-Fall-Redemption-New Creation
 
Revelation 21: God will restore and renew all things. 

4. Putting it all together or how should we 
understand the relationship between these two 
perspectives? 

The explicit gospel holds the gospel on the ground and the gospel in the air as 
complementary, two views of the same redemptive plan God has for the world in the work 
of his Son. By holding these perspectives together, we do the most justice to the Bible’s 
multifaceted way of proclaiming the good news. When we don’t hold them together, either 
by over-affirming one or dismissing (or outright rejecting) the other, we create an 
imbalance that leads to all sorts of biblical error.

Matt Chandler

 Ibid., 867

 What is the Mission of the church, 1008
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Four principles from DeYoung and Gilbert

a. There is only one gospel, not two 
 

b. The gospel for the kingdom necessarily includes the gospel of the 
cross
 
To proclaim the inauguration of the kingdom and all the other blessings of God 
without telling people how they may become partakers of those blessings is to 
preach a non-gospel.

c. It is wrong to say that the declaration of all the blessings of the 
kingdom is a dilution of the true gospel 
 

d. It is wrong to say that the message of forgiveness of sins through the 
death and resurrection of Jesus is a reduction of the true gospel.

5. Why we need both understanding of the 
gospel 

a. Gospel on the ground too long:

Danger 1: Missing God’s Grand Mission: We lose our understanding of God’s missional 
plan for every area of life.

Danger 2: A Rationalised Faith: We give ourselves permission to stop engaging the world 
around us.

Danger 3: We make the gospel ‘increasingly individualistic. We make the gospel man-
centred. We make it self-centred.’

b. Gospel in the air too long:

Danger 1: Syncretism: When ‘making the world a better place’ trumps the salvation of the 
world from personal sin by a personal Saviour.

Danger 2: A Christless Gospel: When people stay in the air too long, they can begin to try 
to make the gospel more palatable.

Danger 3: Culture as Idol: Penal substitution is lost, hell must go . . . the culture is at the 
centre.
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Discussion Question:

• Do you recognise the dangers from a gospel focus that is either too long on the ground 
or too long in the air?

• How do you think you can maintain the balance in your church?

Towards a Gospel-centred church

‘Because the gospel is endlessly rich, it can handle the burden of being the one main thing 
of a church.’  

Tim Keller
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A gospel-centred church is a church, where every area and every ministry is focused, 
motivated and empowered by the Gospel.



	

Further Reading: 

• Tim Keller, Centre Church, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), chapters 1-3
• Matt Chandler, The Explicit Gospel (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012)
• Kevin DeYoung & Greg Gilbert, What is the Mission of the Church? (Wheaton: 

Crossway, 2011) chapter 4
• Sinclair Ferguson, The Whole Christ: Legalism, Antinomianism, and Gospel Assurance – 

Why the Marrow Controversy Still Matters (Wheaton: Crossway, 2016)
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