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Part 1: Gospel Theology 
 

Adapted from Chapters 1 to 3 of Center Church  
(Redeemer City to City and Timothy J. Keller, Center Church 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan 2012)) 
 

 

What do we mean by the “gospel”? Answering this question is a bit more 
complex than we often assume. Not everything the Bible teaches can be 
considered “the gospel” (although it can be argued that all biblical 
doctrine is necessary background for understanding the gospel). The 
gospel is a message about how we have been rescued from peril. The 
very word gospel has as its background a news report about some life-
altering event that has already happened. Let’s consider three of Keller’s 
assertions about the gospel from Center Church: the Gospel is not 
everything, the Gospel is not a simple thing, and the Gospel affects 
everything. 
 

In this section, we look at what the gospel is and is not. 
 
1. The gospel is good news, not good advice. 
The gospel is not a way of life. It is not something we do, but something 
that has been done for us and something that we must respond to. 
 
2. The gospel is good news announcing that we have been rescued or 
saved. 
We are rescued from the “coming wrath” at the end of history (1 Thess 
1:10). This wrath is God’s wrath, which Paul identifies as the great problem 
of the human condition (Rom 1:18-32). 
 
God’s curse lies on the entire created order because of human sin (Gen 
3:17-19). Because we are alienated from God, we are: 

• psychologically alienated within ourselves—we experience shame 
and fear (Gen 3:10) 

• socially alienated from one another (v7, vv11-13 & v16) 
• physically alienated from nature itself (vv16-19) 

 
But the root of our problem is not these “horizontal” relationships; it is our 
“vertical” relationship with God. Hence, the first and primary focus of any 
real rescue of the human race is to have our relationship with God put 
right again. 
 
 

 Introduction 

 I. The Gospel is not everything 
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3. The gospel is news about what has been done by Jesus Christ to put 
right our relationship with God. 
Becoming a Christian is about a change of status (1 John 3:14)—you are 
either in Christ or you are not. Jesus’ work, when it is believed and rested 
in, instantly changes our standing before God. 
 
The Gospel is not the Results of the Gospel 
The gospel is not about something we do but about what has been done 
for us, and yet the gospel results in a whole new way of life. This grace and 
the good deeds that result must both be distinguished and connected. 
 
The gospel is not simply a divine rehabilitation program for the world, but is 
rather an accomplished substitutionary work. We must not depict the 
gospel as joining something (Christ’s kingdom program) but rather as 
receiving something (Christ’s finished work). The gospel is news about the 
work of Christ on our behalf, and this news creates a life of love, but the 
life of love is not itself the gospel, but rather a result of the gospel on your 
heart. 
 
The Gospel has Two Equal and Opposite Enemies 
The gospel has two enemies: 

• religion/legalism/moralism: we have to live a holy, good life in order 
to be saved, and 

• irreligion/antinomianism/relativism (or pragmatism): because we 
are saved, we don’t have to live a holy, good life. 

 
A very clear and sharp distinction between both legalism, antinomianism, 
and the gospel is often crucial for the life-changing power to affect us 
deeply. 
 
The Gospel has Chapters 
 

Chapters Gospel Narrative Gospel Truths 

Chapter 
1 

Where did we come 
from? 

From God: the One and the relational 

Chapter 
2 

Why did things go 
wrong? 

Because of sin: bondage and 
condemnation 

Chapter 
3 

What will put things 
right? 

Christ: incarnation, substitution, 
restoration 

Chapter 
4 

How can I be put 
right? 

Through faith: grace and trust 
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A conversational pathway for presenting the gospel 
 
Question 1: Where did we come from? 
Answer: God. While there was only one God, within God’s being there are 
three persons—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. As a triune being, love, 
friendship and community are intrinsic to him and at the heart of all reality. 
This triune God created Man to share in his love and service—not because 
He was lonely or incomplete. 
 
Question 2: Why did things go so wrong? 
Answer: Sin. Instead of living in the way God created us (to adore and 
serve him and to love others), we turned away from God, rebelling against 
his authority. We live lives of self-centeredness. Because our relationship 
with God has been broken, all other relationships are also ruptured, 
resulting in spiritual, psychological, social, and physical decay and 
breakdown. 
 
Sin has two terrible consequences: 

• Spiritual bondage (Rom 6:15-18): We try to maintain control of our 
lives by living for things other than God. However, the result of this is 
always a loss of control, a form of slavery. 

• Condemnation (Rom 6:23): We are guilty because of sin. If God 
created us and we owe him everything and we do not live for him 
but we “live a good life”, it is not enough. We all owe a debt that 
must be paid. 

 
Question 3: What will put things right? 
Answer: Christ. Christ puts things right through 3 ways: 

• Through his incarnation. God looked into the world he had made 
and saw our lostness and had pity on his people. And so he wrote 
himself—Christ the man—into human history as its main character 
(John 3:16). 

• Through his substitution. Because of guilt and condemnation on us, 
a just God can’t simply shrug off our sins. Jesus received in our 
place, on the cross, the rejection and condemnation we deserve (1 
Pet 3:18), so that, when we believe in him, we can receive the 
blessing and acceptance he deserves (2 Cor 5:21). 

• Through the eventual restoration of all that has gone wrong in the 
world. The second time Jesus comes to earth, he will judge the 
world, putting a final end to all evil, suffering, decay, and death 
(Rom 8:19-21; 2 Pet 3:13). The final goal is the renewal and 
restoration of the material world, and the redemption of both our 
souls and our bodies. 
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Question 4: How can I be put right? 
Answer: Faith. By faith in Christ, our sins can be forgiven and we can be 
assured of living forever with God and one day being raised from the 
dead like Christ. To “believe” or “have faith” means two things: 

• It means to grasp what salvation “by faith” means. Putting our faith 
in Christ is not about trying harder; it means transferring our trust 
away from ourselves and resting in him. 

• It means remembering that it is not the quality of the faith itself that 
saves us; it is what Jesus has done for us. 

 
The Right Relationship of the Gospel to All of Ministry 
There is always a danger that church leaders and ministers will conceive 
of the gospel as merely the minimum standard of doctrinal content for 
being a Christian believer. No, every form of ministry is empowered by the 
gospel, based on the gospel, and a result of the gospel. The gospel is 
what brings unity to all that we do. 
 
If an element of ministry is not recognized as a result of the gospel, it may 
sometimes be mistaken for the gospel and eventually supplant the gospel 
in the church’s preaching and teaching. When the proper connection 
between the gospel and any aspect of ministry is severed, both are 
shortchanged. 
 

The gospel cannot be tamed into a single simple formula with a number of 
points that must be recited to everyone, in every time and place. 
However, that does not mean that the gospel can’t be presented simply 
and even very briefly. 
 
The Bible Doesn’t Give One Standard Gospel Outline 
It is obvious that the various biblical writers express the gospel in 
significantly different ways. For example, the Synoptic writes constantly use 
the concept of “the kingdom” when speaking about the gospel, but 
John’s gospel does not use this concept but instead emphasizes the 
receiving of “eternal life”. 
 
The Gospel Must Be Tied to the Bible’s Story Line and Themes 
Theologians stress reading the Bible through two approaches: 

• The synchronic approach, or the systematic-theological method 
(STM). This approach tends to deal with Scripture topically, 
organizing what the Bible says by categories of thought. 

o This approach is especially sensitive to the Bible’s unity in 
expressing a view of God, humanity, sin, grace, the world, 
etc. 

 II. The Gospel is not a simple thing 
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o This approach tends to answer the gospel question “What 
must I do to be saved?” The gospel appears as God, sin, 
Christ, and faith. 

o We believe we can read the Bible in this way because it has 
a single author—God. 

o Danger: The STM alone can produce a Christianity that is 
rationalistic, legalistic, and individualistic. 

• The diachronic approach, or the redemptive-historical method 
(RHM). This approach tends to deal with Scripture historically, 
organizing what the Bible says by stages in history or by the plotline 
of a story. 

o This approach is especially sensitive to the differences in 
historical eras and among biblical authors. 

o This approach tends to answer the gospel question “What 
hope is there for the world?” The gospel appears as creation, 
fall, promise and prefigurement, Israel, Christ’s redemption, 
and restoration. 

o We believe we can read the Bible in this way because God 
used human beings to write his revelation. 

o Danger: The RHM alone can produce a Christianity that loves 
narrative and community but shies away from sharp 
distinctions between grace and law and between truth and 
heresy. 

 
One approach that draws from both the story line and the themes of 
Scripture is to read the Bible through intercanonical themes. D A Carson 
posited that there may be twenty or so intercanonical themes that hold 
the Bible together. A person can explain the gospel from beginning to end 
through any of these themes, but no single theme gives the full picture. 
 
A person may explain the gospel through a particular theme by 
completing the following sentences (examples refer to answers for the 
home/exile theme): 

• At creation, made for… (e.g. a place of rest and shalom) 
• Sin is/results in… (e.g. self-centeredness, destroying shalom) 
• Israel is… (e.g. exiled in Egypt, then Babylon) 
• Jesus is… (e.g. the rejected but resurrected Lord, who breaks the 

power of death) 
• Restoration is… (e.g. the garden-city of God) 
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Here are three of the major thematic threads of scripture: 

Home/Exile Yaweh/Covenant Kingdom 
 

At creation made for: 
 

a place of rest  
and shalom 

a faithful covenant love 
relationship with God 

God’s kingdom  
and kingliness 

 

Sin is/results in: 
 

self-centeredness,  
destroying shalom 

unfaithfulness, causing  
God’s curse and wrath 

idolatry, causing  
enslavement 

 

Israel is: 
 

exiled in Egypt,  
then Babylon 

called to faithfulness  
but is unfaithful 

looking for a  
true judge/king 

 

Jesus is: 
 

the rejected but 
resurrected Lord, who 

breaks the  
power of death 

the suffering servant but 
new covenant Lord, who 

takes  
the curse of sin 

the returning true 
king, who frees us 

from the  
world, flesh, Devil 

 

Restoration 
 

the garden-city of God the marriage supper  
of the Lamb 

true freedom under  
the reign of God 

 
 
 
The Gospel Must Be Contextualized 
Humanity, in both its perfect design and fallen nature, is complex and 
varied. The gospel has supernatural versatility to address the particular 
hopes, fears, and idols of every culture and every person. This points us to 
the need for contextualization. Different cultural audiences respond to 
different approaches of nuancing and shaping the same message. 
 
Paul is an example of this, where in Acts 13, 14 & 17, we see that he 
engages the Jews and Gentile God-fearers, non-educated pagans, and 
philosophers and educated pagans in different ways. 
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Even though the gospel is a set of truths to understand and believe, it 
cannot remain a set of beliefs if it is truly believed and understood. 
 
The Richness of the Gospel 
A church with a comprehensive view of the biblical gospel—one that 
grasps following three aspects of the gospel—will champion and cultivate 
all the ministries and emphases outlined below. This is what is meant by a 
Center Church. 
 
The Incarnation and the “Upside-Down” Aspect of the Gospel 
Because Jesus was the king who became a servant, we see a reversal of 
values in his kingdom administration. This reversal is a way of imitating the 
pattern of Christ’s salvation (Phil 2:1-11). While the world values power, 
recognition, wealth, and status, the gospel creates a new kind of servant 
community, with people who live out an entirely alternate way of being 
human. 
 
This upside-down, kingdom/incarnation aspect will cause the church to 
place great emphasis on deep community, cell groups, radical giving and 
sharing of resources, spiritual disciplines, racial reconciliation, and living 
with the poor. 
 
The Atonement and the “Inside-Out” Aspect of the Gospel 
Traditional religion teaches that if we do good deeds and follow the moral 
rules in our external behaviour, God will come into our hearts, bless us, and 
give us salvation. However, the gospel is the reverse of this: If I know in my 
heart that God has accepted me and loves me freely by grace, than I 
can begin to obey out of inner joy and gratitude. 
 
This inside-out, substitutionary atonement aspect will cause the church to 
place great emphasis on personal conversion, experiential grace renewal, 
evangelism, outreach, and church planting. 
 
The Resurrection and the “Forward-Back” Aspect of the Gospel 
At Jesus’ first coming, he saved us from the penalty of sin and gave us the 
presence of the Holy Spirit, the down payment of the age to come (2 Cor 
1:21-22, Eph 1:13-14). At the end of time, he will come to save us from the 
dominion and presence of sin and evil, bringing a new creation cleansed 
of all brokenness. Christians now live in light of that future reality. The 
“already but not yet” of the kingdom keeps us from utopian, triumphalistic 
visions of cultural takeover on the one hand, and from pessimism or 
withdrawal from society on the other. 
 
This forward-back, kingdom/restoration aspect causes the church to 
place great emphasis on seeking the welfare of the city, neighbourhood 
and civic involvement, cultural engagement, and training people to work 
in “secular” vocations out of a Christian worldview. 

 III. The Gospel affects everything 
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It is inaccurate to think that the gospel is what saves non-Christians, and 
then Christians mature by trying hard to live according to biblical 
principles. It is more accurate to say that we are saved by believing the 
gospel, and then we are transformed in every part of our minds, hearts, 
and lives by believing the gospel more and more deeply as life goes on  
(Rom 12:1-2, Phil 1:6, 3:13-14). 
 
The power of the gospel comes in two movements: 

• “I am more sinful and flawed than I ever dared believe.” This 
outflanks antinomianism, the attitude which stresses grace without 
truth. 

• “I am more accepted and loved than I ever dared hope.” This 
staves off legalism, the attitude which stresses truth with grace. 

 
One of the greatest challenges is to be vigilant in both directions at once. 
Whenever we find ourselves fighting against one of these errors, it is 
extraordinarily easy to combat it by slipping into the other. 
 
Unlike legalism or antinomianism, an authentic grasp of the gospel of 
Christ will bring increasing transformation and wholeness across all the 
dimensions of life that were marred by the fall. By removing the primary 
cause of all our alienations—our separation from God—it also treats the 
alienations that flow from it. 
 
Some areas where the gospel changes us include discouragement and 
depression; love and relationships, sexuality, family, self-control, race and 
culture, witness and evangelism, human authority, guilt and self-image, joy 
and humour, and attitudes toward class. This is such a rich discussion that 
we’ve amplified this below in the section entitled, for further reflection. 
 
Most of our problems in life come from a lack of proper orientation to the 
gospel, i.e. a failure to think through the deep implications of the gospel 
and to grasp and believe the gospel through and through. The gospel 
transforms our hearts and our thinking, and changes our approaches to 
absolutely everything. For this to happen in our churches, there must first 
be a life-changing recovery of the gospel—a revival in the life of the 
church and in the hearts of individuals. We call this gospel renewal, and 
we will be looking at this in our next weekly study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 IV. The Gospel changes everything 
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The gospel is not just the ABCs but the A to Z of the Christian life. Here are 
some of the ways the gospel truly does change everything:  

Discouragement and depression. When a person is depressed, the moralist 
says, “You are breaking the rules. Repent.” On the other hand, the 
relativist says, “You just need to love and accept your self.” Absent the 
gospel, the moralist will work on behavior, and the relativist will work on the 
emotions--and only the superficialities will be address instead of the heart. 
Assuming the depression has no physiological base, the gospel will lead us 
to examine ourselves and say, “Something in my life has become more 
important than God--a pseudo-savior, a form of works-righteousness.” The 
gospel lease us to embrace repentance, not to merely set our will against 
superficialities. 
 
Sexuality. The moralist tends to see sex as dirty, or at least as a dangerous 
impulse that leads constantly to sin. The relativist/pragmatist sees sex as 
merely a biological and physical appetite. The gospel show us that 
sexuality is supposed to reflect the self-giving of Christ. He gave himself 
completely, without condition. Consequently, we are not to see intimacy 
while holding back the rest of our lives. If we give ourselves sexually, we 
are also to give ourselves legally, socially, and personally. Sex is to be 
share only in totally committed, permanent relationship of marriage. 
 
Family. Moralism can make a person a slave to parental expectation, 
while relativism/pragmatism sees no need for family loyalty or keeping 
promises and covenants if they do not meet one’s needs. The gospel frees 
us from making parental approval a form of psychological salvation by 
pointing to how God is the ultimate Father. Grasping this, we will be 
neither too dependent nor too hostile toward our parents. 
 
Self-control. Moralists tell us to control our passions out of fear of 
punishment. This is a volition-based approach. Relativists tell us to express 
ourselves and find out what is right for us. This is an emotion-based 
approach. The gospel tells us that the free, unshakable grace of God 
“Teaches us to say ‘No’” to our passions (Titus 2:12) if we will only listen to it. 
It gives us new appetites and affections. The gospel leads us to a whole-
person approach that begins with truth descending into the heart. 
 
Witness. The moralist believes in proselytizing because “we are right, and 
they are wrong.” Such an approach is almost always offensive. The 
relativist/pragmatist approach denies the legitimacy of evangelism 
altogether. Yet the gospel produces a constellation of traits in us. We are 
compelled to share the gospel out of generosity and love, not guilt. We 
are freed from the fear of being ridiculed or hurt by others, since we have 
already received the favor of God by grace. Our dealings with others 
reflect humility because we know we are saved only by grace alone, not 
because of our superior insight or character. We are hopeful about 

For further reflection: 
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everyone, even the “hard cases,” because we were saved only because 
of grace, not because we were people likely to become Christians. We 
are courteous and careful with people. We don’t have to push or coerce 
them, for it is only  
god’s grace that opens hearts, not our eloquence or persistence or even 
their openness (Exodus 4:10-12). Together these traits create not only an 
excellent neighbor in a multicultural society but also a winsome evangelist.  

 

1. Keller writes, “The gospel is not about something we do but about what 
has been done for us, and yet the gospel results in a whole new way of 
life. This grace and the good deeds that result must be both distinguished 
and connected.” How can an individual or ministry go about 
distinguishing between “the gospel” and “the results of the gospel? 
 
2. Keller writes, “The primary cause of all of our alienations [is] our 
separation from God.” How has the gospel mended this primary ailment in 
you and how has it helped curb the many other symptoms that flow from 
it? How does this experience prepare you to minister to alienated people? 
 
3. As the RHC family, what difference does our understanding of the 
gospel make to our approach to missions and church planting here in 
Southeast Asia? 

 
 

Questions for thought or discussion: 


