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Part 2: Gospel Renewal 
 

Adapted from Chapters 4 to 6 of Center Church  
(Redeemer City to City and Timothy J. Keller, Center Church 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan 2012)) 
 
 

In this weeks study, Gospel Renewal, we reflect on the history and patterns 
of revival – how individual and corporate gospel renewal occurs – and 
what happens as a result. 
 

1. What Is Gospel Renewal: Gospel renewal is a life-changing recovery of 
the gospel. Personal gospel renewal means the gospel doctrines of sin 
and grace are actually experienced, not just known intellectually. This 
includes an awareness and conviction of one’s own sin and alienation 
from God and comes from seeing in ourselves deeper layers of self-
justification, unbelief, and self-righteousness than we have every seen 
before. Corporate gospel renewal—what has sometimes been called 
“revival” —is a season in which a whole body of believers experience 
personal gospel renewal together. Revivals and renewals are necessary 
because the default mode of the human heart is works-righteousness—we 
do not ordinarily live as if the gospel is true. They are part of a consistent 
pattern of how the Holy Spirit works to arrest and counteract the default 
mode of the human heart.  
 
2. Gospel Renewal Fits Our Times: Traditional societies of the past were 
highly church-centred—there was one dominant church and religious 
tradition in a culture. Alternative denominations or religions were absent or 
heavily stigmatized. In such an environment, the culture’s God seemed 
inevitable and the worldview of our society’s religion seemed plausible to 
everyone—virtually no one chose their own faith, let alone their own 
congregation. This church-centric model broke down as people became 
increasingly mobile and society became more pluralistic. No one really 
inherits their belief system as they once did. People actively choose 
among competing sets of beliefs and worldviews and must be persuaded 
through personal appeals to do so. This state of affairs demands the 
revivalist emphasis on persuasion, conversion, and individual self-
examination.  
 
3. Gospel Renewal Focuses on the Heart: Revivalism’s core insight—that 
salvation is a matter of the heart—has ample grounding in the Bible. In 
Romans 10:9, Paul writes, “If you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ 
and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be 
saved.” It is not enough to agree with Christian truth intellectually 
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(“confess with your mouth”). There must also be personal trust, a heart 
conviction. This emphasis on the conviction and trust of the heart (on top 
of intellectual assent) is repeated in several places in Scripture (for 
example, Jer 4:4, Ezek 11:19, Ps 51:10, Ps 112:7, Rom 2:28-29, Phil 3:3, and 
John 3:7). The bible also teaches on the relationship between repentance 
and faith, as highlighted in this summary of Jesus’ gospel: “The kingdom of 
God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15). Repeatedly 
throughout the New Testament, we see that repentance and faith are 
inseparable and that true repentance includes grief and sorrow over our 
sin (2 Cor 7:10). Gospel renewal does not simply seek to convert nominal 
church members; it also insists that all Christians—even committed ones—
need the Spirit to bring the gospel home to their hearts for deepened 
experiences of Christ’s love and power. 
 
4. Gospel Renewal Is the Work of the Church: Unbalanced revivalism 
undermines the work of the established church. But balanced revivalism—
a commitment to corporate and individual gospel renewal through the 
ordinary means of grace—is the work of the church. Ligon Duncan puts it 
this way: “[The] the ordinary means approach to ministry is first and 
foremost concerned with biblical fidelity. Because faithfulness is 
relevance. The Gospel is the message and the local church is the plan. 
God has given to his church spiritual weapons for the bringing down of 
strongholds. These ordinary means of grace are the Word, sacraments, 
and prayer” (see http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/ordinary-means-
growth/). It is possible (even common) for a person to be baptized, to be 
an active member of the church, to subscribe to all biblical doctrines, and 
to live according to biblical ethics, but nonetheless to be wholly 
unconverted. Revivalist ministry emphasizes conversion and spiritual 
renewal, not only for those outside the church, but also for this inside the 
church. 
 

Revival is necessary because religion (“I obey; therefore I am accepted”) 
is so different from the gospel (“I am accepted by God through Christ; 
therefore I obey”) but is such an effective counterfeit. Though these 
systems of motivation and purpose have utterly different lineages, on the 
surface they may look like twins. The previous section addressed the why 
of gospel renewal; this section looks at the what of gospel renewal. What 
does the gospel do that actually changes people? How can the distinct 
and unique theological truths of the gospel be formulated in ways that 
produce new, Spirit-led, Christ-centred motivation in people, whether their 
starting point is religion or irreligion?  
 
1. Three Ways of Responding to God: There are three ways to respond to 
God: irreligion, religion, and the gospel. Irreligion, or relativism, is avoiding 
God as Lord and Saviour by ignoring him altogether. Religion, or moralism, 
is avoiding God as Lord and Saviour by developing a moral righteousness 
and then presenting it to God in an effort to show that he “owes” you. The 
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gospel, however, is God’s developing and giving us righteousness through 
Jesus Christ (1 Cor 1:30; 2 Cor 5:21). 
 
This theme runs the length of the Bible. When God saves the Israelites from 
Egypt, he first leads them out and then gives them the law to obey (Exod 
19:4-5; Deut 7:6-9). As God makes a covenant with the Israelites, he warns 
them that it is still possible for them to be uncircumcised in heart (Lev 
26:41; Deut 10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:4)—even as they are completely compliant 
and obedient to all laws, observances and rituals of worship. Throughout 
the Gospels, these three ways are depicted in Jesus’ encounters. Whether 
a Pharisee or a tax collector (Luke 18), a Pharisee or a fallen woman (Luke 
7), or a respectable crowd and a man possessed by a demon (Mark 5), in 
every instance the less moral, less religious person connects more readily 
to Jesus. 
 
2. Preaching the Third Way for Everyone: If you are communicating the 
gospel message, you must not only help listeners distinguish between 
obeying God and disobeying him; you must also make clear the 
distinction between obeying God as a means of self-salvation and 
obeying God out of gratitude for an accomplished salvation. The most 
important way to gain a hearing form postmodern people, confront 
nominal Christians, wake up “sleepy” Christians, and even delight 
committed Christians—all at the same time—is to preach the gospel as a 
third way to approach God, distinct from both religion and irreligion. Many 
professed Christians are only nominal believers (“elder brothers” in Luke 
15:11-32), and often making this distinction can convert them. Many 
genuine Christians are elder-brotherish—angry, mechanical, superior, 
insecure—and making this distinction may be the only way to reach them. 
Many post-modern people have been raised in or near churches that are 
heavily religious, which tend to bolster their own sense of worth by 
convincing themselves they are better than others, and therefore exclude 
and condemn others. Most contemporary nonbelievers have rejected 
these poisonous fruits of religion, and think that they have rejected 
Christianity. Unless they are constantly and clearly shown that they have 
misunderstood the gospel, they won’t be listening for the true gospel. 
 
3. Moralistic Behaviour Change: People typically try to instil good 
behaviours by using a fear of punishment (“you’ll get in trouble”) and 
pride (“you wouldn’t want to be like one of them”). Both are essentially 
self-centred. This is called “moralistic behaviour change” because its basic 
argument is “will yourself to change your behaviour, and you can save 
yourself.” 
 
Christians who learn to be moral to save themselves may exhibit 
behaviours with great acts of self-sacrifice. Yet, at a deeper level, they are 
not loving God for himself; rather, they are using God to get the things 
they want—answered prayers, good health, prosperity, and salvation in 
the afterlife. 
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Moralistic behaviour change does not get at the fundamental self-regard 
and self-absorption that is the main problem of the human heart. It does 
nothing to address the main cause of the behaviour being changed. It 
bends a person into a different pattern rather than melting a person into a 
new shape. Many people, after years of being crushed under moralistic 
behaviourism, abandon their faith altogether, complaining that they are 
exhausted and “can’t keep up.” 
 
4. Gospel Behaviour Change: The gospel, if truly believed, helps us out of 
the extreme neediness—to be highly regarded, to control our lives, to 
have power over others in order to boost our self-esteem—that is natural 
to the human heart. Without the power of the Spirit, our hearts don’t really 
believe in God’s delight or grace, so they operate in their default mode. 
But the truths of the gospel, brought home by the Spirit, slowly but surely 
help us grasp in a new way how safe and secure, how loved and 
accepted we are, in Christ. Through the gospel, we come to base our 
identity not on what we have achieved, but on what has been achieved 
for us in Christ. 
 
And when the gospel eats away at this sin-born neediness, it destroys the 
inner engines that drive sinful behaviour. We don’t have to lie, because 
our reputation isn’t important to us. We don’t have to respond in violent 
anger against opponents, because no one can touch our true treasure. 
The gospel destroys pride, because it tells us that we are so lost that Jesus 
had to die for us. It also destroys fearfulness, because it tells us that nothing 
we can do will exhaust his love for us. When we embrace these truths, the 
fundamental orientation of our hearts is transformed. 
 
5. The Importance of Idolatry: One of the most important biblical and 
practical ways to help people come to see how they fail to believe the 
gospel is by instructing them on the nature of idolatry. To say we must 
have no other gods but God and to say we must not try to achieve our 
salvation without Christ are one and the same. Anything we look to more 
than we look to Christ for our sense of acceptability, joy, significance, 
hope and security is by definition our god—something we adore, serve 
and rely on with our whole life and heart. A sure sign of idolatry is 
inordinate anxiety, anger, or discouragement when our idols are 
thwarted. If we lose a good thing, we are sad; but if we lose an idol, we 
are devastated. Idolatry is also the root of other sins and problems. 
 
The essence of behaviour change, then, is to apply the gospel to our 
hearts’ idols, which are always an alternate form of self-salvation apart 
from Jesus. We will never change unless we come to grips with the 
particular ways our hearts resist the gospel and continue their self-salvation 
projects through idolatry. 
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We have talked about the need for gospel renewal and the essence of 
the gospel in revival and renewal, and now we will look at the work of the 
gospel renewal—the practical ways and means by which the Holy Spirit 
brings lasting change to the lives of individuals and congregations. 
 
1. The Means of Gospel Renewal: While the ultimate source of a revival is 
the Holy Spirit, the Spirit ordinarily uses several “instrumental” means to 
produce revival. 
 
 

a. Extraordinary Prayer: This is prayer that is united, persistent, and 
kingdom centred. What is important is not the number of people 
praying, but the nature of the praying. Three basic traits are 
typically present: (1) a request for grace to confess sins and to 
humble ourselves; (2) a compassion and zeal for the flourishing of 
the church and the reaching of the lost; and (3) a yearning to know 
God, to see his face, to glimpse his glory. 
 
 

b. Gospel Rediscovery: A church might lose the gospel emphasis on 
grace by losing its grip on orthodox tenets of theology that 
undergird the gospel, over-emphasis and pride on sound teaching 
and right church practice, or having imbalances or a lack of proper 
emphasis. Jonathan Edward’s sermons on Romans 4:5 (“Justification 
by Faith Alone”) in November 1734 sparked the first awakening in 
Northampton, Massachusetts, and an understanding of salvation by 
grace rather than moral effort made John Wesley and George 
Whitefield agents revival in the British Great Awakening. 

 

c. Gospel Application: This brings the gospel home to people so they 
can see its power and implications. This can be done through (1) 
preaching—the single venue of information and teaching to which 
the greatest number of church people are exposed—, (2) the 
training of lay leaders who minister the gospel to others, (3) the 
injection of an experiential element into small group meetings (e.g. 
members sharing how God has been working in their lives), (4) 
renewed individuals talking informally to others about how the 
gospel has brought about major life changes, and (5) by making 
sure that pastors, elders, and other church leaders know how to use 
the gospel on people’s hearts in pastoral counselling. 

 

d. Gospel Innovation: Revivals of the past often contain some 
innovative method of communicating the gospel. The Great 
Awakening of the eighteenth century adopted public, outdoor 
preaching and extensive small group “society” meetings that had 
seldom been used. Lay-led, weekday prayer meetings all around 
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Wall Street were instrumental in the 1857-1859 New York City Revival. 
No revival will completely repeat the experiences of the past, and it 
would be costly to identify any specific method too closely with 
revivals. Instead, while the core means of revival are theological 
(rediscovery of the gospel) and ordinary (preaching, prayer, 
fellowship, worship), we should always be looking for new modes of 
gospel proclamation that the Holy Spirit can use in our cultural 
moment. 

 
2. Preaching for Gospel Renewal: Preaching’s role in gospel renewal can 
hardly be over-emphasised. These five characteristics define preaching 
for gospel renewal. 
 

a. Preach to distinguish between religion and the gospel. Effective 
preaching for gospel renewal will critique both religion and 
irreligion, and address the core problem of idolatry by helping 
listeners look beneath the level of behaviour to their heart’s 
motivations. 

 

b. Preach both the holiness and the love of God to convey the 
richness of grace. Only when people see God as absolutely holy 
and absolutely loving will the cross of Jesus Christ truly electrify and 
change them. Jesus was so holy that he had to die for us. But he 
was so loving that he was glad to die for us. This humbles us out of 
our pride and self-centeredness yet affirms us out of our 
discouragement. 

 

c. Preach not only to make the truth clear but also to make it real. 
Preaching must not simply tell people what to do. It must re-present 
Christ in such a way that he captures the heart and imagination 
more than material things. This takes not just intellectual 
argumentation but the presentation of the beauty of Christ. 

 

d. Preach Christ from every text. The main way to avoid moralistic 
preaching is to preach Jesus as the ultimate point and message of 
every text. If listeners are not pointed to Jesus before the end of the 
sermon, they will be given the impression that the sermon is 
basically about them. However, we know from texts such as Luke 
24:13-49 that Jesus understood every part of the Bible as pointing to 
him and his saving work. 

 

e. Preach to both Christians and non-Christians at once. Don’t just 
preach for spiritual growth, assuming that everyone is a Christian; 
and don’t just preach the gospel evangelistically, thinking that 
Christians cannot grow from it. Evangelise as you edify, and edify as 
you evangelise. 
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3. The Signs of Renewal: Revival occurs as a group of people who, on the 
whole, think they already know the gospel and yet discover they do not 
really or fully know it, and by embracing the gospel they cross over into 
living faith. When this happens in any extensive way, an enormous release 
of energy occurs. The church stops basing its justification on its 
sanctification. The non-churched see this and are attracted by the 
transformed life of the Christian community as it grows into its calling to be 
a sign of the kingdom, a beautiful alternative to the human society 
without Christ. 
 
Often, the first visible sign of renewal is when nominal church members 
become converted. They begin to realise they had never understood the 
gospel, experienced the new birth, or entered a living relationship with 
Christ by grace. They stir up other church members into renewal. Soon, 
“sleepy” Christians also begin to receive a new assurance of and 
appreciation for grace. They wake up to the reasons they have been 
living in anxiety, envy, anger and boredom. They gain a sense of God’s 
reality in the heart as well as higher, immediate assurances of his love. The 
church also begins to see non-Christian outsiders converted as people are 
attracted to a newly beautified church and its authentic worship, its 
service in the community, and the surprising absence of condemning, 
tribal attitudes. 
 
Churches that traditionally emphasise one or two primary areas (e.g. 
preaching or worship) begin to see their secondary areas becoming 
strengthened during revival. This change is often first felt in the vibrancy of 
a church’s worship, with a clear, widely felt sense of God’s 
transcendence. There is also a surge in interest in an expression of biblical 
theology that is deeply connected with real life. Liberal-leaning churches 
may grow more biblical, while fundamentalist-leaning churches may grow 
less sectarian and focus on the gospel itself rather than on denominational 
distinctives. Revival also breaks down barriers that impede relationships 
and leads to more authentic experiences of community with others, 
enabling relationships in church to thicken and deepen. Finally, gospel 
renewal will produce people who are humbled (and thus not disdainful or 
contemptuous towards those who disagree with them) yet loved (and 
thus less concerned about others’ opinions of them). Every believer 
becomes a natural evangelist. All of these changes, both within the 
church and the surrounding community, will eventually have a broad 
effect on culture. Holiness affects both the private and civic lives of 
Christians, transforming behaviour and relationships. The active presence 
of a substantial number of genuine Christians thus changes a community 
in all its dimensions—economic, social, political, intellectual, and more. 
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1. Have you ever experienced spiritual renewal in a corporate setting? If 
so, how would you describe it? How did it differ from a more personal 
experience of renewal? 
 
2. What practical things can you do to pursue gospel renewal in your own 
life, and in the life of your community (home group or church)? 
 
3. What are some of the differences and similarities between the two ways 
of rejecting God? How do both of these contrast with a response to the 
gospel? 
 
4. In what situations do you find yourself turning to religion instead of to the 
gospel? How have your patterns changed over the last few years and 
why? 
 
5. Why is it necessary to preach the gospel to deconstruct both legalism 
and relativism? What are you more likely to confront in the mission field, 
and how can you bring people back to the truths of the gospel? 
 
6. The apostle Paul uses pictures of the gospel rather than pressure to lead 
people to change. Choose one area of life change (e.g. generosity, 
husbands loving wives, self control, etc.). How would you bring to the 
gospel to bear on the motivations of someone you are reaching out to? 
 
7.Do you see the characteristics of “extraordinary prayer” evident in your 
church? How can you cultivate these kinds of prayers in your church? 
 
8.Gospel innovation involves creatively communicating the gospel in new 
ways. How have you seen an over-reliance on a particular 
communication style or method hinder a ministry? Why is it important to 
be innovative, and what are some dangers associated with this? 
 
9. How can you apply the five principles of “preaching for gospel 
renewal” on the mission field, when reaching out to the community? 
Which are the easiest to do, and which the hardest? 
 
10. Have you experienced any of the “signs of renewal”, whether at a 
personal level or in your church? 
 
11. What could a renewal look like in the community that you are 
reaching out to? 
 

 
 

Questions for thought of discussion: 


