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What is most  
important in the 

Christian life? 

The answer might  
be tougher to 
pin down than  

you think.

The Gospel of 
Past, Present, 

and Future
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If an outsider to the faith wanted to answer that question and surveyed evangelical churches to learn 

the focal point of their teachings, what would he find? He might find that the most important thing 

is behavior. Sunday after Sunday behavioral dictums are handed down from the pulpit in an effort 

to create well-mannered citizens. Or he might find that the answer is heaven and hell. Every week 

pastors extol the virtues and declare the terrors of eternal life or eternal death. Or he might find that 

the most important thing in Christianity is how to live better—to become wealthier, healthier, and better 

husbands, wives, children, and employees.

But if you asked the apostle Paul that question, he wouldn’t waver. In 1 Corinthians 15:3-4 he clearly 

recorded for us what is most important in the Christian life.

It’s the gospel.

 WEEK 1

The Gospel of 
Past, Present, 

and Future
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1.1

What Is the 
Gospel?

The gospel is making a comeback. Have you noticed?

It’s pretty popular right now in evangelical circles to talk about the gospel. From books to blogs, 
conferences to DVDs, there is a call back to what Paul called “most important” (1 Cor. 15:3).  
But with all this talk about the gospel, there comes a tendency to use the word without really 
understanding what it means.

In fact, there are false gospels today, just as in Paul’s day. That’s why our understanding of, 
belief in, and proclamation of the gospel must be explicit. We’d better be talking about the  
same thing Paul and the other biblical authors wrote about when the gospel is mentioned  
in Scripture.

In a few sentences, what is the gospel?

Read Galatians 1:6-9. What did Paul say should happen to those who preach a false 
gospel?

Does that seem extreme to you? Why or why not?
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The gospel was no laughing matter to Paul. Here the same man who wished he could go to hell 
on behalf of his unbelieving Jewish countrymen said those who don’t preach the explicit gospel 
should be cursed—eternally condemned. And in case you didn’t get it the first time, he said it 
again for emphasis: “As we have said before, I now say again: If anyone preaches to you a gospel 
contrary to what you received, a curse be on him!” (Gal. 1:9).

Are you starting to see it? The gospel—the undiluted, unchanging, explicit gospel—is the  
foundation for everything. We need to get it right.

What are some ways our culture changes the gospel today?

How do churches add to the gospel?

What methods have you tried?

How might you guard against incorporating an altered gospel into your own faith?

In the Book of Galatians, some teachers in the church were advocating a grace-plus system. 
They argued that the cross of Jesus Christ and the grace of God were a great place to begin,  
but if you really wanted to be acceptable to God, you needed to progress from there. You had  
to observe certain religious days of the year, eat a certain way, and be circumcised. Those  
might seem like small things, but these subtle variances corrupted the good news of grace.

These efforts are self-reliance instead of God-reliance. The idolatry in the human heart always 
wants to lead us away from our Savior and back to self-reliance, no matter how pitiful that  
self-reliance is. All your church attendance, your religious activities, your Sunday School  
attendance pins, your journals, and your quiet times—it’s all in vain if you don’t have Christ.
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Read 1 Corinthians 15:1-8. Record the essential message of the gospel, according to Paul.

There isn’t much wiggle room in this passage. Christ died for our sins. He was buried and rose 
again. And all this happened according to God’s plan. That’s the gospel. It’s not Jesus plus our 
best effort. The gospel is centered on the work of Christ and His work alone.

But something else in this passage is instructive for us too. Somewhere along the line, we 
started thinking the gospel is strictly about heaven and hell—the means by which we get out  
of one and into the other. In other words, the purpose of the gospel is for when we die. But  
look back at verses 1-2, and you’ll see a dramatically different viewpoint.

Based on 1 Corinthians 15:1-2, did Paul see the gospel as applicable only when we die? 
How do you know?

If we think of the gospel as applying only to our eternal destiny, we are short-changing the death 
of Christ in a dramatic way. According to Paul, the gospel isn’t only for the lost; the gospel is 
also for the saved. It’s not only for when you die but also for every day of your life. In fact, the 
only way someone can truly live the kind of life Jesus intended is to understand that the gospel 
is for your past, present, and future. It’s the means by which you are saved, are made holy, and 
are preserved until the end.

Is the gospel the center point of your entire life, or have you relegated it to a certain 
part of your past, present, or future?

PRAY THE WORDS OF PAUL IN 1 CORINTHIANS 15:1-8 TODAY. PRAY FOR GOD TO REVEAL 
HOW YOU CAN LIVE A TRULY GOSPEL-CENTERED LIFE AS YOU COMPLETE THIS STUDY.
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1.2

The Gospel 
Saves You

“When did you get saved?”

Maybe it’s a southern thing, but in the Bible Belt you can scarcely find a single person who 
hasn’t heard that question. Most people actually have an answer too. But maybe the question 
has been asked so many times that we’ve forgotten the underlying assumption: in order to be 
saved, you must have been in great danger at one time. Even many people who can answer the 
question with a specific date and time don’t feel the sense of impending doom that awaited them 
before they were saved. But the gospel can help us with that.

Have you ever been asked the previous question? How would you answer it?

What were you saved from?

How does knowing the answer to that question help you love and appreciate the gospel?
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The short answer is hell; that’s what the gospel saves us from. Though accurate, that answer  
is nonetheless a bit incomplete, especially in today’s culture, where it’s becoming increasingly  
unpopular to talk much about hell. But if it’s not popular to talk about hell, Jesus would 
certainly have a hard time fitting into our religious context.

He wasn’t floating around like a mystical Ghandi, never angry at anybody. He talked about hell. 
A lot.

Read the following passages and record what each communicates about the nature of hell.
Matthew 8:12
Matthew 18:8-9
Mark 9:48
Revelation 14:11

Based on these passages, do you think Jesus thought more or less about hell than you do?

What value might there be in thinking about the reality of hell?

The reality of hell is terrifying. Ironically, though, it’s really terrifying only to those who are 
being saved from it. That is to say, people bound for hell by and large don’t believe it exists, 
and that makes the danger all the more real and disturbing. It’s one thing to be scared because 
you know a lion is lurking in front of you; it’s another thing to simply walk through the jungle 
unaware of the poisonous snake that is silently slithering at your feet.

We desperately need to be saved. Yet we are so far gone that apart from the work of God,  
we don’t even realize we need to be saved. That’s the true condition of humankind.

Read Ephesians 2:1-5. Record the specific words Paul used to describe the condition 
of humanity apart from Christ.
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Do you think most people view their condition as this desperate? Why or why not?

Despite what modern psychological mumbo jumbo will tell you, we’re not all OK. We’re not 
even a little OK. According to the Bible, we’re dead. Now let’s be clear on this point, because a 
dead person doesn’t need help. Nor does he need a shove in the right direction. A dead person 
needs something miraculous.

The dead need an outside force to act on them because their condition is one of complete and 
total helplessness. They can only be manipulated; they don’t have the capability of doing a 
single thing in and of themselves. This is the truth of our condition, and thank God that He 
loves us enough to tell us the truth.

We might coddle one another with platitudes and sentiments, but if we could really see our 
inner condition, we would know our deadness doesn’t only mean we aren’t good enough to  
go to heaven. It also means we are joyfully headed to hell.

Read Romans 5:1. If the gospel brings peace with God, then what is our relationship 
with God when we are separated from the gospel?

How did you recognize that you needed to be saved?

We are rebels against God, and we love it. We need His grace not only to save us but also to 
open our eyes to the very fact that we need saving. The tragic nature of our condition is that  
we are bloated corpses, floating in the sea of sin, all the while telling one another we’re OK.

God help us.

PRAY TODAY FOR A GREATER SENSE OF WHAT YOU HAVE BEEN SAVED FROM. REJOICE 
IN THE GOOD NEWS OF THE GOSPEL, THROUGH WHICH YOU WERE NOT ONLY SAVED 
BUT ALSO BECAME AWARE OF YOUR NEED TO BE SAVED.
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1.3

The Gospel 
Makes You 

Holy
It is only by the gracious work of God that we become aware of our great need. And it’s only by 
the gracious work of God that we can be made alive again in Christ. The gospel miraculously 
saves us and changes us from traitors to children, from enemies to beloved sons and daughters. 
But the good news doesn’t stop there.

Read Romans 8:28-30. Which part of this passage do you think Christians are more 
likely to focus on? Why?

What implications do verses 29-30 have for verse 28?

Romans 8:28 is one of those well-worn Bible passages that most people know by heart. Like 
John 3:16, it’s one we pull out from our back pocket when the situation demands it and slap  
it down on hurting people to tell them everything will be OK.
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But this verse must be understood within the context of the paragraph. And that paragraph 
must be understood within the context of the entire book. And that book must be understood 
within the context of the entire Bible.

So you can’t have Romans 8:28 without verses 29-30, and those verses remind us what good 
really is and define God’s purpose that we have been called to. Namely, it’s that we would be 
conformed to the image of Jesus Christ.

In your own words, what does it mean to be conformed to the image of Jesus Christ?

How have you seen God work out this purpose in your life?

Regardless of who you are, where you’re from, or what baggage you bring to the gospel, your 
destination is the same: to be like Jesus. The gospel not only saves us but also makes us holy.  
By God’s grace we were justified. By God’s grace we will be sanctified or conformed to Jesus’  
likeness. And by God’s grace we will eventually be glorified.

Often, though, it’s while trying to grow in holiness that we start to focus less and less on the 
gospel and more and more on our own work.

Do agree that most of our growth in holiness focuses on our work rather than the  
gospel? Why?

Is it easier or harder to grow in grace-driven holiness rather than works-driven holiness?

If both methods grow us in holiness, does it matter how the holiness is attained?
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The last question in the previous activity is particularly important at this stage. The means by 
which we grow really matters. Look back at Romans 8:29-30. Do you see who is doing all the 
work in these verses? It’s God. It’s God who predestines. It’s God who calls. It’s God who justi-
fies. And it’s God who glorifies. We are the objects, the ones being changed. Because growing  
in holiness is all God’s work in our lives, we have only one option at the end of that process:  
to give God the glory He deserves.

Growth in holiness that is driven by our effort rather than God’s grace is really a sly attempt by 
our idolatrous hearts to steal and claim credit for what rightfully belongs to God. If we grew 
because of our strong effort and moral fortitude, we would justly share in the glory of God. But 
God isn’t willing to share His glory.

Additionally, when it comes to being holy, it’s quite a stretch to think we can actually do this. 
We’ve got a long way to go to be conformed to the image of Jesus. If we rely on our own strength, 
that strength is going to run out long before we get to the goal.

The glorious truth is that we are made holy the same way we were saved from hell: through the 
inexhaustible grace of God. Only by trusting in His power rather than our own can we glory in 
Him and move forward in our pursuit of Christlikeness.

Are you trusting in your own strength or in the grace of God in your pursuit of holiness?

PRAY TODAY, EXPRESSING YOUR FAITH AND CONFIDENCE IN GOD’S ABILITY TO MAKE 
YOU HOLY. CONFESS THAT YOU BELIEVE ALL THINGS ARE WORKING TOWARD THAT 
END—FOR YOUR GOOD AND FOR HIS PURPOSE.
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1.4

The Gospel  
Sustains  

You
The gospel saves you. The gospel makes you holy. And the gospel will keep you to the end. This 
is another element of the gospel that is often overlooked because most of us can’t foresee a day 
when we would stop believing the truths of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. But scores of 
people have gone before us with the very same intention.

What kinds of things in life might make someone abandon their supposed belief  
in the gospel?

What makes you sure you never would?

To begin with, let’s be realistic about what we believe. It’s a centuries-old story about a man 
who lived a perfect life. Not only that, but He had perfect intentions that drove every one of His 
actions. Anyone who has ever seen the blackness and duplicity of their own heart realizes the 
impossibility of that statement.
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But it gets more absurd. This man was tried and convicted as a criminal and was put to death  
in the most humiliating, painful way ever devised. During this torture He actually prayed for  
the souls of those spitting in His face.

Jesus died and was buried. Case closed. Except after three days He rose from the dead and 
appeared to more than five hundred people (see 1 Cor. 15:6). The whole thing is preposterous. 
It’s lunacy. It’s an absolute contradiction of the laws of physics, as well as human nature. Yet 
this is what Christ followers stake our whole lives on.

How did Paul describe the message of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 1:18-25?

No wonder Paul called the message of the cross foolishness (see 1 Cor. 1:18). It certainly is that. 
But the intrinsic craziness of the message isn’t the only reason we can’t put our faith in our own 
ability to continue believing.

Read Matthew 13:1-8,18-23. Which of the people described in this parable were truly 
Christians? How do you know?

Jesus wasn’t willing to pull any punches in His teaching. He always called it the way He saw it and 
was willing to tell people the truth even when it was hard to accept. In this parable, for example, 
the people described in verse 19 were obviously not Christians. They didn’t seem to believe the 
gospel, even at first hearing. But after that the situation becomes a bit more complicated.

In verse 20 the person heard the word of the kingdom of God and received it with joy. But then 
because of external pressure, hardship, or persecution, he decided that this whole Jesus thing 
wasn’t really for him after all. In verse 22 something similar happened, but the abandonment 
came as a result of loving the material things of the world. In each of these cases, the people  
had no intent of leaving the faith. But they did.

We can’t trust in our own strength to believe the gospel. We will fall short. There will be days 
when we don’t feel like believing. There will be times of great sadness and loss when it doesn’t 
seem as if anything we believe is real. So what will we do then? What will we count on when 
our strength and will are gone?
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Recall a time when you were discouraged or doubtful about your faith. What kinds  
of issues did you wrestle with?

What motivated you to keep believing during this period of your life?

The great news of the gospel is that we aren’t trusting in our own strength to persevere in faith. 
We are trusting in God’s promise to uphold us.

Read Philippians 1:1-6. How did Paul feel about the Philippian church?

How confident was Paul about their perseverance in faith? How do you know?

The apostle had a very close relationship with this group of believers. In this passage he 
called them his partners in the gospel, and he meant that literally. The people of this church, 
for example, were some of the few from whom Paul was willing to accept financial support. 
He denied others that privilege in order to avoid any charge of greed or favoritism. But he felt 
strongly enough about the faith and intentions of the Philippians that he counted them as his 
close friends in Christ. Yet even in the case of the Philippians, for whom he always thanked God 
every time he remembered them (see v. 3), Paul had confidence in God rather than in them.

That’s what verse 6 tells us. Paul’s confidence was not in the Philippians’ ability to remain 
true to the gospel; it was in the fact that God is able to sustain the faith of everyone who truly 
believes in the gospel.

No matter what life throws at you, no matter what the circumstance or temptation is, you can  
be confident moving forward in faith. But it’s not because you believe so strongly. It’s because  
in the gospel, God will finish the work He started in you.

PRAY IN THANKSGIVING TODAY FOR GOD’S POWER TO UPHOLD YOUR FAITH. EXPRESS 
CONFIDENCE THAT HE WILL ENABLE YOU TO CONTINUE TO BELIEVE, NO MATTER WHAT 
YOUR LIFE CIRCUMSTANCES MIGHT BE.
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1.5

The Gospel 
for Life

As we close this week, let’s return to 1 Corinthians 15. This chapter contains one of the most 
succinct yet most comprehensive and clear articulations of the gospel in the Bible. This was  
the entire summation of Paul’s message in town after town as he proclaimed the good news.

But the key for us to notice at this point is so simple that it can almost escape our notice: this 
passage was written to a church. To Christians.

Why would Paul preach the gospel to Christians—those who have already believed  
the gospel?

Is there a principle there for us in the church today? Why might we need to hear  
the gospel over and over again?

Read 1 Corinthians 2:1-5. What do you think Paul meant when he wrote that he “didn’t 
think it was a good idea to know anything among you except Jesus Christ and Him 
crucified” (v. 2)?
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Why, according to verse 5, was Paul not concerned with using wise and persuasive words?

You could argue from this passage that Paul wasn’t very seeker-sensitive. He didn’t have any 
clever illustrations or an incredible band backing him up. All he was armed with was the 
message of Jesus’ bloody death and beautiful resurrection. But in his mind that was more than 
enough, not only to enter life with Christ but also to sustain those who did.

There is a phenomenon in modern Christianity that would be very foreign to someone like 
Paul. It’s the thinking that the gospel is the beginning of the Christian experience, something 
that’s no doubt very important but something that only launches us into the real business of 
living the Christian life. We are supposed to understand the gospel initially but then move past 
it to the deeper things of faith.

What? Nowhere in the Bible do you find this mentality. Nowhere do you find people moving 
past the gospel like it’s merely the starting point.

Instead, you find again and again the truth that the gospel is for all of life. The truth of Jesus’ 
life, death, and resurrection has such profound implications that it changes our perspective, 
approach, and dealings in everything we do, from the way we eat our food to the way we deal 
with cancer.

Look back at 1 Corinthians 15:1-8. Where do you see Paul emphasizing that the gospel 
is for all of life rather than only the beginning point of Christianity?
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Do you agree that Christians seem eager to move past the gospel? If so, why do you 
think that’s the case?

Think about a gospel-centered life. What attributes do you think would characterize  
the life of someone who dwells on the gospel every day?

Having trouble with your children? Preach the gospel to them and to yourself. Frustrated with 
your boss? Remember the gospel. Having trouble controlling your emotions? Think about the 
gospel. Wondering what to study in college? Dwell on the gospel.

The gospel is for all of life. When we think of the gospel as applying only to a specific  
experience, we aren’t embracing the fullness of what Jesus did on our behalf.
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Record any areas of your life in which you are leaving the gospel out of the picture. 
What difference would it make if you applied the truth and power of the gospel to  
these situations, problems, or relationships?

The gospel is such a transformational message that it leaves no stone unturned, no corner 
of our lives unreached. Again and again Scripture emphasizes that what we need more than 
anything else in life is the gospel. The rest of this study will help us see how the explicit gospel 
comes to bear on every part of our existence.

When you start to see the gospel in that light, you begin to understand that it’s not just the 
starting point. Growing deeper in Christ isn’t moving past the gospel; it’s moving further  
into it. And what we’ll find is that no matter how deep we go, there is still more to explore.

PRAY TODAY THAT GOD WILL OPEN YOUR EYES FURTHER AND FURTHER TO THE  
GREATNESS AND SUFFICIENCY OF THE GOSPEL.


