
56       the Explicit Gospel

Isn’t the gospel all 
about salvation?

The gospel includes 
salvation. But it’s 

more than fire  
insurance.

The Gospel 
Matures You
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Most of us can recite the facts of the gospel. Born in a manger, shepherds and wise men, perfect life, 

lots of healing, death on a cross, resurrection. Is that everything?

And when we’re pressed to talk about what these facts mean for us, the standard answer is heaven. 

Thanks to Jesus, we get to go to heaven. That’s true enough, but it’s radically incomplete. In fact, 

there are pews full of people who are practically just waiting to die. That’s what their faith  

is all about—making sure they don’t burn.

In the worst cases this fire-insurance mentality creates laziness in supposed believers. They’ve got  

the end taken care of, so the way they live doesn’t matter much. But a true understanding, love,  

and embracing of the gospel not only secure us in this life but also move us to action in this life.

The gospel makes us mature.

 WEEK 3

The Gospel 
Matures You
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3.1

New 
Creations

What comes to your mind when you think about growing in Christ? Education classes? 
Spiritual discipline? Crucifying the flesh? Those things are good and right. As Christians,  
we’re meant to grow in love, discipline, knowledge, and holiness. That’s what it means to 
mature. But the attitude with which we approach this spiritual growth is critically important.

Most people tend to err in one of two ways. First, many think salvation is about God’s work 
in Christ, but spiritual growth and maturity are about your work. You work hard at praying, 
reading the Bible, fasting, and church attendance. The extent to which you mature in your  
faith rests squarely on your shoulders and is achieved by the sweat of your brow.

The other extreme is to look at growth in Christ as an optional supplement to the Christian  
life. You’ve got that heaven-or-hell issue covered, and everything else is gravy, so you sit back  
and wait, maybe picking up a fact or two from a sermon every now and then.

Do you see yourself in either of these two errors?

What is wrong with each one?



59

How might spiritual growth in maturity be linked to the gospel?

In our minds there’s a separation between the gospel and spiritual growth. We think the gospel 
starts the process, but the rest is up to us. When we take that view, we show that we don’t really 
have a full understanding of what happens to us in the gospel. Thanks to Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection, we have become completely new people with a new purpose. Our destiny is to 
pursue that purpose, driven on by the power of the gospel.

Read Matthew 22:34-40. What was the intent of the Pharisee’s question?

According to Jesus, how important was His answer?

Does Jesus’ command bother you? Why or why not?

The excruciatingly difficult thing about Jesus’ response to this Pharisee was not its importance. 
We can see that everything in the law of God hinges on love for Him and for our neighbor. The 
first four Commandments are about love for God, and the second six are about love for others. 
All of the other laws are built on the fact that if you really love God with every part of your 
being, the rest of the law will take care of itself.

The hard part is that the command Jesus gave is absolutely, unequivocally impossible.
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Why is Jesus’ command to love God impossible?

You can force yourself to submit to someone. But you can’t force yourself to love someone.  
Even as you tried to obey that command, there would be an element of resentment in your  
heart. You would obey because you had to—out of fear, obligation, or guilt. That’s not love.

This is where the gospel goes deeper, because Jesus knows in our brokenness we don’t have  
the capacity to love God. In order to carry out Jesus’ command, we don’t just need help; we  
need to be made into new people.

Read the way Paul described a believer’s new identity in 2 Corinthians 5:15-21.  
What are some effects of this newness in Christ?

Do you get the significance of this? We are new creations in Christ. Brand-new. No wonder 
Jesus said faith in Him is the equivalent of being born again. But this time we aren’t born with a 
sinful, twisted nature. We are born of the Spirit. Born to love God. Born to give our whole selves 
to Him and find in Him the fullness of joy. As new creations, we are wide awake to the wonders 
of God in the gospel.

Growing in Christ is the most natural thing in the world for a new creation to do. The gospel 
goes far beyond telling us good stuff to do; the gospel makes us into people who actually want  
to do those good things.
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When you choose to sin as a new creation, you’re going against the new nature God has secured 
inside you with the Holy Spirit. Conversely, when you choose godliness, righteousness, and 
holiness, you’re embracing the good news of the change that has occurred in your life.

How does believing that you’re a new creation alter the way you look at growing  
in Christ?

Growing in maturity in Christ is an expression of who you are. That’s what the gospel does;  
it makes us new creations.

THANK GOD TODAY FOR YOUR NEW NATURE IN CHRIST. ASK HIM TO OPEN YOUR EYES 
TO SEE WHO YOU ARE IN JESUS.



62       the Explicit Gospel

3.2

A Violent 
Pursuit

You’ve been made new in Christ. That new identity incorporates new desires, new affections, 
and a new capacity to love and enjoy God. But if you’ve been a Christian for more than about 
five minutes, you also know the reality of the struggle inside you.

Read Galatians 5:16-17. What is the relationship between the flesh and the Spirit, 
according to these verses?

In what contexts have you felt the internal battle between the flesh and the Spirit?

If we’re new creations in Christ, why do we still struggle with sin?



63

Anyone who has ever taken a serious look at the state of their heart and soul has felt the inner 
turmoil. Paul acknowledged this conflict in several passages, but the most explicit is Romans 7.  
As you scan this chapter, you can feel the anguish of the apostle as he ponders why he can’t  
seem to quit doing what he doesn’t want to do and why so often he can’t seem to do what he  
wants to do.

No one who reads this chapter can say that pursuing holiness isn’t hard work. We aren’t idle 
spectators to the building of character and godliness in our lives.

Read the following passages. Note how each one expresses the effort involved  
in pursuing Christ and Christian living.

Romans 6:12-14

Romans 8:12-14

1 Corinthians 9:24-27

Philippians 3:12-14

Are you getting the theme? Run to win. Strain forward. Put to death the desires of the flesh. 
These aren’t passive terms; they’re active to the point of violence.

Paul didn’t say to take your time in putting to death the desires of the flesh. Crucify them. Treat 
them with utter contempt and disavow them as violently as possible. This is the language of 
extreme effort. It’s the power behind that effort, however, that’s in question.

Read Romans 6:6-12. Notice the change in verb tense from verse 6 to verses 11-12. 
What does that change indicate to you?

Where does the power behind our effort come from?

In Romans 6:6 Paul wrote that our old self was crucified with Jesus so that sin’s control over 
us would be abolished. That’s past tense. We are new creations, and we are unbound from the 
yoke of sin. But Paul also said in verse 12 not to let sin reign in our mortal bodies. Even though 
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we’re new creations, the battle goes on inside us. On one side is the old sinful nature, which, 
though it does not have any lasting power over us, still hangs on with white knuckles. On the 
other side is the new self.

The pursuit of holiness isn’t a pursuit to become something different; it’s the pursuit to live 
more and more like what we have already become. That’s when this pursuit stops being the 
means to earn God’s favor and starts being an expression of what God has done in us.

In the past has your pursuit of holiness been more about earning God’s favor  
or recognizing what He’s already done?

What will your attitude become if you pursue holiness as the means of earning  
God’s favor? How is that different from the goal God has for you in Christ?

One pursuit is based on our effort. The other is based on God’s work on our behalf. One puffs 
us up. The other makes us bow low. One results in our pride. The other results in worship, 
humility, and thankfulness. This is how the gospel moves us toward holiness. In the gospel  
we are reminded again and again of who we’ve become in Jesus.

That’s powerful. It’s transformational. And it’s far better than just trying hard.

TODAY ASK GOD TO SEARCH YOUR HEART AND MOTIVES. ASK HIM TO SHOW YOU 
WHETHER YOU’RE PURSUING HOLINESS IN HIS POWER, STRENGTH, AND WORK OR  
AS A MEANS OF INFLATING YOURSELF.
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3.3

Doing in 
Light of 

Done
People are going to respond to the gospel every time it’s presented. They’ll respond in belief,  
or their heart will become more and more hardened toward God. Make no mistake, though.  
This news demands a response.

So if we look at our lives today, a question we have to ask ourselves is this: How am I responding 
to the good news of Jesus Christ? Am I stirred up toward obedience, or is Jesus becoming cliché to me? 
Am I becoming inoculated to Jesus, or do I find myself being more and more stirred to worship Him,  
to let other people know Him, and to submit my life fully to Him?

Read 2 Corinthians 13:5. Why do you think Paul commands us to test ourselves?

What is the appropriate response to the gospel?
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Let’s be careful on this point. There are lots of ways we might respond to the previous question. 
Obedience. Worship. Joy. Evangelism. Absolutely but not primarily. The primary—and only—
saving response to the gospel is faith. It must be from faith that all other responses flow.

Every good gift the Father gives—every rich treasure in Christ, every blessing from the Spirit—
flows from the gospel and is received by faith.

Read the following passages. Beside each one, record what flows by faith.

Romans 3:22

Romans 11:29

Galatians 2:16

Galatians 3:26

Ephesians 3:17

Colossians 2:12

Hebrews 6:12

Hebrews 11:33

1 Peter 1:5

The list could go on and on. We live by faith, and we die by faith. Everything else is garbage. 
Even works of righteousness, if not done by faith, are works of self-righteousness and therefore 
filthy rags (see Phil. 3:8-9). Be careful about going to church, reading your Bible, saying prayers, 
doing good deeds, and reading books like this with any other motive than faith in the living 
Lord. The result of self-effort is belief in a phony Jesus and deadness to the gospel. Beware of 
just learning the jargon of Christianity and playing pretend in your Christian walk. Watch your 
life and your doctrine closely (see 1 Tim. 4:16). If you’ve become so good at being religious that 
you’ve deceived yourself, God help you.

We must make sure all of our doing is performed in light of done. We must make sure faith  
in Christ’s finished work at the cross on our behalf is at the core of everything we do in life.



67

Read the way Paul described this dynamic in Colossians 3:1-5. What is the doing  
in this passage?

What is the done?

Do put to death what belongs in your worldly nature. Do pursue holiness. Do train yourself 
in godliness. Do live an upright, disciplined life. Do all of these things, but do them in light of 
what’s done. When you’re living in light of the cross, the gospel is never far from your mind.

The gospel motivates, empowers, and pushes you onward. Let’s be honest: What alternatives  
to the cross are there? Be a good man? Be a good woman? Be a good Boy Scout or Girl Scout  
for Jesus? Not only is that foolishness; it’s also utterly impossible. We’ll run out of gas a mile 
into the trip.

Is anything you’re doing motivated by a desire to get God’s approval instead  
of a response to what He has done? How do you know?

There’s a better way to live. It’s the way to joyfully pursue holiness instead of grudgingly 
working for God. It’s the way to humbly grow in righteousness instead of growing in pride.  
It’s the way to know nothing “except Jesus Christ and Him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2) in every  
aspect of life.

The good news is that you don’t have to merit God’s favor. He’s already given it to you, thanks  
to Jesus. You can live in light of the finished work of the Son of God.

THANK GOD TODAY THAT YOU CAN LIVE IN LIGHT OF DONE. LET THE WORK HE  
HAS DONE THROUGH CHRIST FUEL YOU TO MOVE FORWARD IN GOOD WORKS.
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3.4

The 
Weapons  
of Grace

The gospel of Jesus Christ—that God saves sinners through Jesus’ perfect life, substitutionary 
death, and bodily resurrection—justifies us, but it also sanctifies us. Justification and sanctifica-
tion are two vitally important words for Christians to understand. Justification is being right 
with God. Through Jesus’ blood, sinners are welcomed into the presence of the holy King of  
the universe. Sanctification is the lifelong process that follows justification through which the  
Holy Spirit increasingly molds us into the likeness of Jesus.

The gospel is the extension of God’s grace not only for justification but also for sanctification. 
What do we do, then, with all of God’s commands in Scripture about our responsibility to 
pursue holiness, purity, and godly behavior? Let’s be honest; the Bible is full of these. Put 
simply, we obey them. We try because if we don’t, we will slip toward disobedience rather  
than obedience.

But to pursue holiness in the light of God’s grace is radically different from trying to earn  
righteousness through our own effort. We must abandon the idea that there is any condem
nation for those who are in Christ Jesus (see Rom. 8:1). We must reject the idea that our sins  
pile up on a scale that will earn God’s punishment when tipped, as if Christ hadn’t already  
taken this wrath for us on the cross.
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Are you ever tempted to think bad things are happening to you because you are falling 
short in your Christian life?

How does that kind of thinking contradict the gospel?

We must also abandon the idea that our good behavior somehow rubs the spiritual lamp that 
inclines God, like a genie, to emerge and give us things we wish for.

Are you ever tempted to think you can merit God’s blessings through your obedience?

How does this idea contradict the gospel?

When bad things happen—when we lose a job or get sick—we might attribute these things to 
ways we have failed God. And when good things happen, we sometimes think the business deal 
went through or the beloved said yes because we went on a mission trip or didn’t miss a Sunday 
in church last year. But that’s not how grace-driven effort works. Someone who understands 
the gospel and the cross instead fights sin with the weapons grace gives us. There are three 
such weapons.

The first weapon is the blood of Christ.
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Read Ephesians 2:13. How does the way you deal with sin change when you  
understand that the blood of Christ has brought you near to God?

We have not been brought near to God by our behavior but by Jesus’ sacrifice alone. The mark 
of believers who understand the gospel of Jesus Christ is that when they stumble and fall, when 
they make mistakes, they run to God and not from Him. They clearly understand that their 
acceptance by God is not predicated on their behavior but on the righteous life of Jesus Christ 
and His sacrificial death.

The second weapon of grace is the Word of God.

Read 2 Timothy 3:16-17. How does a thorough knowledge and understanding of God’s 
Word help us fight sin?

When we know the Scriptures well, we can distinguish lies from truth. Both the Holy Spirit’s 
whispers and the Devil’s accusations can make us aware of our shortcomings and the impos-
sibility of earning favor with God. The difference between what the Holy Spirit does and what 
the Devil does is the way they use the gospel. The Devil brings up gospel truths to accuse and 
condemn, whereas the Spirit brings up these truths to convict and to comfort. If you look at 
your sins and constantly feel condemned, you need to use the Word of God to rebuke the Devil’s 
accusations. Use the Word to remind yourself over and over again that the gospel is true.

Are there any specific Scriptures you have memorized specifically to combat  
the attacks of the Devil? What are they?
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If there are none, read the following verses and identify one you would like  
to memorize.
John 10:27-28
Romans 1:16-17
Romans 8:1
Romans 8:38-39
Galatians 2:19b-20
1 John 4:15-16

The third weapon of grace is the promise of the new covenant.

Read Hebrews 9:15. How does embracing the new covenant help you deal with  
your sins?

The three weapons of grace coalesce in our belief in the new covenant. The Scriptures remind 
us that the old self is dead, nailed to the cross with Jesus Christ. All of our sins—past, present, 
and future—were paid for in full on the cross of Jesus Christ. We have been sanctified “once for 
all” (Heb. 10:10). God remembers our sins no more (see Heb. 8:12). And we no longer need to feel 
shame for those things, because Jesus has completely atoned for those things with His blood. 
Because Jesus lived a perfect life in obedience to the law, His payment for sin extends to all who 
repent and trust Him.

When we fight sin, we don’t do so in our own power. We fight sin with the weapons grace gives 
us: the blood of Jesus Christ, the Word of God, and the promise of the new covenant.

IN PRAYER TODAY THANK GOD FOR THE WEAPONS OF GRACE AND GO TO WAR  
WITH THEM.
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3.5

Attacking 
the Roots

The weapons of grace we examined yesterday—the blood of Christ, the Word of God, and the 
promise of the new covenant—ensure that our war against sin is waged through the knowledge 
and power of the cross. In that battle of grace-driven effort, we attack the roots of our sin rather 
than just the branches.

Think carefully about the previous statement. What are the branches of sin?

What is the root of sin?

What’s the difference between attacking the branches and attacking the root?
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As we saw earlier, grace doesn’t tell us to do better. Grace gives us a new heart that’s alive to the 
things of God. That’s incredibly important when we go to war against sin because the heart is 
where behavior originates. Wherever our heart is, our actions will follow. We can manage our 
behavior until the cows come home and never have a God-loving heart, which is the way the 
Pharisees lived.

Let’s get specific. There’s a reason someone might have, for example, a pornography issue. 
When they return to pornography again and again, it’s likely not because they really like sex. 
God wired us to really like sex. That’s just barely scratching the surface of the problem with 
pornography. Underneath the desire for pleasure is lust, but the reality is that, 9 times out of  
10, pornography problems are not just about lust. It runs deeper than that. Lust is a symptom  
of a more central perversion of the heart.

Men, there’s a heart-based reason if you’re a miserable husband and father. Women, there’s 
a heart-based reason if you constantly tear down other women and point out their flaws and 
failures. If the roots are bad, they will produce bad fruit.

Consider some branches of your own sin. Think about some of the most common sins 
in your life.

Now trace each one back to the heart. What, in your heart, is precipitating those sinful 
actions?

Why is dealing with the heart the only real way to conquer sin?
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Grace-driven effort strives to get to the bottom of sinful behavior, not just manage it. If you’re 
simply managing behavior but not removing the roots of that behavior, the weeds will simply 
sprout up in another place. You may mow it down for a season, only to see it sprout up again.

Grace-driven effort not only uses the weapons of grace but also attacks the roots. In contrast, 
moralism attacks just the branches in an effort to subdue behavior. Moralism says, “I’ve got 
a pornography issue. Here’s what I need to do to stop looking at pornography: install filters, 
tell a friend who will punch me when I mess up, and maybe even throw away my computer if 
those steps don’t work.” There’s nothing wrong with safeguards. You won’t solve an alcoholic’s 
problems by taking the booze out of his kitchen, but you should still take the booze out of his 
kitchen. But when all is said and done, if we don’t kill the root of sin, we will keep seeing the 
branches of sin. So grace-driven effort answers the desire, the affections at the heart of pornog-
raphy or alcoholism. When we apply the weapons of grace, we must ask ourselves, What exactly 
are we medicating with those sins? What are we trying to escape or avoid? And how does the gospel fill 
those needs?

The use of pornography, for instance, may result from root feelings of shame. As we meditate 
on the gospel truths that Jesus covers our shame and is not ashamed to call us His brothers and 
sisters, we cultivate new affections for Him rather than for the deadening substitute of pornog-
raphy. The abuse of alcohol can result from all kinds of pain: brokenness traced to childhood 
trauma, patterns developed in early periods of rebellion, or a deep-seated need to escape from 
personal problems. Even as we seek practical help to avoid drinking, we also need to shine the 
light of the gospel again and again into these dark recesses of our soul.

Read Ephesians 4:17-24. Where do you see Paul applying the gospel to the root of sin 
in this passage?
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How would your daily approach to sin change if you applied the gospel like this?

The gospel declares that we’re reconciled to a perfect Father whose love for us is unwavering 
and eternal. The gospel wins us to allegiance to Christ, forgiving us of all rebellion and making 
us prisoners of hope and slaves to righteousness. The gospel brings hope for healing from all 
manner of hurts. Knowing all the gospel has done for us, we are better equipped to combat 
idolatry with the real cure, not just superficial behavior modification.

We’re seeking heart change, not just conformity to a pattern of religion. We’re looking for  
transformation by the Holy Spirit’s power.

PRAY TODAY ABOUT THE CONDITION OF YOUR HEART YOU IDENTIFIED EARLIER. APPLY 
THE TRUTH OF THE GOSPEL TO YOUR HEART AS YOU SEEK TO PUT ON THE NEW SELF  
IN CHRIST.


