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Is being saved all God 
expects of us?

Rather than making 
us lazy bums, the 

assurance of God’s 
grace is motivational.

The Gospel 
Pushes  
You Out
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One way the gospel moves us into maturity is to push us outside ourselves. Over and over again  

in Scripture, we see ways the gospel propels believers outward to meet the needs of the very worst  

of humanity.

When we’re engaged in that mission, we not only find ourselves preaching and demonstrating  

the gospel to others, but we also find that doing so actually moves us further along in the process  

of sanctification.

It’s a twofold benefit of living in the gospel. When we engage with the hurt, pain, and sorrow of the 

world around us, God works through us to spread His message and His kingdom. But He also works 

in us to show us our inadequacies, shortcomings, and fears. We come to see the places where we 

don’t trust God. Engaging the community around us and ministering to its needs reveal to us the 

remaining bastions of sin in our lives, the areas we refuse to surrender to God.

 WEEK 4

The Gospel 
Pushes  
You Out
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4.1

The Story of 
Ephesus

The story of the church in Ephesus gives us a realistic picture of both how the gospel pushes 
the people of God out and what happens when those same people choose to move on to some-
thing other than the gospel. In Acts 19 we see the founding of the church in Ephesus, first  
by Apollos, influenced by Priscilla and Aquila, and then eventually by Paul. It’s pretty spec-
tacular. Apollos went in and taught about Jesus, and the church took off. Paul did miracles  
and preached the kingdom, and amazing things happened.

Read Acts 19:10. How effective was the gospel in Ephesus, according to this verse?

What was the effect of preaching the gospel?

Read Acts 19:21-41. What effects did the gospel have when it took root in Ephesus?

Everything was changed in this place, thanks to the gospel. The whole socioeconomic climate  
of the city was different, owing to the pervasive power of the gospel in the culture.
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Read Acts 20:29-30. What did Paul prophesy would happen to the church?

The Book of Ephesians is Paul’s letter to the Christians in Ephesus, which he wrote from prison 
in Rome. This letter doesn’t specifically indicate what’s happening in the city, but then come  
the letters of 1–2 Timothy. These books record correspondence between Paul and Timothy,  
who was an elder in Ephesus.

Read 1 Timothy 4:1-10. What does this passage indicate was going on in Ephesus?

It’s interesting to note that within a decade of Paul’s prophecy in Acts 20, wolves attacked, and 
false teachers arose. His prediction had come true. Paul then coached Timothy through the 
Ephesian controversy, commanding him to fight heresy and to instruct the church extensively 
in the role of the gospel. Paul taught his son in the faith, Timothy, to use the gospel to combat 
heresies promoted by some who were attempting to change the nature of the gospel.

Then we come to 1–2 John. John was an elder in Ephesus.

Read 1 John 1:8-9. Based on these words, what do you think was happening  
in Ephesus?

In his letters John appealed for love and grace but also admonished the believers to combat 
those who felt they had no need to confess or repent of sin. These are glimpses into the stages 
of the church in Ephesus. In Revelation 2, however, we see a problem that threatened to be the 
death of that church.

Read Revelation 2:1-5. What were the Ephesians doing well?

What were they doing poorly?
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On paper this sounds like a pretty good church. They knew the truth of the gospel and were 
staunchly committed to good doctrine. But there was a word of warning too: they had aban-
doned their first love. Here’s the big question: What were they doing at first that was so  
important to resume?

Read Acts 19:18-20. What marked the Ephesian church in the beginning?

Early on, the Ephesians practiced a raw, gritty admission of shortcoming and guilt, but over 
time the church had become civilized, somewhat cold, and obsessively acute in their doctrinal 
awareness. In short, they aligned themselves with what was true but lost their missional edge. 
They had embraced an overly rationalized faith. Their heads were in the right place, but their 
hearts had not followed. They had the appearance of godliness but denied the power of the 
gospel to produce radical affection for Jesus, radical repentance from sin, and radical love for  
a lost world. In the end they were so proud and so far from the Lord that Jesus had to say,  
“I’m going to remove My light from you if you don’t go back and do what you did at first.”

Do you see any indications today that churches or believers are denying the power  
of the gospel?

What about in your own life? What indications show up there?

One of the best ways to see whether the gospel has truly taken root in a church or a person  
is whether they are being pushed out. Otherwise, isn’t it just a collection of knowledge?

PRAY TODAY FOR A RETURN TO YOUR FIRST LOVE. PRAY FOR A GREATER AWARENESS 
OF THE GOSPEL THAT PUSHES YOU OUT INTO THE WORLD.
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4.2

Fashioned 
for Mission

Embracing the gospel means embracing the mission. An abandonment of the mission reveals 
an abandonment of the gospel. Oh sure, we might still intellectually assent to the basic facts of 
Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, but we will have lost our first love. Not only that, but we will 
have denied the very purpose of our creation.

Read Psalm 139:13-16. What, in your own words, is the basic message of this passage?

Why do you think God would be concerned that we know these truths?

How can pressing into God’s intimate knowledge and sovereign creativity push you  
out on mission?
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This passage reflects God’s sovereignty in every area of life. God knit us together in the womb. 
He intricately wove our frames. That means He created and wired our external, physical bodies 
according to the ways He planned to use our lives.

Are you thankful for the way God made your frame? Why or why not?

Have you ever considered how your frame might be made with mission in mind?  
Why or why not?

Take me, for example. I have always had what adults call a voice that carries. In fact, one of 
the great ironies of my life is that what I now get paid to do, I once got detention for. I don’t 
possess the ability to whisper. By my design, by my genetic makeup, I am loud. I can’t lean over 
and whisper so that other people in the room can’t hear me. I simply don’t have that ability. 
God designed and wired my physical frame—six feet, four inches; two hundred pounds; and 
gangly—in my mother’s womb. This gives me nothing to boast about physically, but it tells me 
that before I was conceived, God had a plan for my physical makeup that was in keeping with 
His mission.

Consider again how God specifically made your frame. What are you wired to do  
for His mission?

What about your internal and emotional self? What qualities do you possess internally 
that fit you for mission?

Psalm 139:16 tells me that my emotional makeup—the essence of my personality—was placed  
in there by God. He wired me physically and emotionally to bring Him glory throughout all  
of my days before I had lived one of them.
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There is an intrinsic magnetism in our soul that draws us toward certain things. Psalm 139 
reveals that this attraction is God-ordained. God has wired us this way for His purposes. If you 
like baseball or dancing or reading, it probably has a missional purpose and is not intended just 
for your own entertainment and enjoyment.

Compare Psalm 139 to Acts 17:24-28. What similarities do you find in those passages?

Besides our external and internal makeup, what else has God done to outfit us  
for mission?

Not only have we been uniquely wired by God, but we’ve also been uniquely placed by God. 
The boundaries of our habitation and the allotted times of our lives were set for us according  
to God’s predetermined plan. We are uniquely wired, and we are uniquely placed.

Think about where you have been uniquely placed. How might you embrace God’s 
sovereign placement of you for mission in the following contexts?

Your job:

Your neighborhood:

Your family:

If we really believe in God’s sovereign design, we have to live on purpose. We have to believe 
that the neighborhood, occupation, cubicle, or chair in which we spend our time is ordained  
by His design. Then we begin to see our purpose in the world through the lens of how God  
has wired us and where He has placed us for His glory.

PRAY TODAY, THANKING GOD FOR YOUR EXTERNAL FRAME, YOUR INTERNAL MAKEUP, 
AND YOUR PLACEMENT FOR HIS MISSION. ASK FOR EYES OF FAITH TO SEE HOW YOU 
MIGHT BE SENT OUT WHERE YOU ALREADY ARE.
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4.3

Reflections 
of the Divine

To be pushed out on mission by the gospel is part of the maturation process in Christ. It’s one 
way the gospel continues to be central in our lives after the initial point of salvation.

As we’ve seen, God has hardwired His mission into you. He has uniquely formed you, inside 
and out, and has placed you in a specific context for His glory. So engaging in His mission is 
linked to identifying with the person God has uniquely made you to be. Doing so is part of the 
natural progression of being saved by the gospel, which we see in Scripture.

Read Ephesians 2:8-10. What are the three components of the process identified here?

Paul wrote that you’re saved by grace through faith to do good works. You can’t divorce one 
from the other two. And those good works you’re meant to do were planned specifically for  
you beforehand. No one else is meant to do the good works you were meant to do, because  
no one has been created, formed, and positioned in the same way you’ve been.

Living out God’s mission, then, begins right where you are with the person God has created  
you to be. When you operate from that identity, you’re not only doing good things for others  
but also becoming reflections of the divine, as you were meant to be.

Read Ephesians 5:1-2. Who are you, according to this passage?
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In light of who you are, what are you meant to do?

Why do you think it’s important to understand that link? What happens when you try  
to love others without a firm belief in God’s love for you?

At some level we all reflect our personal experience, and most of the time that’s negative.  
Statistics clearly tell us that if we’ve suffered abuse or mistreatment, we’re far more likely  
to perpetuate the same or similar kinds of abuse. We spread what’s been spread to us. But  
the same dynamic works in a gospel-centered manner.

We aren’t just meant to go out and love others. We’re meant to go as dearly loved children. 
When we’re living in the finished, perfect, and proven love of God in Christ, we’re freed  
to truly love other people. That’s what the root of our compassion and care is.

The bad news is that you can’t manufacture a sufficient amount of care and compassion on your 
own. You can’t grit your teeth hard enough and scream, “So help me, I will love my neighbor!” 
It doesn’t work that way. In fact, if you’re having a hard time loving others, the gospel-centered 
approach isn’t to try harder to love others. Instead, it’s to return to and reflect on the extravagant 
love of God that’s been given to you in Christ.

Take a look at your life. What personal experiences are you currently reflecting in your 
relationships with others?

How might reflecting on the gospel help you better reflect God’s love?
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All of the things we’re called to do in Scripture are great and noble deeds: care for the poor, 
protect the widow, father the orphans, visit the imprisoned, and so on. But all of them must be 
rooted in what God has done for us. When we had nothing, He made us rich in Christ. When 
we were orphans, He brought us into His house. When we were bound by the chains of sin  
and death, He emancipated us in Christ. That’s the impetus and motivation for reaching out  
to others in His love.

If we try to guilt ourselves into doing good, the end will be temporary. Our hearts will grow 
cold and bitter. We must be refreshed again and again with what God has done for us in Christ.

Read 2 Corinthians 5:14-21. How are we meant to reflect God’s work?

What does it mean to reconcile?

Why do you think Paul referred to Christians as ambassadors in this passage?

An ambassador is someone who simply relays his or her own experience in a foreign context. 
That’s what we do here on earth. All of our good works, which God has prepared for us in 
advance, are rooted in what we have experienced in the gospel of Christ. When we do good 
works, we offer others a glimpse into the character of God.

PRAY TODAY THAT ALL OF YOUR GOOD DEEDS WILL BE ROOTED IN THE GOSPEL.
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4.4

A Response 
to the 

Gospel Isn’t 
the Gospel

Scripture identifies imperatives for Christians who want to model the gospel and God’s character 
in the world around them. Feeding the poor, caring for the hurting, adopting orphans, and 
many other good deeds are marks of disciples of Christ. But we need to be careful to distinguish 
between the gospel’s content and the gospel’s implications.

The gospel encompasses God’s work, culminating in Christ, to restore all things. It’s sometimes 
tempting to see our good works, whether preaching Scripture or serving meals at a homeless 
shelter, as God’s good news. We need to distinguish between the gospel and our response to  
the gospel, or we compromise both.
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Do you agree with the previous statement? Why do we need to distinguish between  
the gospel and our response to the gospel?

What happens when we start seeing our good works that respond to the gospel  
as the gospel itself?

It might seem innocuous enough. The word gospel is certainly tossed around enough these days 
in a variety of ways. But eternity is at stake in what we understand that word to mean. If by the 
gospel we mean making the world a better place, although the gospel no doubt accomplishes 
that, we might share food or shelter with someone but fail to offer them the chance to enter  
the kingdom of God.

We can clearly see the separation between the gospel’s content and the gospel’s implications  
in Acts 2.

Read Acts 2:22-24. What was the content of the gospel, according to Peter?

Now read Acts 2:42-47. What were the implications of the gospel, as described  
in this passage?

All of the things that prompt people to mistakenly say, “This is the gospel” can be found in 
verses 42-47. What we see in those verses is the beautiful fallout of the proclamation that 
precedes it. This list reveals the hearers’ response to the gospel. Why did they start living in 
community? Because the gospel had made them a people. Why did they begin to share their 
goods with one another? Because the gospel had made them a family. Why were they now 
on mission? Because the gospel had made them a people. Why were they seeing signs and 
wonders? Because the gospel had made them a people. All of these actions were products  
of the gospel.
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Here’s the really tricky part. Almost everyone who subverts the gospel with the results of the 
gospel didn’t start out to do so. Far from it, in fact. They looked at the imperatives in Scripture 
and observed that for much of the past century of Christian history, the church has walled itself 
off. We have created fortresses of believers that have little or no impact on our communities.

Their intentions were noble: to demonstrate the gospel in the community in practical ways. But 
unless a line is clearly drawn between the gospel and its implications, between the message and 
the response, we inevitably drift away from the explicit gospel.

Why do you think we tend to drift away from the explicit gospel?

Is it possible to do good works in the world around you and still preach the explicit 
gospel? What are some practical ways you might keep that line firmly fixed between 
the two as you go out to do good works?

Who do you know who needs to hear the explicit gospel? What is an action you might 
take that would clearly highlight that gospel?

Believing the news that God is holy, that you are a sinner, and that Christ has reconciled you 
to God by his life, death, and resurrection justifies you. This is our foundation, our root. The 
things we read in Acts 2:42-47 are the fruit. They show the building of the home, but they are 
not the foundation.

If we confuse the gospel with our response to the gospel, we risk drifting into actions that obscure 
the gospel instead of revealing it. At the end of the day, our hope is not that all the poor on earth 
will be fed. That’s simply not going to happen. I’m not saying we shouldn’t feed and rescue the 
poor; I’m saying that salvation isn’t the same as having a full belly.

Making people comfortable on earth before an eternity in hell is tragic.

PRAY TODAY FOR A RENEWED COMMITMENT TO SHARING THE EXPLICIT GOSPEL.  
ASK FOR THE WISDOM TO KEEP THE LINE CLEAR BETWEEN THE GOSPEL AND THE  
IMPLICATIONS OF THE GOSPEL.
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4.5

The Gospel 
Doesn’t 

Need Saving
As the gospel matures us, it pushes us out into the world to do all the Bible commands us to  
do in confronting systemic levels of injustice, sorrow, and poverty and in seeking gospel inter-
actions with worldly people and powers. But as we do that, we quickly learn that people are 
offended by the message of Christ’s atoning work on the cross.

What is so offensive about the gospel?

Is it a good thing or a bad thing that people are offended by the gospel? Why?
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Christ’s death on the cross is an indictment of how horrific we are at our core. Nothing is more 
frustrating to unbelievers than to realize they are broken and sinful, not just by their actions 
but also by their nature. Most people today find it easy to compare themselves to their neigh-
bors, to somebody they know who “really has issues,” or maybe even to a criminal they see on 
the news and conclude that they are good people. To think of a God who would kill His own  
Son in order to save them? They can’t fathom it. It doesn’t penetrate their hearts and minds.

What is an instance when you have seen the gospel offend someone?

Read again from Peter’s sermon in Acts 2:22-36. What are some ways Peter might  
have softened his message?

Why was it important for Peter not to do so?

This was not a seeker-sensitive sermon. Peter didn’t shrink back in fear, thinking, Oh man, this 
is going to be offensive. How can I make this sound cool to the young Jerusalemites who are here? How 
can I soften this? Peter knew if he told them they killed Jesus, they’d get really angry. But he said 
anyway, “You killed Jesus.” Not once but twice (see vv. 23,36).
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We will never be able to make Christianity so cool that everybody wants it. Yet this is precisely 
what we are tempted to do: cut off large swaths of the gospel to make it more palatable to the lost.

Have you ever been tempted to soften the offensive nature of the gospel? In what 
context? Why do you think you were tempted to make the gospel more “acceptable”  
at that time?

How did you deal with that temptation?

What might some effects be if you compromised the offensive nature of the explicit 
gospel?

Every effort to remake the Christian faith leads to wickedness. Every effort to adjust the gospel 
so that it appears more appealing, more palatable, is foolishness. But ironically, we think we 
can save Christianity by changing Christianity. We think the gospel needs our help.

But in the urban context of Acts 2, when people all over the ancient world had gathered in  
Jerusalem, Peter announced, “You killed Him. This majestic one true God of the universe— 
you crucified Him.”
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Read Acts 2:37-41. What happened?

How might this reaction bolster your confidence in sharing the explicit gospel?

Peter simply preached the gospel, and people were cut to the core with conviction. They wanted 
to know, “What do we do in response to this news?” Peter told them, “Repent and get baptized.”

What saved them? Their faith. No action brought about their salvation. They hadn’t fed any 
poor people or performed other good deeds. Apart from what Peter said, they hadn’t been 
learning from godly teachers or going to church each week. They simply heard, “God is 
majestic, and you have sinned, but in Christ you can be reconciled to Him.” They were so  
cut to the heart by the explicit gospel that they responded with saving faith.

Acts 2 highlights the fact that we simply have to tell people the truth of the gospel. There is 
freedom for us in this. We don’t have to explain the gospel perfectly, defend creationism, or 
argue the falsity of atheism. It’s great to have those abilities, but in the end it is God who opens 
hearts and minds. Our responsibility is to tell people. It’s as simple as that. That’s the power  
of the gospel.

THANK GOD TODAY THAT HE BEARS THE RESPONSIBILITY OF OPENING HEARTS. LET 
THAT FACT ENCOURAGE AND EMBOLDEN YOU TO SPEAK THE WORDS OF THE GOSPEL.


