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Living by the Gospel: 

Viewing life through the lens of Scripture (a look at the book of Ephesians) 
 
I.  Introduction 
II.  What is the Gospel? 

A. The Gospel according to Paul 
1. God-centered (theocentric) 

a.  “To the praise of his glory” (3 purpose clauses in Eph 1.6, 12, 14) 
2. Christ-centered (christocentric) 

a. The indicative (doctrine):  “in Christ” (Eph 1.1b, 3b, 4 [“in him”], 5, 7, 9, 11, 12,  
13, 15, 20; 2.5, 6a [“with Christ], 6b, 7, 10, 13, 18 [“through him”], 20 [with Christ Jesus”], 
21 [“in the Lord”], 22; 3.6, 11, 12, 21; 4.17 [“in the Lord”], 21 [“in Jesus”], 

b. The imperative (doxology):  “just as” (Eph 4.32; 5.2, 20 [“in the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ”], 23, 25, 29; 6.1 [“in the Lord”], 5, 10 [“in the Lord”], 21. 

c. Federal headship (Eph 2.5-6):  How can we be made alive, raised, seated in the 
heavenly places when God is holy and we are unholy?  Because of what Christ has done 
(Mt 4 [messianic duties and not a case study on temptation]; Ps 1; Gen 3).  Stott says 
“these verbs refer to the three successive historical events in the saving career of Jesus, 
which are normally called the resurrection, the ascension, and the session.”1 We are 
connected vitally and in union with him legally because he transferred his perfect, 
righteous life of obedience into our account.  We are not morally righteous, and Jesus did 
not become a sinner morally, but we are legally righteous since Jesus became a sinner 
legally (or judicially) for us.  Jesus is our federal, corporal representative (he fulfilled that 
which the 1st Adam failed to do), and we are in a legal covenantal relationship (and in 
union) with him (EX:  Adeline-tardiness and detention—“whatever is true of me is true of 
you because I am the corporate head of our family”). 

d. Double imputation:  How can an unjust person be justified?  Jesus became both the 
judge and the justifier.  C. Hodge “it is not mere pardon [forgiveness], but justification 
[imputation of his righteousness] that gives us peace with God” (2 Cor 5.21), in other 
words, not just innocence but righteousness.  Piper says, “How can a person who really 
did break the law and did the bad thing be told by the judge that he is a law-keeper, a 
righteous person, with full rights to the freedoms of the country, and doesn’t have to go to 
jail or be punished?…What did God do so that it’s right for him to say to us sinners:  you 
are not guilty, you are law-keepers in my eyes, you are righteous, and you are free to 
enjoy all that this country has to offer?”…And will they tell her that when he lived and 
died, he not only took her place as a punishment-bearer but also stood in her place as a 
law-keeper?  Will they say that he was punished for her and he obeyed the law for her?”2 
•Not only…but also (our pardon/perfection; our redemption/righteousness; our 
punishment for our disobedience/performer of our perfect obedience).3

•This is where we get the popular expression (Redeemer network):  “Jesus not only died 
the death that we should have died, but also lived the life that we should have lived.” 

e. Citizenship:  There are no degrees of citizenship4 just as there are no degrees of 
sonship.  Either you are a citizen or you are not a citizen; either you are a child or you are 
not a child.  You as a daughter of your family might have a brother who is not a good 
brother, and you might be able to find a person who appears to have better brotherly 
qualities, but who is your brother?  A foreigner might be more of a decent “citizen” than a 
naturalized person, but who is the citizen?  Are you living on a passport or a birth 

                                                 
1 John Stott, The Message of Ephesians:  The BST series (IVP, 1984). 
2 John Piper, Counted Righteous in Christ (Good News Publishing, 2003). 
3 Piper, Counted Righteous. 
4 D. Martyn Lloyd Jones, Christian Unity:  An Exposition of Ephesians (Baker Books, 1973, 1998). 
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certificate?5  The Gospel is not trying to measure us on a decency scale because Jesus 
Christ did not come to make bad people good, but to make dead people live.6 

3. Grace-driven (Eph 1.7; 2.1-10) 
4. Heart-centered (Eph 3.16 [“in your inner being”:  the seat of one’s personality and the center 

of our character, not just the emotions but the seat of one’s mind, will, and emotions]).7 
5. Missionally-oriented8 (Eph 3.2-11 [the mystery of the gospel-“that through the gospel the 

Gentiles are  
heirs”; “and to make plain to everyone the administration of this mystery”]). 

6. Spirit-filled (Eph 5.18) 
 
III.  What are the Implications of the Gospel on the individual? 

A.      Some general observations and considerations 
1. Biblical truths about the human condition:  Idolatry9 

a. We are idol factories (Calvin).  We are all worshippers (Rom 1.21-25), and the question is 
what or whom do we worship?10  Ezek 14.1-5, “this is what the Sovereign Lord says:  
When any Israelite sets up idols of the heart and puts a wicked stumbling block before his 
face and then goes to a prophet, I the LORD will answer him myself in keeping with his 
great idolatry.”  Idol of the heart:  anything that takes functional rulership over your heart 
other than God.11   Idolatry is our “substituting ourselves for God, that is putting ourselves 
where only God deserves to be--as Savior and Lord of our lives…. Whatever thing or 
things from which we choose to derive our value becomes the ultimate meaning in our 
lives--thus it serves as a ‘god’ and gives us a sense of worth or ‘righteousness’ even if we 
don’t think in those terms.”12   

b. Whatever rules the heart will exercise inescapable influence over your life and behavior13 
because that which you revere, you resemble, either for ruin or for restoration.14   What is 
your ultimate value or personal center15 that determines how you spend your money or 
how you do your ministry? 

                                                 
5 Lloyd Jones, Christian Unity. 
6 C. S. Lewis states that the gospel is not about mere improvement but redemption, (Mere Christianity [Zondervan, 2001]).  Lloyd Jones says that 
the church is not a morality agency but a regenerating agency.   
7 Throughout the entire letter, Paul is concerned about the changing of hearts and not the constraining of behavior. 
8 Cf. Here are some helpful resources for being missional and understanding our changing culture:  Darrell Guder, ed, Missional Church:  A Vision 
for the Sending of the Church in North America (Eerdmans, 1998); Lesslie Newbiggin, Foolishness to the Greeks:  The Gospel and Western Culture 
(Eerdmans, 1986), Gospel in a Pluralistic Society (Eerdmans, 1990); Stephen Bevons, Models of Contextual Theology:  The Struggle for Cultural 
Relevance (Orbis Books); Leonard Sweet, The Church in Emerging Culture:  Five Perspectives (Zondervan, 2003); James Kunstler, The City in 
Mind:  Notes on the Urban Condition (Free Press, 2002), Geography of Nowhere:  The Rise and Decline of America’s Man-Made Landscape (Free 
Press, 1994); David Brooks, Bobos in Paradise:  The New Upper Class  and How They Got There (Simon and Schuster, 2001); Richard Florida, The 
Rise of the Creative Class:  And How It’s Transforming Work, Leisure, Community and Everyday Life (Basic Books, 2003); Saskia Sassen, The 
Global City (Princeton University Press, 2001). 
9 Cf. Elyse Fitzpatrick, Idols of the Heart:  Learning to Long for God Alone (Presbyterian and Reformed, 2001). 
10 I am using John Frame’s (Worship in Spirit and Truth [Presbyterian and Reformed, 1996]) definition of worship:  worship means recognizing 
someone or something of having great worth, value or honor. 
11 Paul Tripp, Changing Hearts, Changing Lives (Resource for Changing Lives Series:  CCEF, 2003).  We need to take spiritual inventory of our 
hearts by asking X-ray questions:  What do you love?  Hate?  What do you want, desire, crave, lust, and wish for?  What do you seek, aim for, and 
pursue?  What are your goals and expectations?  Where do you bank your hopes?  What do you fear?  What are your plans, agendas, strategies, 
and intentions designed to accomplish?  What makes you tick?  Where do you find refuge, safety, comfort, escape, pleasure, security?  What or 
whom do you trust? (David Powlison, Seeing with New Eyes:  Counseling and the Human Condition through the Lens of Scripture [Presbyterian and 
Reformed, 2003]).   
12 A short outline from Tim Keller, A Gospel for the More Secular. 
13 Cf. Paul Tripp, Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands (Presbyterian and Reformed, 2001).  He gives 3 principles from  Mt. 6.19-24:  [1] Everyone 
seeks some kind of treasure (This is Christ’s operating assumption); [2] Your treasure will control your heart (“for where you treasure is, there your 
heart will be also”); [3] What controls your heart  will control your behavior (“No one can serve two masters”).   
14 I borrow this expression from my friend, Greg Beale (Wheaton College Graduate School). 
15 Cf. Although I disagree with Stephen Covey’s (7 Habits of highly Effective People [Free Press, 1990]) final prescription (an unchanging principle 
center, which for him is not Christ), he nevertheless makes several good observations concerning the human heart.  He categorizes several centers 
of influence iwhich he sees in people’s lives:  [1] spouse centered:  your feelings of security are based on the way your spouse treats you; [2] family 
centered:  your security is founded on family acceptance and fulfilling family expectations; [3] money centered:  your personal worth is determined by 
your net worth; [4] work centered:  you tend to define yourself by your occupational role; [5] possession centered:  your security is based on your 
reputation, your social status, or the tangible things you possess.   
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c. The biggest idol of all is the self.  We are so consumed with our needs, wants, and 
desires.  E.g. Soren Kierkegaard, “the essence of pleasure is to do things my way.”  
Therefore, when we look at a verse like Eph 5.21, “submitting to one another out of 
reverence for Christ”, we need to work with this biblical truth about the human condition.  
We have all been given a common call to embrace the attitude of mutuality16 and 
servanthood, but our problem lies with the fact that we don’t want to serve and submit to 
others because of our self-centeredness.  

d. Discerning our functional gods/idols and reorienting our hearts back to the Gospel.  How? 
(e.g. Dealing with the ungodly master of anxiety?). 

 
2. Gospel vs. Morality (The Christian lifestyle vs. other ethical systems):  Heart transformation vs. 

Behavioral change17   
•All other ethical systems emphasize the specific injunctions given in Eph 4.25-5.4 (don’t 
lie;  don’t steal; do not get angry; do not speak negatively of others; don’t engage in 
sexually immorality; don’t be greedy, etc), so what distinguishes the Gospel message 
from all other moralities?  The secret of forgiving, loving, serving, and knowing is being 
forgiven, loved, served, and known.  Something outside of you and your ability to lead a 
good moral life has radically changed you.  The reason why we are able to response to 
the command in 4.25 ‘to put off falsehood and speak truthfully”…..etc. is because of vv 
22-24 which say, “you were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off 
(literally, “having put off”) your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to 
be made new in the attitude of your minds, and to put on (literally, “having put  on”) the 
new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.”  In other words, 
because of what Jesus has done for us, that is making us into new creatures,18 we are 
able to continue to “put off” the patterns of the old self and to “put on” the principles of the 
Christian lifestyle.   

a.    You do things because of who you are.  You have a new identity.   
•Essence precedes existence-viewing life essentially not existentially.  Morality says, 
what you do defines who you are, but the Gospel says, who you are determines what you 
do.  In other words we are not sinners because we sin, but rather we sin because we are 
sinners.  The Cartesian dictum is wrong.  It shouldn’t be cogito ergo sum (I think therefore 
I am),  but rather sum ergo cogito (I am therefore I think).  Because of who I am in Christ, 
I can love.  A Christian’s life is defined essentially not existentially.  Activity flows out of 
being, that is who we are in Christ (e.g.  cultural definition of love vs. the biblical definition 
of love).   

b.   It is not inspiration (“do it because it is the right thing and you will be a better 
person”), but   transformation.  Jesus is not our moral exemplar par excellance, but our 
life-changing savior (not WWJD but WDJD). 

 
3. The Gospel as the third counter culture (as opposed to the irreligious [hedonistic, licentious, 

relativistic, permissive] or religious [moralistic, legalistic]) 
a. Ideological Spectrum.  Luke 15:  Both sons had a distorted view of their relationship 

with their father.  We tend to base our security on our performance whether 
religiously or irreligiously.  The younger son is insecure because of his sins, and the 
older son is secure because of his hard work and faithfulness.  They both failed to 
realize that they were both living under the father’s grace.  One son was a licentious 
son, and the other a legalist.  One was unlawful, the other lawful, but they both 

 
16 Powlison, Seeing with New Eyes. 
17 There is a difference between morality and the Gospel just like there is a difference between biological life and spiritual life; 
institutional/mechanical attachment and a vital/organic connection, informational knowledge and personal knowledge, knowing about God and 
knowing God.  The gospel is about a personal relationship with Jesus. 
18 A Christian receives a radically transformed life (not just behavioral change), a radically examined life, and a radically identified life because of 
his/her covenantal relationship with Jesus Christ.   
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needed grace.  One had an inferiority complex, the other a superiority complex.  
One needed confidence and the other humility.  The gospel addresses both. 

4. Preaching the Gospel to your own heart 
a. Common virtue is inspired by fear (The religious version says, “if you are not honest 

[or any other common virtue] then God will punish you”) or by pride (“don’t be like 
those terrible sinners),19 but they are essentially both motivated by self-interest.  But 
the Gospel destroys both pride and fear because it teaches us that “we are far more 
wicked, sinful, lost than we ever dared imagine, but that we are also far more loved, 
forgiven and accepted than we ever dared hope.”20  The gospel gives the Christian 
humility (contra pride) and confidence (contra fear).  Jesus is always pursuing 
fundamental rearrangements of our modus operandi.21 

b. GCTS student evaluations  
c. Some thoughts from Sonship (World Harvest):  Tell tale signs for those not 

internalizing the gospel (not living as a child but as a slave):  [1] Fear:  the reason 
why you are afraid is because you are looking at your performance rather than the 
works of Christ.  The slave, orphan, thinks like this, “when I have done well and 
performed well, because I have lived up to a religious or irreligious standard,  then I 
feel good about myself, but when I fail, then I fall into despair.”  But a child of God 
relates to the Father in heaven differently.  On a good week, when you are living 
righteously, you don’t praise yourself because you know that you are able to do so 
because of Jesus.  And when you fail, you don’t fall into depression for the same 
reason; [2] Being critical and judgmental:  A slave is an individual who needs to feel 
morally superior to others because she does not feel acceptable to God.  He/she 
needs to put others down (gossip, feel superior) in order to feel loved.  We are 
critical because we are insecure, and putting others down makes us feel like we are 
better and more important and significant (e.g. Lk 18.11-14, we say, “thank you God 
that I am not like that Pharisee, that religious person”); [3] Defensiveness, and self-
justification:  This individual cannot take criticism, but a child of God loves to repent 
rather than being defensive or controlling.  When someone points out his flaws and 
weaknesses, he should not be bothered by the criticism (because if they really 
knew how terrible and sinful we really are than they would say something worse 
[Spurgeon]) because the deeper he see his sins, the more amazed he should be at 
God’s incredible love for him.   

d. He didn’t love us because we were lovely, but he loved us when we were unlovely 
in order to give us his loveliness (worthiness) and therefore making us lovely 
(worthy).  If we have difficulty loving people (especially difficult people, enemies) 
because they have hurt or rejected us, then we need to constantly remind ourselves 
that if the king of the universe loves us and accepts us then this should give us the 
security to be willing to be vulnerable with others.   

 
 

B. Applying gospel principles to different/specific areas of life (formulating a gospel worldview)22 
1. Gospel entry point for communication:  falsehood (lying) or speaking truthfully (Eph 4.25) 
2. Gospel entry point for expressing angry emotions:  anger without sinning (having a forgiving 

spirit) or bitterness (4.26-27; 31-32) 
a. We tend to think that we have only two options in dealing with anger:  [1] 

underreaction-that is we repress, suppress, bury, hold down, control, avoid, or deny 
our anger; [2] overreaction-that is we ventilate, blow up, or explode.  Both passive 
aggressive and active aggressive expressions of this emotion are wrong, but will 

                                                 
19 Tim Keller, Preaching to Both Christians and Non-Christians (RCPC, 2002). 
20 Another popular expression from Redeemer Church NY (I believe the credit should go to Scott Sherman for creating the statement [D. A. Carson, 
Worship by the Book {Zondervan, 2002}]) 
21 Powlison, JBC (Winter 2003). 
22 Cf. Tim Keller’s paper on the Centrality of the Gospel is very useful (this is available on their website, www.redeemer.com). 
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power is not good enough.  We must express righteous anger (4.26 literally reads, 
“be angry and do not sin”), but unrighteous anger needs to be evaluated (why am I 
angry) then addressed by the gospel (gospel entry point).  E.g. If you get angry 
because you lose control (someone is complicating your schedule by asking you to 
help them with something) or feel rejected (when someone treats you beneath your 
dignity).  The Gospel entry point (what you have to preach to your heart) is this:  
“My father in heaven is always available and accessible to me so I need to give this 
person my time which is more important than my own agenda” or “God never 
rejects me, or condemns me and he accepts me counter conditionally so I can feel 
secure in him because of what Jesus has done for me.” 

3. Gospel entry point for our culture (or the city)23 
a. Christians need to have a robust Christian philosophy of engagement with our 

culture that neither denigrates nor accommodates cultural influences.24  So how do 
we guard our purity and enhance relevance at the same time?  How can we not 
avoid the two common extremes either to assimilate or separate, to capitulate or 
evade, or to overcontextualize or undercontextualize?  We need to engage our 
culture with the counter cultural perspective of the Gospel by re-entering the world 
of fallen humanity as the theater of redemption.25  In other words, we don’t have to 
disdain (or hate) the city or to conform to the city and its cultural influences, but we 
can choose to love the city (Jer 29). 

4. Gospel entry point for sex (5.3) 
5. Gospel entry point for controlling influences:  drink or the Spirit (5.18) 
6. Gospel entry point for Marriage relations (5.21-33)26 
7. Gospel entry point for Parent/child relations (6.1-4) 

a. Not authoritarian or permissive parenting but parenting that builds in our children’s 
heart from a very young age an inescapable God awareness or godward orientation 
(Deut 6.7-9; Judges 2.10-13).27 

8. Gospel entry point for Employer/employee relations (6.5-9) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
23 Cf. Tim Keller, The Missional Church (RUCPC, 2001).   
24 William Smith, “Culture:  Hate it?  Love it?…Redeem it!”, The Journal of Biblical Counseling (Winter, 2004).  Smith says that the denigrating 
culture approach has 2 problems:  [1] it is not possible to isolate those inside the church from the surrounding culture; [2] trying to barricade the 
church doors against cultural imports results in the loss of salt and light to the world.  The accommodating culture approach, according to Smith, has 
2 of its own problems:  [1] the church becomes so like the world that little difference can be seen; [2] adopting ideas from society also winds up 
removing the ability of the church to be salt and light-we end up having nothing distinctly different to offer society.  Cf.  Os Guinness, Dining with the 
Devil:  The Mega—church  Movement Flirts with Modernity (Baker, 1993).   
25 Keller (The Missional Church ) says that “a church must be more deeply and practically committed to deeds of compassion and social justice than 
traditional liberal churches [who tend to accommodate culture] and more deeply and practically committed to evangelism and conversion than 
traditional fundamentalist churches [who tend to avoid culture].  This kind of church [that is, a missional church] is profoundly ‘counter intuitive’ to 
American observers.  It breaks their ability to categorize (and dismiss) it as liberal or conservative.  Only this kind of church has any chance in the 
non-Christian West.”   
26 Cf. Gary Thomas, Sacred Marriage (Zondervan, 2000). 
27 Cf. The Case for Kids (RCL:  CCEF, 2001); Tedd Tripp, Shepherding a Child’s Heart (Shepherd Press, 1995); Paul Tripp, Age of Opportunity 
(Presbyterian and Reformed, 1997). 
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