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HERALD

UCCD is launching discipling 
curriculum September 4, 2009 in the 
Friday Foundations venue!

Importance of Discipling?
Matthew 28:19-20 reads, “Go therefore 
and make disciples of a" nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe a" that I have commanded you.  And 
behold, I am with you always, to the end of 
the age.”  This is not a charge simply to 
make converts, but to make disciples.  
Jesus instructs the disciples to turn and 
make disciples of others.  They are not 
to make disciples of themselves, but of 
Jesus.  Just as He had done, they were 
to invest their lives in teaching others 
to follow Christ.

What is Biblical Discipling? 
In short we can define it as the 
intentional training of disciples of Jesus 
Christ on the basis of loving relationships.  
The goal is to bring believers into 

maturity in their faith (Col 1:28-29). 

Who is to Disciple?  
The entire church!  When Paul 
encourages the churches in Rome to 
“Be devoted to brotherly love”  he charges 
the entire church  to bear the 
responsibility of loving and encouraging 
one another in the faith.  

It’s a Process Not a Program 
UCCD is launching the discipling 
curriculum in order to aid the training 
of Christ’s disciples on the basis of 
loving relationships.  Through the 
classes offered and material taught, we 
hope you will be spurred on to love and 
be loved by your brothers and sisters in 
Christ as you lovingly apply Scripture to 
one another’s lives. 

Curriculum
The curriculum was written by Paul 
Tripp and Timothy Lane and published 
by the Christian Counseling Education 

Love One Another 
by Discipling One Another
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Foundation (ccef.org). 

How People Change runs from Sept 4, 
2009-Nov 20, 2009.  The goal in this 
class to understand how God changes 
sinful hearts.  This is basically a class on 
how we grow more like Christ.  

Helping Others Change runs from Nov 
27, 2009-Feb 12, 2010. Building on the 
foundation of How People Change, this 
class aims to equip Christians to cousel 
the Word to other Christians as we live 
life together.  

Discipling and Counseling? 
If you noticed, we are using materials 

from the Christian Counseling 
Education Foundation. What does 
discipling have to do with counseling?  
Great question!  Read the next article 
“Counseling and Discipleship” to find 
out (below).  And for a taste of what 
we’ll be covering in How People Change, 
check out the sample chapter from 
How People Change beginning on page 4.  

Who Should Come to How People 
Change and Helping Others 
Change Friday Foundations? 
We challenge everyone to come, not 
only for a couple classes, but every 
week from Sept 4, 2009- Feb 12. 2010!  

Counseling and Discipleship
Dr. Deepak Reju serves as an Associate 
Pastor with emphasis in Biblical Counseling 
at Capitol Hi" Baptist Church, Washington 
DC. 

How are counseling and discipleship 
related? Let's think about this in terms 
of two pictures, a river and a battle 
scene.

A RIVER
Our discipleship in Christ is like sitting 
in a boat on a river that flows toward 
him. Sometimes the river is winding 
and slow. Other times it's rocky and 
fast. But gratefully his Spirit is always 
drawing us toward him, increasing our 
love for him, his word, and his people. 
As we flow down the river toward him, 
different men and women help to 

disciple us along the way. And we are 
called to help disciple them.

Now, I am not a fisherman, but I have 
been told that along the river there are 
"eddies." These are small pools of water 
where the fishermen can pull off the 
river, reload their gear, get some rest, 
and even strategize before continuing 
along the river again.

Counseling is like an eddy. It's a 
particular form of discipleship, where 
Christians pull off the river for a period 
of time to focus on the "problems" that 
are hindering their movement. It's a 
time to stop and ask, "What slows us 
down from growing closer to our 
Savior?" The counselor sits in the eddy 
and waits for the fishermen to pull off 
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and ask for help. The biblical counselor 
patiently helps them. They sort through 
the Scriptures together, pray, and work at 
removing the obstacles from the 
fishermen's paths. Then the counselor 
sends the fishermen back into the river 
that heads towards Christ.

Now, I believe this is a helpful 
illustration as far as it goes. But it's not 
the full picture. More explanation is 
needed. You might have heard someone 
say in the context of football, "The best 
offense is a good defense." In counseling, 
the reverse is true: "The best defense is a 
good offense." In this case, the "offense" 
is a healthy culture of discipleship. A 
church with a well-developed culture of 
discipleship is one of the best ways to 
aggressively head off life's struggles as 
they emerge. Discipling relationships in 
a church should work to counsel people 
all along the way, so that there is less 
need to pull into the eddies. Let's try 
another illustration.

A BATTLE
Think of discipleship in terms of a 
battle. The front line of the battle is not 
the counseling room, but the weekly 
church gathering as well as the 
conversations that take place among 
members of the church every day in their 
homes, over lunch meetings, in Bible 
study, in conversations after church, over 
the phone, and even on emails! All of a 
church's life together involves counseling 
and each of these opportunities gives us 
a chance to counsel one another in the 
Word. If people have at least one or two 
people in their lives who are willing to 

share in the ugly details, to be open 
about their struggles, to hold one 
another accountable, to admonish and 
encourage one another, then God can 
use these experiences to shed light on 
the darkness and confusion.

One step back from the front line is not 
the counselor, but wise and godly older 
men and women in the faith who take 
time to pour themselves into the lives of 
younger Christians. These are the 
"captains" and "generals" of the faith, 
who by their wisdom and experience 
direct the soldiers in battle. A culture of 
discipleship that encourages younger 
members of the faith to seek out the 
wise older ones honors Christ by making 
good use of the rich relational resources 
that God has built into his church.

To carry the battle analogy one last step, 
think of the counseling room as the 
M.A.S.H. unit (mobile army surgical 
unit) that sits far behind the front line. 
It's only when people are beaten up, 
bleeding, or maimed so badly that they 
are no longer useful in the battle that 
they must be sent to get special medical 
help. Most people only retreat to the 
counseling room when their problems 
get too far out of hand, when they are at 
a complete loss for wisdom, or when 
they can no longer tolerate their own 
struggles. As counselors (or doctor of 
souls?) we do our best to consider what 
unseen infections might lie deeper than 
what can be seen on the surface, treat 
them accordingly, and then send them 
back into battle.
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TWO IMPLICATIONS
1. Every Christian is ca"ed to a ministry of 

discipleship.

Every Christian should either be 
discipling someone else, be discipled by 
someone else, or be doing both. Biblical 
counseling is just one form of Christian 
discipleship, and it's meant to be a 
temporary activity. The main work of 
discipling should be done by the 
members of the congregation. The 
counselor sends the fisherman back 
into the river of discipleship, the 
M.A.S.H. unit sends the soldier back to 
the front line, to be built up in his faith 
as he engages in one-on-one 
discipleship with other members.

2. It's important for pastors to equip their 
people to do the work of discipleship on 
the $ont-lines of the battle.

It's easy for pastors to become over-
taxed and over-burdened and still just 
barely keep up with the congregation's 
demands. Pastor, have you ever thought 

strategically about how to equip your 
people to be better disciplers and 
counselors of the Word? By equipping 
your members, you enable them to do 
the work on the front lines, which in 
turn saves you time because many of 
the problems on the "front-lines" never 
get back to you. Think about preaching 
a series on discipleship, or running an 
annual adult education class on 
discipleship, or having your members 
read through some good books on 
discipleship. Make it an expectation 
that church members should be 
involved in each other's lives, teaching 
them to invite one another into their 
own lives for correction and rebuke. 
Have you modeled this kind of humility 
for the church? Pray that the Lord will 
help you build a healthy culture of 
discipleship in your church.

At first I was impressed. Phil was not 
only familiar with Scripture and 
systematic theology, he also owned an 
extensive library of biblical 
commentaries by the “who’s who” of 
theological writers. There were few 
places I could go in Scripture and few 
theological references I could make that 
were new to Phil. Yet there was 

something dramatically wrong. If you 
were to turn from Phil’s library and 
watch the video of his life, you would 
see a very different man. Phil always 
seemed to be pointing out something 
wrong around him, yet he was successful 
at very little himself. He had the 
theological dexterity of a gymnast, but 
he lived like a relational paraplegic. His 

How People Change
Chapter 1: The Gospel Gap
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marriage to Ellie had been tumultuous 
from day one. He seemed completely 
unable to diagnose or correct the 
unending stream of problems that had 
sucked the oxygen out of this 
relationship. His relationships with his 
grown children were distant at best, and 
he always seemed to be embroiled in 
some drama with his extended family. 
He was never satisfied in his career, and 
he had been involved in four churches 
in three decades. The time he spent 
dealing with his own problems left little 
time for ministry to others. The 
problem was that few seemed to know 
the “video” Phil. He and Ellie never 
fought publicly, never separated, and 
never considered divorce. They were 
faithful in church attendance and in 
giving. In Sunday school classes and 
Bible studies, Phil came across as 
knowledgeable and committed. Yet at 
home he was easily irritated and often 
explosive. Most of his free time was 
spent on the computer. He and Ellie 
rarely talked beyond the level of plans 
for the day, and even then his responses 
toward her were harsh and impatient. 
Terms like love, grace, and joy did not 
characterize Phil’s life.
 
Ellie carried around a frustration with 
the church because she felt like no one 
really “got” Phil. He wasn’t physically 
abusive, he wasn’t addicted to 
substances or pornography, and he 
wasn’t about to forsake his family, so he 
flew under the radar of pastoral care. 
Knowing how many people looked up 
to Phil, Ellie struggled every time he 
was asked to lead a Bible study or teach 

a theology class. She did everything she 
knew to resist becoming bitter and 
cynical, but she was beginning to lose 
the battle. Some days Ellie would find 
herself at the kitchen table, lost in 
daydreams of a life without Phil. 
Finally, Ellie told Phil she could not go 
on like this any longer. She knew she 
needed help, and she asked him to 
come along for counseling. At first, Phil 
angrily refused, but he eventually 
agreed to give it a try. During our first 
time together, I let them spend most of 
the time talking. There was something 
strange about their story, but I couldn’t 
put my finger on it. It wasn’t until I was 
driving home that it hit me: They had 
given me an extensive history, yet there 
was little or no reference to God. Here 
was a theological man and his believing 
wife, yet their life story was utterly 
godless! 

Phil and Ellie had a huge gap in their 
understanding of the gospel. It was as if 
they were attempting to live with a 
gaping hole in the middle of their 
house. They walked around it every day. 
Things would fall into it, and the hole 
would get bigger, but they didn’t seem 
aware that it was there. They didn’t 
realize that other houses didn’t have a 
hole, and that those that did needed to 
be renovated or demolished. Phil even 
had a “hole repair manual” that he had 
read thoroughly, but it hadn’t led him to 
fix his. Ellie suffered from the dust, 
smell, and heat that drifted up from the 
hole, but she had no idea what to do 
about them. This was their Christianity.
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I wish I could say that Phil and Ellie are 
alone, but I am convinced that there 
are many Phils and Ellies among us. 
Often there is a vast gap in our grasp of 
the gospel. It subverts our identity as 
Christians and our understanding of the 
present work of God. This gap 
undermines every relationship in our 
lives, every decision we make, and every 
attempt to minister to others. Yet we 
live blindly, as if the hole were not 
there. 

UNDERSTANDING THE GAP 
Second Peter 1:3-9 describes this gap 
better than any other passage. 

3 His divine power has given us everything 
we need for life and godliness through our 
knowledge of him who ca"ed us by his own 
glory and goodness. 4 Through these he has 
given us his very great and precious 
promises, so that through them you may 
participate in the divine nature and escape 
the corruption in the world caused by evil 
desires. 5 For this very reason, make every 
effort to add to your faith goodness; and to 
goodness, knowledge; 6 and to knowledge, 
self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; 
and to perseverance, godliness; 7 and to 
godliness, brotherly kindness; and to 
brotherly kindness, love. 8 For if you possess 
these qualities in increasing measure, they 
wi" keep you $om being ineffective and 
unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. 9But if anyone does not have 
them, he is nearsighted and blind, and has 
forgotten that he has been cleansed $om his 
past sins. 

Let’s look at the symptoms of the gap. 
In verse 9, Peter points out that there 
are people who know the Lord, but 
whose lives fail to produce the expected 
fruit of faith. Their lives are not 
characterized by peaceful, loving 
relationships, a sweet, natural, day-by-
day worship of the Lord, a wholesome 
and balanced relationship to material 
things, and ongoing spiritual growth. 
Instead, these believers leave a trail of 
broken relationships, a knowledgeable 
but impersonal walk with God, a 
struggle with material things, and a 
definite lack of personal growth. 
Something is wrong with this harvest; it 
contradicts the faith that is supposed to 
be its source.

Peter’s words describe Phil and Ellie. 
They were “ineffective and 
unproductive” in many ways. The scars 
of conflict had so crippled their respect 
for each other that there was little trust 
or spontaneous affection left between 
them. They did not get along with their 
neighbors and left three churches badly. 
There was little tenderness or affection 
in their worship of God. Their 
Christianity seemed more an ideology 
than a worship-driven relationship, and 
God’s practical call on their lives was 
more a duty to be performed than a joy 
to be pursued. It wasn’t surprising that 
Phil and Ellie struggled with debt. 
Physical things had replaced spiritual 
things long ago. More than anything 
else, they seemed stuck. If you had 
recorded their complaints against each 
other ten years ago, the tape could have 
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been seamlessly inserted into any of the 
arguments they had today.  

Why are many Christians “ineffective 
and unproductive?” Peter provides the 
diagnosis in verse 9: they are 
nearsighted and blind, having forgotten 
that they have been cleansed from their 
past sins. They are blind to the power 
and hope of the gospel for today. What 
does this mean?

The good news of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ is a “then-now-then” gospel (see 
Figure 1.1) First, there is the “then” of 
the past. When I embrace Christ by 
faith, my sins are completely forgiven, 
and I stand before God as righteous. 
There is also the “then” of the future, 
the promise of eternity with the Lord, 
free of sin and struggle. The church has 
done fairly well explaining these two 
“thens” of the gospel, but it has tended 
to understate or misunderstand the 
“now” benefits of the work of Christ. 
What difference does the gospel make 
in the here and now? How does it help 
me as a father, a husband, a worker, and 
a member of the body of Christ? How 
does it help me respond to difficulty 
and make decisions? How does it give 
me meaning, purpose, and identity? 
How does it motivate my ministry to 

others? 

It is in the here and now that many of 
us experience a gospel blindness. Our 
sight is dimmed by the tyranny of the 
urgent, by the siren call of success, by 
the seductive beauty of physical things, 
by our inability to admit our own 
problems, and by the casual 
relationships within the body of Christ 
that we mistakenly call fellowship. This 
blindness is often encouraged by 
preaching that fails to take the gospel 
to the specific challenges people face. 
People need to see that the gospel 
belongs in their workplace, their 
kitchen, their school, their bedroom, 
their backyard, and their van. They 
need to see the way the gospel makes a 
connection between what they are 
doing and what God is doing. They 
need to understand that their life 
stories are being lived out within God’s 
larger story so that they can learn to 
live each day with a gospel mentality. 

3 KINDS OF BLINDNESS
The “here and now” hole in the middle 
of our lives produces three fundamental 
forms of spiritual blindness. First, there 
is the blindness of identity. Many 
Christians do not have a gospel 
perspective on who they are. For 

HERE 
AND 
NOWPast Forgiveness Future Hope

! ! ! ! ! !

Figure 1.1    The Gospel Gap
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example, Phil was a good theologian, 
but his personal identity was more 
rooted in knowledge and achievement 
than in the gospel. This lack of gospel 
identity shows up in two ways. First, 
many Christians underestimate the 
presence and power of indwelling sin. 
They don’t see how easily entrapped 
they are in this world full of snares (Gal. 
6:1). They don’t grasp the 
comprehensive nature of the war that is 
always raging within the heart of every 
believer (Rom. 7). They’re not aware of 
how prone they are to run after God 
replacements. They fail to see that their 
greatest problems exist within them, 
not outside them.
 
My work with teenagers has convinced 
me that one of the main reasons 
teenagers are not excited by the gospel 
is that they do not think they need it. 
Many parents have successfully raised 
self-righteous little Pharisees. When 
they look at themselves, they do not see 
a sinner in desperate need, so they are 
not grateful for a Savior. Sadly, the same 
is true of many of their parents. 

Many believers also fail to see the other 
side of their gospel identity: their 
identity in Christ. Christ not only gives 
me forgiveness and a new future, but a 
whole new identity as well! I am now a 
child of God, with all of the rights and 
privileges that this title bestows. This is 
important because each of us lives out 
of some sense of identity, and our 
gospel identity amnesia will always lead 
to some form of identity replacement. 
That is, if who I am in Christ does not 

shape the way I think about myself and 
the things I face, then I will live out of 
some other identity.
 
Often in our blindness, we take on our 
problems as identities. While divorce, 
depression, and single parenthood are 
significant human experiences, they are 
not identities. Our work is not our 
identity, though it is an important part 
of how God intends us to live. For too 
many of us, our sense of identity is 
more rooted in our performance than it 
is in God’s grace. It is wonderful to be 
successful at what God has called you 
to do, but when you use your success to 
define who you are, you will always have 
a distorted perspective. 

Second, a “here and now” gap in the 
gospel also causes us to be blind to 
God’s provision. As Peter states, in 
Christ we have been given “everything 
we need for life and godliness.” Why 
does he use two words here, both “life” 
and “godliness”? The second word is 
meant to qualify the first. If Peter had 
simply said that God has given us 
everything we need for life, it 
would be easy to add the word “eternal” 
before it. This is how this passage is 
often interpreted. We find it much 
easier to embrace the gospel’s promise 
of life after death than we do its 
promise of life before death! But when 
Peter says that God has given us 
everything we need for “godliness,” we 
know that he is talking about life now. 
Godliness is a God-honoring life from 
the time I come to Christ until the 
time I go home to be with him.
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 Peter is saying that we cannot live 
properly in the present unless we 
understand the provision God has made 
for us. Many believers are blind to the 
fact that this provision runs deeper 
than the commands, principles, and 
promises of Scripture we normally 
associate with the pursuit of a godly 
life. It is even more fundamental than 
the conviction of the Holy Spirit or our 
legal forgiveness. God’s provision for a 
godly life now is literally Christ himself! 
He has given us himself so that we can 
be like him. 

Paul says in Galatians 2:20, “I no longer 
live, but Christ lives in me.” Jesus is 
Emmanuel not only because he came to 
earth and lived with us, but because he 
actually lives within us now by his 
Spirit. His presence gives us everything 
we need to be who we are supposed to 
be and do what we are supposed to do. 

Without an awareness of Christ’s 
presence, we tend to live anxiously. We 
avoid hard things and are easily 
overwhelmed. But a clear sense of 
identity and provision gives us hope and 
courage to face the struggles and 
temptations that come our way. 

A third form of blindness that a gospel 
gap produces is blindness to God’s 
process. The New Testament is clear 
that our acceptance into the family 
of God is not the end of God’s work in 
us, but the beginning. God has not 
called us to a life of “I have spiritually 
arrived” or “I am just waiting for 
heaven.” Rather, he calls us to a life of 

constant work, constant growth, and 
constant confession and repentance. 
Making us holy is God’s unwavering 
agenda until we are taken home to be 
with him. He will do whatever he needs 
to do to produce holiness in us. He 
wants us to be a community of joy, but 
he is willing to compromise our 
temporal happiness in order to increase 
our Christ-likeness. 

Any time we find ourselves in difficulty 
or trial, it is easy to think we have been 
forgotten or rejected by God. This is 
because we do not understand the 
present process. God is not working for 
our comfort and ease; he is working on 
our growth. At the very moment we are 
tempted to question his faithfulness, he 
is fulfilling his redemptive promises to 
us. After all, it’s not like there are only 
some people who really need to change. 
Change is the norm for everyone, and 
God is always at work to complete this 
process in us. 

WHAT FILLS THE GAP?
There is one thing that physical and 
spiritual holes have in common: They 
don’t stay empty for long. A hole in the 
sand will quickly fill with water. A hole 
in a field will accumulate sticks and 
leaves. Holes always seem to get filled. 

Under the main staircase in our house is 
a large walk-in closet. It is the bane of 
my wife’s existence. Every six months 
or so, Luella summons the courage to 
attack this closet. She empties it 
completely, sorting its contents and 
uncovering the floor for the first time 
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in months. She always says that she 
wants us to try to keep the closet in this 
pristine condition. I don’t oppose the 
idea since I like being able to walk into 
it, but the closet always seems to fill up 
again. Our children visit and leave 
artifacts of their new existence in the 
closet. Packages come in the mail, and 
the boxes seem to mysteriously wind up 
in the closet. All the “stuff” that has no 
home somehow finds its way there. And 
before long, the closet door can barely 
shut, and Luella has to attack it again. 

The gospel gap in many of our lives 
doesn’t stay empty either. If we do not 
live with a gospel-shaped, Christ-
confident, and change-committed 
Christianity, that hole will get filled 
with other things. These things may 
seem plausible and even biblical, but 
they will be missing the identity- 
provision-process core that is 
meant to fill every believer. 

I like the term Paul uses for these 
counterfeits in 2 Corinthians 10:5. He 
calls them “pretensions.” Not every lie 
is a pretense. A pretense is a plausible 
lie. I could tell you that I was a female 
Olympic gymnast. That would be a lie, 
but it would not be a pretense because 
it would lack plausibility. But if I 
dressed in a suit and stood in front of 
an office with a briefcase and a set of 
architectural drawings, I could probably 
fool you into thinking I was a building 
contractor. 

The most dangerous pretensions are 
those that masquerade as true 

Christianity but are missing the 
identity-provision-process 
core of the gospel. They have their 
roots in the truth, but they are 
incomplete. The 
result is a Christianity that is mere 
externalism. Whenever we are missing 
the message of Christ’s indwelling work 
to progressively transform us, the hole 
will be filled by a Christian lifestyle that 
focuses more on externals than on the 
heart. I believe that a war for the heart 
of Christianity is raging all around us, 
seeking to draw us away from its true 
core toward the externals. 

What sorts of Christian externals tend 
to fill the gospel gap? They are all things 
that are part of the normal Christian 
life; each tends to attract us at different 
times and in different ways. Look for 
yourself in these descriptions. Is it 
possible that you have a gap in your 
gospel and that it has been filled in 
ways you didn’t realize? 

CHRISTIAN EXTERNALISM: 
THINGS THAT FILL THE GAP 

Formalism. If you want to know the 
church calendar, just look at Jim’s 
schedule. Whatever the meeting or 
ministry, Jim is there, Bible in hand. 
He’s done his stint as a Sunday school 
teacher and regularly volunteers for 
short- term missions trips. He is faithful 
in giving and a willing volunteer when 
work needs to be done around the 
church. But Jim’s world and God’s 
world never meet. All of his church 
activities have little impact on his heart 
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and how he lives his life.

God railed against the formalism of the
Israelites (Isa. 1), and Christ condemned 
the formalism of the Pharisees (Matt. 
23:23-28). Why? Because formalism 
allows me to retain control of my life, 
my time, and my agenda. Formalism is 
blind to the seriousness of my spiritual 
condition and my constant need for 
God’s grace to rescue me. Jim sees his 
church participation simply as one 
healthy aspect of a good life. He has no 
noticeable hunger for God’s help in any 
other area. For him, the gospel is 
reduced to participation in the meetings 
and ministries of the church. 

Legalism.  Sally is a walking list of dos 
and don’ts. She has a set of rules for 
everything. They are her way of 
evaluating herself and everyone around 
her. Her children live under the 
crushing weight of her legalism. To 
them, God is a harsh judge who places 
unreasonable standards on them and 
then condemns them when they can’t 
keep them. There is no joy in Sally’s 
home because there is no grace to be 
celebrated. Sally thinks that performing 
her list gives her standing with God. She 
has no appreciation for the grace given 
her in Christ Jesus. 

Legalism completely misses the fact 
that no one can satisfy God’s 
requirements. While Sally rigidly keeps 
her rules, her pride, impatience, and 
judgmental spirit go untouched. 
Legalism ignores the depth of our 
inability to earn God’s favor. It forgets 

the need for our hearts to be 
transformed by God’s grace. Legalism is 
not just a reduction of the gospel; it is 
another gospel altogether (see 
Galatians), where salvation is earned by 
keeping the rules we have established. 

Mysticism.  Christine careens from 
emotional experience to emotional 
experience. She is constantly hunting 
for a spiritual high, a dynamic encounter 
with God. Because of this, she never 
stays with one church very long. She is 
more a consumer of experience than a 
committed member of the body of 
Christ. Yet in between the dynamic 
experiences, Christine’s faith often falls 
flat. She struggles with discouragement 
and often finds herself wondering if she 
is even a believer. Despite the 
excitement of powerful moments, 
Christine isn’t growing in faith and 
character. 

Biblical faith is not stoic; true 
Christianity is dyed with all the colors 
of human emotion. But you cannot 
reduce the gospel to dynamic emotional 
experiences with God. As the Holy 
Spirit indwells us and the Word of God 
impacts us, most of the changes in our 
hearts and lives take place in the little 
moments of life. The danger of 
mysticism is that it can become more 
a pursuit of experience than a pursuit of 
Christ. It reduces the gospel to dynamic 
emotional and spiritual experiences. 

Activism.  Shirley stands on the right-
to-life picket line wondering why more 
Christians aren’t there. Of course, 
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Shirley feels the same about the protests 
at the adult bookstore and her work on 
the coming local election. These causes 
define what it means to be a Christian. 
Her constant refrain is, “Stand up for 
what is right, wherever and whenever it 
is needed.” There is something 
admirable about Shirley’s willingness to 
devote time, energy, and money to stand 
up for what is right.
 
But on closer examination, Shirley’s 
Christianity is more a defense of 
what’s right than a joyful pursuit of 
Christ. The focus of this kind of 
Christian activism is always on external 
evil. As a result, it can take on the form 
of a modern monasticism. The 
monastics essentially said, “There is an 
evil world out there, and the way to 
fight evil is to separate from it.” But 
monasteries failed because they forgot 
to focus on the evil inside every monk 
who entered their walls! 

Whenever you believe that the evil 
outside you is greater than the evil 
inside you, a heartfelt pursuit of Christ 
will be replaced by a zealous fighting of 
the “evil” around you. A celebration of 
the grace that rescues you from your 
own sin will be replaced by a crusade to 
rescue the church from the ills of the 
surrounding culture. Christian maturity 
becomes defined as a willingness to 
defend right from wrong. The gospel is 
reduced to participation in Christian 
causes.
 
Biblicism.  John is a biblical and
theological expert. His theological 

library includes rare, antique Christian 
volumes, and he is always seeking to buy 
first editions. John frequently uses 
phrases like “biblical worldview,” 
“theologically consistent,” and “thinking 
like a Christian.” He loves the Bible 
(which is a very good thing), but there 
are things in John’s life that don’t seem 
to fit. 

Despite his dedicated study of 
Christianity, John isn’t known for being 
like Christ! He has a reputation for 
being proud, critical, and intolerant of 
anyone who lacks his fine-grained 
understanding of the faith. John 
endlessly critiques his pastor’s sermons 
and unnerves Sunday school teachers 
when he enters the room. 

In John’s Christianity, communion, 
dependency, and worship of Christ have 
been replaced by a drive to master the 
content of Scripture and systematic 
theology. John is a theological expert, 
but he is unable to live by the grace he 
can define with such technical 
precision. He has invested a great deal 
of time and energy mastering the Word, 
but he does not allow the Word to 
master him. In Biblicism, the gospel is 
reduced to a mastery of biblical content 
and theology. 

“Psychology-ism”.  Jen always has a 
group of people ministering to her. She 
talks a lot about how many “hurting” 
people are in her congregation, and how 
the church isn’t doing enough to help 
them. An avid reader of Christian self-
help books, she is always recommending 
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the latest one to someone. She often 
says that Christianity is the only place 
to find real help and healing, yet she 
doesn’t seem to find that healing herself. 
Jen spends much of her time 
discouraged and often leaves church 
meetings in tears. 

Jen is right that our deepest needs are 
met in Christ, but she sees Christ more 
as a therapist than as a Savior. Jen is 
convinced that her deepest needs come 
out of her experience of neglect and 
rejection, and so she sees herself more 
in need of healing than redemption. She 
is blind to how demanding, critical, and 
self-absorbed she actually is. 

Without realizing it, Jen has redefined 
the problem that the gospel addresses. 
Rather than seeing our problem as 
moral and relational – the result of our 
willingness to worship and serve 
ourselves and the things of this world 
instead of worshiping and serving our 
Creator (Romans 1) – she sees our 
problem as a whole catalog of unmet 
needs. But whenever you view the sin of 
another against you as a greater 
problem than your own sin, you will 
tend to seek Christ as your therapist 
more than you seek him as your Savior. 
Christianity becomes more a pursuit of 
healing than a pursuit of godliness. The 
gospel is reduced to the healing of 
emotional needs.

“Social-ism”.  George was so thankful 
for the relationships he had found in 
the body of Christ. They were unlike 
any friendships he had experienced 

before. He was so full of joy for his 
Christian family that he participated in 
any activity that put him in contact 
with other believers. George loved his 
twenty-something Bible study, but he 
particularly enjoyed going out with the 
gang afterward. He loved the retreats, 
the camping trips, and the short-term 
missionary projects. For the first time in 
his life, George felt alive and connected.
 
George’s trouble started when one of 
his closest friends was transferred out of 
state and another friend got married. 
Then his church called a new pastor 
who decided to de-emphasize ministry 
to singles. When the small groups at his 
church were reorganized, George felt 
like he was stuck with a group of older 
married people with whom he couldn’t 
relate. Church wasn’t the same anymore, 
so he quit going to his small group. 
Before long his attendance on Sunday 
began to wane. Going to church, he 
said, was like going to someone else’s 
family reunion. 

George didn’t realize it, but fellowship, 
acceptance, respect, and position in the 
body of Christ had replaced his 
dependence on communion with Christ. 
The church had become his spiritual 
social club, and when the club began to 
break up, he lost his motivation to 
continue. For George, the grace of 
friendship replaced Christ as the thing 
that gives him identity, purpose, and 
hope. The gospel had been reduced to a 
network of fulfilling Christian 
relationships.
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WHY ARE THESE 
REPLACEMENTS SO 
ATTRACTIVE?
In 2 Corinthians 10:5, Paul talks about 
“pretensions that set themselves up 
against the knowledge of God.” 
Remember that a pretense is a plausible 
lie, with enough truth to be believable. 
The lies that capture us as Christians 
usually seem to fit well within the 
borders of our Christianity. Perhaps 
postmodernism and sexual immorality 
are not the greatest threats to the 
church of Christ in our day. Perhaps we 
are in more danger from the subtle lies 
that flow from subtle shifts in how we 
understand the gospel. We have not 
forsaken the faith, but we may have 
redefined it in ways that are 
fundamentally different from the gospel 
laid out in Scripture. 

This redefinition of the faith does not 
happen all at once. It may not even 
surface in the public theological 
discussions of the church. Rather, the 
redefinition is a process of subtle steps 
at the practical level of the church’s 
fellowship, life, and ministry. Hope in 
Christ gets replaced with Christian 
activity, emotional experiences, 
Christian fellowship, or something else, 
without anyone consciously redefining 
or forsaking the faith. 

All of the “isms” we have considered are 
attractive because they each emphasize 
one important aspect of the gospel. The 
gospel does call me to lead a godly life 
and to gather with God’s people for 
worship. God will meet me in special 

ways at certain times. The gospel does 
call me to influence the world for good, 
to love truth and to meditate on it. God 
is a God of comfort who meets us in all 
our sorrows. We are to be enthusiastic 
participants in the fellowship of the 
body of Christ.
 
The danger occurs when we reduce the 
gospel to any one of these elements. 
Whenever I do, my Christianity is no 
longer motivated by a humble admission 
of my daily need for Christ and a 
humble pursuit of his grace. Things that 
are intended to be the means of this 
pursuit instead become the ends. For 
example, the goal of understanding the 
truths of the gospel is to have a deeper 
relationship with Christ. But when 
theological knowledge becomes the 
goal, Christ is displaced. 

There is another, deeper reason why 
these “isms” are so attractive. Each in 
some way appeals to spiritual problems 
we need to address. First, they appeal to 
our self-righteousness. None of us wants 
to think that we are as bad off as the 
gospel says we are! We prefer to think 
that we just need some minor 
theological tweaking or more faithful 
church attendance to function as God 
intended. Yet the gospel says that no 
system or activity can provide what we 
need. Our sin is so great that only 
Christ’s work on the cross can rescue us.

These “isms” also appeal to our 
selfishness. As sinners, we like to be at 
the center of the universe. We like being 
the ones who control the agenda. Yet 
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the gospel makes it clear that the only 
way to really live is first to die, and that 
those who strive to live end up dying as 
a result. When the gospel is reduced to 
a catalog of “isms” where I choose the 
one most attractive and comfortable for 
me, I can participate extensively in 
Christianity without much personal 
sacrifice, and with my self, 
unchallenged, at the center of it all.

These “isms” also appeal to our 
environmentalism. We tend to believe 
that the sin that surrounds us is more 
dangerous than the sin that resides 
inside us. This is why it is hard for a 
husband to understand that he can’t 
blame his coldness on his wife, nor can 
the wife blame her bitterness on her 
husband, nor can their child blame his 
rebellion on his parents’ failures. 

When we forget how desperate our 
condition really is, Christian activity 
begins to replace a heartfelt reliance on 
Christ and his grace. We get more 
excited about changing the world than 
we do about the radical changes of heart 
and life that the gospel promises 
because of Christ’s presence in our 
hearts.

These “isms” also appeal to our 
independence. It’s hard for us to 
embrace how weak, blind, and 
vulnerable sin actually makes us. We 
don’t like to think that we need wisdom 
and correction daily. We prefer the lie of 
our own self-sufficiency. Sure, we can 
recognize the blindness and foolishness 
in others, but we like to think that we 

are the exception to the rule. It is 
uncomfortable to see ourselves as needy 
and weak, but we are, and that is exactly 
why Christ is the only answer. 

Knowledge of the truth and 
participation in church activities, when 
viewed improperly, can give you a 
distorted view of who you are. 
Knowledge of doctrine is not the same 
as Christian maturity and victory over 
sin. Participation in Christian causes 
should not mask the sin struggles going 
on in my heart at the same time.
 
To the degree that you forget you are a 
sinner, to that degree you will 
underestimate your daily need for 
Christ and the relationships in his body 
that are his tools of change.

We all know on some level that Christ 
must be our identity, meaning, purpose, 
hope, and goal. Yet our self -
righteousness dies hard. We want to be 
at the center of our world, and we think 
we are capable of more independence 
than would be spiritually helpful. So we 
tend to reduce the gospel to 
comfortable elements, none of which do 
justice to the message of grace found in 
Christ.

WHAT SHOULD FILL THE 
GAP? 
It’s amazing how long it took me to 
really understand the gospel. Like many 
Christians, I understood early on that 
my sins had been forgiven (past grace) 
and that I was going to spend my 
eternity with Christ (future grace). But I 
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did not grasp the depth of my need for 
the benefits of the work of Christ now 
(present grace). My externalistic 
Christianity needed to be infused with 
the present power of the gospel. It is 
not enough to embrace Christ’s promise 
of life after death. We must also 
embrace his promise of life before 
death, which is only possible because of 
Christ’s grace at work in our hearts 
today. This is what this book is about. It 
celebrates the grace of forgiveness that 
is ours because of the life, death, and 
resurrection of Christ, and it keeps its 
eye on the hope of eternity. But the 
primary focus of this book is on present 
grace. 

How does God grow and change us 
while we live here on earth? What has 
Christ given to help me with that tough 
conversation with my spouse last 
Tuesday night? How does his grace 
impact a person’s struggle with 
depression or fear? What has Christ 
given to help me deal with the pressures 
of parenting or the workplace? What 
provision has he made for my struggles 
with lust, fear, or materialism? What do 
repentance and change actually look 
like? Why do we struggle with one area 
of sin more than another, doing the 
thing we never intended to do? 

These are the kinds of practical
questions this book will address. Our 
intention is to take the gospel of 
Christ’s grace into all the specific places 
where you live your life. We believe that 
you can know why you do the things 
you do. You can have a clear sense of 

where change is needed in your life and 
what that change should look like. You 
can understand what God is doing in 
the present and how you 
can be part of it. 

But let me warn you: There is nothing 
new in this book – no secrets or magic 
formulas. We are very excited to offer 
you something you already know, but 
may not understand fully and practically. 
Our goal is to bring the old, old story of 
the gospel to your heart and life in a way 
that has been heart- and life-changing 
for us. Often there has been too much 
of a separation between the theology we 
say we believe and the world we struggle 
in every day. The purpose of this book is 
to bridge that gap. 

FIVE GOSPEL PERSPECTIVES
Five gospel perspectives give this book 
its direction. 

The Extent and Gravity of our Sin.  
It has been said that the doctrine of sin 
is the one doctrine you can prove 
empirically, yet we all tend to minimize 
it. Early in our marriage my wife Luella 
graciously pointed out many failures in 
my love for her. She wasn’t being overly 
critical; she had seen real areas of sin 
rooted in wrong attitudes in my heart. I 
knew she loved me and I knew she 
wasn’t crazy, but I simply couldn’t 
believe that I was as bad as she was 
making me out to be! I look back and 
cringe at how self-righteous I was. Self-
righteousness is your own personal 
defense attorney. In a scary moment of 
self-defense, I said to her, “Ninety-five 
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percent of the women in our church 
would love to be married to me!” (How’s 
that for humility?) Luella sweetly 
informed me that she was in the five 
percent!

I was a pastor at the time. I was 
regularly counseling married couples, 
helping them deal with the sin that 
stood in the way of the loving unity God 
intended for them. I was good at 
helping other people see and own their 
sin. But I was not willing to believe that 
my need was just as desperate. Maybe I 
was blinded by my theological 
knowledge or my pastoral skill. But one 
thing is sure: I had forgotten who I was, 
and I was offended that Luella had such 
a low opinion of me!

I don’t think I am alone. The struggle to 
accept our exceeding sinfulness is 
everywhere in the church of Christ. We 
accept the doctrine of total depravity, 
but when we are approached about our 
own sin, we wrap our robes of self-
righteousness around us and rise to our 
own defense. 

Scripture challenges this self-
righteousness with clarity and power: 
“The LORD saw how great man’s 
wickedness on the earth had become, 
and that every inclination of the 
thoughts of his heart was only evil all 
the time” (Gen. 6:5), and “ ‘There is no 
one righteous, not even one’ ” (Rom. 
3:10). The effects of sin twist every 
thought, motive, desire, word, and 
action. This disease has infected us all, 
and the consequences are severe.

 Why is this perspective so essential? 
Only when you accept the bad news of 
the gospel does the good news make any 
sense. The grace, restoration, 
reconciliation, forgiveness, mercy, 
patience, power, healing, and hope of 
the gospel are for sinners. They are only 
meaningful to you if you admit that you 
have the disease and realize that it is 
terminal. 

The Centrality of the Heart. The 
average Christian defines sin by talking 
about behavior. For example, what is 
the goal of most Christian parents? Is it 
not to get their children to do the right 
things? We set up all kinds of relational, 
motivational, and corrective structures 
to constrain and direct our children’s 
behavior. These structures are not 
without value, but if this is your only 
response to your child’s rebellion and 
sin, you will leave him defenseless 
against sin once he leaves home and the 
structures are no longer there.

Beneath the battle for behavior is 
another, more fundamental battle – the 
battle for the thoughts and motives of 
the heart.
 
The heart is the real or essential you. All 
of the ways in which the Bible refers to 
the inner person (mind, emotions, 
spirit, soul, will, etc.) are summed up 
with this one term: heart. The heart is 
the steering wheel of every human 
being. Everything we do is shaped and 
controlled by what our hearts desire.
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That is why the Bible is very clear that 
God wants our hearts. Only when God 
has your heart does he have you. As 
much as we are affected by our broken 
world and the sins of others against us, 
our greatest problem is the sin that 
resides in our hearts. That is why the 
message of the gospel is that God 
transforms our lives by transforming our 
hearts. 

Lasting change always comes through 
the heart. This is one of Scripture’s 
most thoroughly developed themes, but 
many of us have missed its profound 
implications. We need a deeper 
understanding of Proverbs 4:23, “Above 
all else, guard your heart, for it is the 
wellspring of life.”

The Present Benefits of Christ. The 
Christian hope is more than a 
redemptive system with practical 
principles that can change your life. The 
hope of every Christian is a person, the 
Redeemer, Jesus Christ. He is the 
wisdom behind every biblical principle 
and the power we need to live them out. 
Because Christ lives inside us today, 
because he rules all things for our sakes 
(Eph. 2:22- 23), and because he is 
presently putting all his enemies under 
his feet (1 Cor. 15:25-28), we can live with 
courage and hope.

Our hope is not in our theological 
knowledge or our experience within 
the body of Christ. We are thankful for 
these things, yet we hold onto one hope: 
Christ. In him we find everything we 

need to live a godly life in the here and 
now. Paul captures it so well: “I have 
been crucified with Christ and I no 
longer live, but Christ lives in me. The 
life I live in the body, I live by faith in 
the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me” (Gal. 2:20). 

God’s Call to Growth and Change. 
It is so easy to coast! We have been 
accepted into God’s family, and someday 
will be with him in eternity. But what 
goes on in between? From the time we 
come to Christ until the time we go 
home to be with him, God calls us to 
change. We have been changed by his 
grace, are being 
changed by his grace, and will be 
changed by his grace. 

What is the goal of this change? It is 
more than a better marriage, well- 
adjusted children, professional success, 
or freedom from a few nagging sins. 
God’s goal is that we would actually 
become like him. He doesn’t just want 
you to escape the fires of hell – though 
we praise God that through Christ you 
can! His goal is to free us from our 
slavery to sin, our bondage to self, and 
our functional idolatry, so that we 
actually take on his character! 

Peter summarizes the change this way: 
“Through these he has given us his very 
great and precious promises, so that 
through them you may participate in 
the divine nature and escape the 
corruption in the world caused by evil 
desires” (2 Peter 1:4). 
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A Lifestyle of Repentance and 
Faith 
God has blessed you with his grace, 
gifted you with his presence, 
strengthened you with his power, and 
made you the object of his eternal love. 
Because we belong to him, we live for 
his agenda. And if change is his agenda, 
then repentance and faith is the lifestyle 
to which we have been called.
 
Near the end of his career, Michael 
Jordan was asked why he always came 
early to practice before a game, even 
before the rookies. He was already 
being called the greatest basketball 
player of all time. He replied that his 
shooting percentage was just over fifty 
percent. That meant that over his 
career, he had failed almost as much as 
he had succeeded. He was committed to 
keep on practicing as long as there was 
room for him to improve. 

There are always new sins for the 
Christian to address and new enemies 
to defeat. The Christian life makes 
God’s work of change our paradigm for 
living, while we celebrate the grace that 
makes it possible. “For the grace of God 
that brings salvation has appeared to all 
men. It teaches us to say ‘No’ to 
ungodliness and worldly passions, and to 
live self-controlled, upright and godly 
lives in this present age, while we wait 
for the blessed hope – the glorious 
appearing of our great God and Savior, 
Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:11-13). 

A CELEBRATION 

How People Change is more than an 
explanation of the Christian life. It is a 
celebration of the Lord and his daily 
provision of grace. We invite you to 
celebrate with us a grace that not only 
forgives, but changes us from the 
deepest, darkest corners of our hearts to 
the smallest action and every idle word. 

No matter what you struggle with now, 
no matter how successful or stuck you 
see yourself to be, no matter how young 
or how old you are in the faith, no 
matter if you are a man or a woman, a 
boy or a girl, if you are Christ’s child, there 
is hope for you! It is not based on who you 
are or what you know. Your hope is Jesus! 
He lives in you and, because of that, you 
have a reason to celebrate each new day. 
You no longer live, but Christ lives in you! 
We welcome you to a lifestyle of 
celebrating just what that means. 
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