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What is the Gospel? 
The Gospel and Implications for Ministry 

1. Introduction 

If you ask a typical American evangelical the question, “What is the gospel?” he will likely respond in a manner 

similar to the following: “Believe in your heart that Jesus died for your sins and you will be saved.”  Of course, 

such is true as far as it goes.  However, the Scriptures make some distinctions that can be extremely helpful.  

Consider, for instance, the words of Jesus that summarizes his preaching while on this earth:  “The time is 

fulfilled, the kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the gospel” (Mark 1:15).  Graeme Goldsworthy has 

pointed out that if the gospel is “Repent and believe in Jesus,” then Jesus’ words become very unclear.  The 

second sentence would then need to be understood as, “Repent and believe that you should repent and believe in 

Jesus.”
1
  On the contrary, what Jesus is saying is that people ought to repent and believe the gospel that “the time 

is fulfilled” and “the kingdom of God is near.”  In other words, when Jesus preached the gospel, He was 

preaching “the gospel of the kingdom” (Matt. 24:14)—that the kingdom of God was breaking into this present 

world through the life, death, resurrection and ascension of the Messiah.  The gospel, then, is the message of the 

Kingdom.  Repenting and believing is the means by which we are included in the gospel story of God’s work 

throughout history.  God is redeeming for Himself a people out of a fallen world; we enter into the gospel story by 

grace through faith alone. 

Paul made a similar distinction in Romans 1:1-6.  Paul begins his letter by noting that He has been set apart for 

the gospel of God.  Beginning in the next verse, he begins to describe this gospel.  It is  

the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures regarding his Son, who as 

to his human nature was a descendant of David, and who through the Spirit of holiness was installed as 

Son of God
2
 with power by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord. Through him and for 

his name’s sake, we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the 

obedience that comes from faith.  And you also are among those who are called to belong to Jesus Christ. 

(Rom. 1:2-6) 

In this text, the gospel is the work of the Son, a descendent of David (and therefore rightful king) and installed as 

King—Son of God—by being raised from the dead.  His reign as king was vindicated by the resurrection, and his 

kingdom is justified as the rightful Israel.  As a result of this gospel story, we are “called to belong to Jesus 

Christ.” 

John Murray, in his book, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, gave us a helpful way of making this 

distinction.  He used the term “redemption accomplished” to refer to the work of Jesus Christ in history to 

purchase our salvation.  If we think more broadly on this point, we can consider the “history of salvation” 

(historia salutis)—what has God has done objectively throughout Biblical history to accomplish the redemption of 

the cosmos and of His people.  He used the term “redemption applied” to refer to how the redemption purchased 

by Christ becomes real in the life of the believer.  Theologians have also called this the “way of salvation” (ordo 

salutis)—the order of how God subjectively saves us in our individual lives. 

2. Gospel as Redemption Accomplished and Applied 

It would be good for us to take some time to consider more fully these two facets of the gospel.  Once we have 

explained this in more detail, we can then endeavor to consider how these twin facets would provide us with 

implications for ministry in the church. 

                                                      
1 Goldsworthy, 82. 
2 This is a correction to the translation of the NIV. 
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2.1. Redemption Accomplished—What God Has Done in Redemptive History 

The term historia salutis is Latin for “the history of salvation.”  The term describes the gospel as the work of God 

in history to redeem God’s people for Himself.  The word “gospel” (literally, “good news”) appears first in the 

Old Testament in Isaiah 52:7, 

How beautiful upon the mountains 

are the feet of him who brings good news, 

who publishes peace, who brings good news of happiness, 

who publishes salvation, 

who says to Zion, “Your God reigns.” 

Isaiah’s prophecy looked forward to the time when the Messiah would lead his people out of exile in Babylon into 

a restored kingdom of Israel.  The content of this gospel message as described by Isaiah is, “Your God reigns.”  

The person and work of Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of that prophetic hope.  It is the inauguration of the 

Kingdom of God to be consummated when Christ returns, and in His life, death and resurrection, Jesus 

demonstrated the reign of God for His people.  The descriptions of the gospel message in the New Testament, 

particularly in the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke-Acts), are striking in this regard. 

Mark, for instance, began his telling of the gospel with, “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of 

God.”  Two things are important to realize about this sentence.  First, it is difficult to determine the meaning of 

the phrase “the gospel of Jesus Christ.”  Does it mean, “the gospel about Jesus Christ” or “the gospel that Jesus 

Christ preached”?
3
  It does not seem necessary to distinguish between these two senses.  Mark is recounting the 

story of Jesus Christ preaching the gospel about Himself.
4
  Second, when precisely was the “beginning” of this 

gospel?  At first glance, it may seem like the beginning of the gospel is the beginning of the Gospel of Mark.   

However, the book actually begins, “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, as it is written 

in Isaiah the prophet…”
5
  The beginning of the gospel was in Isaiah’s prophetic hope (Is. 40), quoted in Mark 1:3.  

Joel Green explains, “The ongoing story within which the Gospel of Mark is located… has its roots in divine 

promise of liberation of Israel from bondage of exile as this is related by the prophet Isaiah.”
6
  This liberation 

from exile was realized through the work of Jesus Christ in his life, death and resurrection, whereby he 

inaugurated the kingdom of God, in which we live with the hope of His return, when He will fully bring about 

New Heavens and New Earth.  Jesus did not simply die so that our sins could be forgiven.  He died to purchase 

for us New Heavens and New Earth, and believers can partially experience that reality in the church today as 

members of the “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). 

Jesus’ life was the turning point in redemptive history, when all Israel’s hopes found fulfillment.  Tim Keller aptly 

says it this way: “The gospel is that Jesus died and rose for us. If the historic events of his life did not happen, 

then Christianity does not “work” for the good news is that God has entered the human “now” (history) with the 

life of the world to come.”
7
  The Gospel is the life of Jesus Christ, lived on our behalf, both in his active and 

passive obedience, including his death, resurrection, ascension and session at the right hand of God Himself.  The 

term “gospel” in the Bible is often even equated with “Jesus Christ.”  In Acts 5:42, the apostles are said to be 

preaching “the gospel—Jesus Christ.”
8
  Here “gospel” and “Jesus Christ” are treated as synonymous.  Keller 

writes, “Its intentional redundancy aims to say that the good news they preached was Jesus.  His very life, and all 

his works, is what saves us. To declare Jesus and to declare the gospel is the same thing.  Jesus does not bring the 

                                                      
3 In other words, is it an objective or subjective genitive? 
4 Similar constructions can be found in Gal. 1:7; 1 Cor.9:12,18; 2 Cor.2:12; 9:13;10:14. 
5 The NIV does not translate the καθώς. 
6 Joel B. Green, “Reading the Gospels and Acts as Narrative,” cited in Narrative Reading, Narrative Preaching: Reuniting New 

Testament Interpretation and Proclamation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 49. 
7 Tim Keller, “What is the Gospel?” (unpublished paper), 2. 
8 Some translations read, “preaching Jesus as the the Christ,” as if “Christ” were a double accusative.  However, εὐαγγελιζόµενοι 

already means, “evangelizing” or “preaching the gospel.”  It is better to take “Jesus Christ” in apposition to “the gospel.” 
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gospel—he is the gospel, because the gospel is that God has broken into history and accomplished everything 

necessary for our salvation.”
9
  

This is why the gospel is often referred to as “the gospel of the kingdom” (Luke 16:16, Matt 4:23 and 24:14).  The 

gospel is the message about the kingdom of God entering into this world through the ministry of Jesus Christ on 

our behalf.  The question then becomes, how does one enter into this kingdom (Matt. 18:3)?  How do I become a 

part of the new creation (2 Cor. 5:17)?  “What must I do to be saved” (Acts 16:30)?  We have already hinted at 

the answer through the words of Jesus: “Repent and believe the gospel” (Mark 1:15).  Here is where we must 

enter into the topic of redemption applied—how the gospel becomes real in our lives. 

2.2. Redemption Applied—How the Gospel is Applied to Us 

In “Redemption applied,” individuals become partakers in the gospel message.  Commonly this subject has been 

treated under the heading of ordo salutis (the way of salvation)—the process by which an unsaved person 

becomes saved.  Based on Romans 8:28-30, theologians describe the process something like this: God’s 

foreknowledge, predestination, regeneration/effectual calling, justification, sanctification, and glorification of his 

elect for their salvation. 

It is not the purpose of this paper to quibble over the order in which these acts and works of God take place in our 

lives.  Rather, it is important to recognize that all human beings are incapable of entering the kingdom of God on 

their own—that is, it is impossible for us to merit our own salvation.  We are wholely dependent upon the 

graciousness of our God for our salvation in every step along the process described in Romans 8.  The Christian 

life, therefore, is not one of “putting confidence in the flesh” (Phil 3:3) or seeking to “establish our own 

righteousness” (Rom. 10:3-4).  Rather, it is about dependence upon the merits of Christ in accomplishing our 

salvation through his active and passive obedience. 

Every human being is fallen, due to Adam’s sin and God’s curse on mankind.  Every human being therefore is 

totally depraved; our nature is so corrupted that with every aspect of our being we seek to honor and glorify 

ourselves rather than our Creator.  We set up idols in our hearts to worship in place of our Creator—gods that 

seem to make life work better for us (Rom. 3).  Every human being is also subject to a fallen world—thorns and 

thistles corrupt our labors, pain corrupts the bearing of children (Gen. 3).   This causes us to grieve in this world 

(2 Cor. 5:1-5), and yet often this so-called “cry of the heart” can feed our “idols of the heart” as we seek to find 

ways to improve our lives apart from Christ.  We thus end up as slaves to our sinful nature, in bondage to our own 

sin and depravity (Rom. 6—7). 

Yet when we, by God’s grace alone, become partakers of the gospel message, we find freedom (Gal. 5:1).  We are 

freed from the bondage to our idols so that we might serve and worship the living and true God (1 Thess 1:9).  We 

are freed from the demands of the law that we might live according to the Spirit (Rom. 8:1-4).  We can trust in the 

righteousness of Another, rather than our own, freeing us from our need to perform in order to gain acceptance 

before God and men (Rom. 5).  We also become included in the Kingdom of God on earth, the Church, allowing 

us to experience community and corporate fellowship in the upside down kingdom Christ, established through his 

ministry on earth. 

2.3. Conclusion 

The Christian faith, therefore, is both about the redemption of us as individuals (Rom. 8:1-17) and about the 

redemption of the cosmos (Rom. 8:18-25).  Our individual stories of salvation are cast in light of a greater story—

the redemptive work of God throughout history to redeem the cosmos.  The turning point in this drama was the 

coming of Christ to establish the kingdom of God on earth, the new creation.  This kingdom is found today in the 

Church, but will one day be consummated at Christ’s return, the climax of the drama of redemption, when He will 

usher in New Heavens and a New Earth and wipe every tear from our eyes.  Our faith, therefore, is eschatological; 

                                                      
9 Keller, 2-3.  Keller also notes that Acts 8:35, 10:36, 11:20 use the same construction. 
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it both looks back on Christ’s work on the cross and looks forward in hope to the consummation of all things, 

when all things will finally be made new. 

“Preaching the gospel,” then is the way in which we communicate the work of Christ to others, so that the story of 

their lives might be found within the grand story of God’s redemption.  Christians become included in a grand 

narrative in which our lives tell the story of His glory and His redemption, rather than our own abilities and efforts 

to rise above our circumstances to establish a righteousness of our own.  “Gospel-centered living” then is the way 

life looks when lived inside the Kingdom of God—that upside down kingdom in which “the first will be last and 

the last will be first,” for “the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for 

many” (Mark 10:45). 

It is my conviction that the evangelical Church today most commonly thinks of the gospel as how individuals can 

get right with God—that is, they think in terms of “redemption applied.”  The story of Jesus in history, 

“redemption accomplished,” is simply what we must believe in order to be saved.  I believe the emphasis on 

redemption applied over redemption accomplished has caused the church in America today to become selfish and 

self-serving.  If the Christian faith is only about how we can get ourselves right with God, then living out the 

gospel becomes simply a way for us to pursue our own sanctification.  This may affect our relationships with 

those who are close to us (family, coworkers, etc.), since others do affect our sanctification.  We may further, out 

of love for these people, develop a burden that they could be saved as well, and share our faith with them.  Yet the 

end product is an individualized and privatized faith that has more to do with the American ideal of the “rugged 

individualist” than with the corporate and communal understanding of the Kingdom of God more consistent with 

Biblical teaching. 

However, if we understand the gospel as the story of Christ’s life, death, resurrection, and ascension both 

fulfilling Israel’s hopes for restoration from exile and inaugurating the Kingdom of God on earth with the promise 

of its consummation at Christ’s return, then living out the gospel is grander endeavor.  If we further understand 

the nature of the kingdom he established as an “upside down kingdom,” we will endeavor to live as servants in 

this world that the world might be transformed and reconciled to God.  For Paul even said, “we do not preach 

ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.” 

3. Implications for Church Ministry 

The ministry of the Church is to be the kingdom of God on earth.  As a Church, we ought to glorify God in 

worship, edify the each other in our teaching, counsel, and discipleship, and extend the kingdom through mission.  

Every ministry of the Church ought to have as its goal the “ministry of the gospel” (2 Cor. 5:16-21). The term 

“ministry” (διακονία) here ought to be understood in the sense of service.
10

  In this upside down kingdom, we lead 

by serving and we minister the gospel through both word and deed as we serve those around us.  The Christian 

life is characterized by service to others (Mark 1:35-45), not by seeking to make betters lives for ourselves.  The 

Church, therefore, ought to consider ways in which we can serve others with the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

This gospel is not just for unbelievers.  Paul found it necessary to preach the gospel to the church in Rome (Rom. 

1:15) and implored the Corinthian Church, “Be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20).  The problem every human 

being has, Christian or non-Christian, is sin.  The only solution for the problem of sin is the gospel.  Therefore, 

every “Christian conversation” ought to be a gospel-centered conversation.  Christians need to evangelize each 

other as much as the lost.  All of us, even as Christians, tend to get lost in our own stories and become blind to the 

grander story of God’s redemption.  We all get lost in our circumstances and seek to establish idols in our hearts 

in place of the living and true God.  We grieve and seek to find ways hide our pain and make life seem “okay” 

rather than trust in Christ, grieving with hope in the New Heavens and New Earth yet to be fully realized at His 

return. 

                                                      
10 The word διακονία means “ministry” in the sense of “service.”  It a related word to “deacon.” 
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All ministries of the Church therefore, ought to address what Brian Chapel calls the “fallen condition focus”
11

—

both in terms of “the cry of the heart,” when we suffer from pain, and the “idolatry of the heart,” when we sin by 

harboring false gods in place of the one true God.  We ought then to seek to minister the gospel to people in their 

fallen condition.   The ministry of the gospel should never be merely correcting false beliefs and behaviors by 

quoting Bible verses (i.e., giving an alcoholic a lesson on why he should not “get drunk with wine”).  Rather, the 

goal ought to be to love and know the individual so that we can see how the grand narrative of the gospel story 

ministers to the individual story of the person’s life.  The individual can then be drawn into a larger story than his 

own as his idols are challenged and his griefs are comforted with the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Every ministry of 

the church ought to justify its own existence by identifying a fallen condition focus of the ministry and seeking 

properly to minister the gospel to those people by both word and deed, serving each other and serving the world 

with the gospel of the kingdom. 

Furthermore, it is necessary for ministry leaders, whether staff or volunteer, to be in fellowship and cooperation 

with each other, not only so that the left hand will know what the right hand is doing, but so that we can mutually 

encourage and challenge each other to remain true to the gospel as we minister in the church.  When Paul saw 

Peter and other believers fall into the false practices of the Judaizers, Paul confronted Peter, since his actions were 

“not in step with the truth of the gospel” (Gal. 2:14).  If this could happen to Peter, it can certainly happen to us, 

and with good fellowship, we can encourage and challenge each other with the gospel that are seeking to minister 

in the Church. 
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