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INTRODUCTION

What does the local church mean to you?

Maybe you love your church. You love the people. You love the
preaching and the singing. You can’t wait to show up on Sunday, and
you cherish fellowship with other church members throughout the
week.

Then again, maybe your church is just a place you show up to a
couple times a month. You sneak in late, duck out early.

We at 9Marks are convinced that the local church is where God
means to display his glory to the nations. And we want to help you
catch this vision, together with your whole church.

The 9Marks Healthy Church Study Guides are a series of six- or
seven-week studies on each of the “nine marks of a healthy church”
plus one introductory study. These nine marks are the core con-
victions of our ministry. To provide a quick introduction to them,
we've included a chapter from Mark Dever’s book What Is a Healthy
Church? with each study. We don’t claim that these nine marks are
the most important things about the church or the only important
things about the church. But we do believe that they are biblical and
therefore helpful for churches.

So, in these studies, we're going to work through the bibli-
cal foundations and practical applications of each mark. The ten
studies are:

» Built upon the Rock: The Church (the introductory study)
» Hearing God’s Word: Expositional Preaching

« The Whole Truth about God: Biblical Theology

» God’s Good News: The Gospel

« Real Change: Conversion

e Reaching the Lost: Evangelism

» Committing to One Another: Church Membership
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» Guarding One Another: Church Discipline
» Growing One Another: Discipleship in the Church
» Leading One Another: Church Leadership

Each session of these studies takes a close look at one or more
passages of Scripture and considers how to apply it to the life of
your congregation. We hope they are equally appropriate for Sunday
school, small groups, and other contexts where a group of two to
two-hundred people can come together and discuss God’s Word.

These studies are mainly driven by observation, interpreta-
tion, and application questions, so get ready to speak up! We also
hope that these studies provide opportunities for people to reflect
together on their experiences in the church, whatever those experi-
ences may be.

What's the last piece of good news you heard? What made it so
good? What difference did it make in your life?

As Christians, we are people of good news. We believe that the
gospel of Jesus Christ is the best news in the world. And the gospel
is just that: news. It's the announcement of what God has done in
Christ to reconcile sinners to himself.

But how well do we know the gospel? Could you share the gospel
with someone else off the top of your head?

The gospel is the most important message any of us have ever
heard. So it's more than worth our while to spend a few weeks dig-
ging into its depth and riches. In this study we’re going to explore
the message of the gospel through the simple outline: God-Man-
Christ-Response. And we're going to consider what it means to live
a gospel-driven life, and to live together as a gospel-driven church.
Let’s find out what makes the good news so good!



AN ESSENTIAL MARK

OF A HEALTHY CHURCH:

A BIBLICAL UNDERSTANDING
OF THE GOOD NEWS

BY MARK DEVER

(Originally published as chapter 7 of What Is a Healthy Church?)

It is particularly important for our churches to have sound biblical
theology in one special area—in our understanding of the good news
of Jesus Christ, the gospel. The gospel is the heart of Christianity,
and so it should be at the heart of our churches.

A healthy church is a church in which every member, young
and old, mature and immature, unites around the wonderful good
news of salvation through Jesus Christ. Every text in the Bible
points to it or some aspect of it. So the church gathers week after
week to hear the gospel rehearsed once again. A biblical under-
standing of the good news should inform every sermon, every act
of baptism and communion, every song, every prayer, every con-
versation. More than anything else in the church’s life, the mem-
bers of a healthy church pray and long to know this gospel more
deeply.

Why? Because the hope of the gospel is the hope of knowing the
glory of God in the face of Christ (2 Cor. 4:6). It’s the hope of seeing
him clearly and knowing him fully, even as we are fully known (1
Cor. 13:12). It’s the hope of becoming like him as we see him as he
is (1 John 3:2).
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GOSPEL BASICS
The gospel is not the news that we’re okay. It’s not the news that God
is love. It’s not the news that Jesus wants to be our friend. It’s not the
news that he has a wonderful plan or purpose for our life. The gospel
is the good news that Jesus Christ died on the cross as a sacrificial
substitute for sinners and rose again, making a way for us to be rec-
onciled to God. It’s the news that the Judge will become the Father, if
only we repent and believe.

Here are four points I try to remember whenever sharing the
gospel, whether in private or in public—(1) God, (2) man, (3) Christ,
and (4) response. In other words:

» Have I explained that God is our holy and sovereign Creator?

« Have I made it clear that we humans are a strange mixture, won-
derfully made in God’s image yet horribly fallen, sinful, and sepa-
rated from him?

« Havelexplained who Jesus is and what he has done—that he is the
God-man who uniquely and exclusively stands in between God
and man as a substitute and resurrected Lord?

» And finally, even if I've shared all this, have I clearly stated that a
person must respond to the gospel and must believe this message
and so turn from his life of self-centeredness and sin?

Sometimes, it’s tempting to present some of the very real benefits
of the gospel as the gospel itself. And these benefits tend to be things
that non-Christians naturally want, such as joy, peace, happiness,
fulfillment, self-esteem, or love. Yet presenting them as the gospel is
presenting a partial truth. And, as]J. I. Packer says, “A half truth mas-
querading as the whole truth becomes a complete untruth.”

Fundamentally, we don’t need just joy or peace or purpose. We
need God himself. Since we are condemned sinners, then, we need
his forgiveness above all else. We need spiritual life. When we pre-
sent the gospel less radically, we simply ask for false conversions and
increasingly meaningless church membership lists, both of which
make the evangelization of the world around us more difficult.

'Quoted in J. I. Packer, “Saved by His Precious Blood: An Introduction to John Owen’s The Death of
Death in the Death of Christ” in . I. Packer and Mark Dever, In My Place Condemned He Stood: Celebrat-
ing the Glory of the Atonement (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008), 113.
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GOSPEL OVERFLOW

When a church is healthy and its members know and cherish the
gospel above everything else, they will increasingly want to share it
with the world. George W. Truett, a great Christian leader of the past
generation and pastor of First Baptist Church in Dallas, Texas, said:

The supreme indictment that you can bring against a church ...
is that such a church lacks in passion and compassion for human
souls. A church is nothing better than an ethical club if its sympa-
thies for lost souls do not overflow, and if it does not go out to seek
to point lost souls to the knowledge of Jesus Christ.

Today, the members of our churches will spend far more time
with non-Christians in their homes, offices, and neighborhoods for
farlonger than they will spend with other Christians—let alone non-
Christians—on Sundays. Evangelism is not something we mainly do
by inviting someone to church. Each of us has tremendous news of
salvation in Christ. Let’s not barter it for something else. Let’s share
it today!

A healthy church knows the gospel, and a healthy church
shares it.

11






WEEK 1
WHAT IS THE GOSPEL?

GETTING STARTED

What is the gospel of Jesus Christ? You'd think that would be an easy
question for Christians to answer. But if you ask fifty professing
evangelical Christians that question, you're likely to get almost as
many answers!

1. What are some ways you’ve heard evangelical Christians define the gospel?

MAIN IDEA
The gospel is the good news about what God has done to save sinners
through the sacrificial death and resurrection of Christ.

DIGGING IN
The most detailed, systematic discussion of the gospel in the whole
Bible is found in Paul’s letter to the Romans, especially in the first
four chapters.

After announcing that he is not ashamed of the gospel because
the righteousness of God is revealed in it (Rom. 1:16-17), Paul begins
his proclamation of the good news by delivering some sobering bad
news in 1:18 through 3:20:

8 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungod-
liness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness
suppress the truth. (1:18)

21 For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give
thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their
foolish hearts were darkened. 2? Claiming to be wise, they became
fools, 2* and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images

13
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resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things.
(1:21-23)

! Therefore you have no excuse, O man, every one of you who judges.
For in passing judgment on another you condemn yourself, because
you, the judge, practice the very same things. > We know that the
judgment of God rightly falls on those who practice such things.
(2:1-2)

° What then? Are we Jews any better off? No, not at all. For we have
already charged that all, both Jews and Greeks, are under sin, '° as it
is written:

“None is righteous, no, not one;
1 no one understands;
no one seeks for God.
12 All have turned aside; together they have become worthless;
no one does good,
not even one.” (3:9-12)

1 Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are
under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole
world may be held accountable to God. 2° For by works of the law
no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law
comes knowledge of sin. (3:19-20)

1. To whom are human beings accountable? What passage(s) do you see this in?

2. What does God require of people? (Hint: See Rom. 1:21-23.)

3. Has any human being done what God requires of us? (Hint: See Rom. 3:9-12,
19-20.)

4. What are the results of humanity’s universal rebellion against God? What is
God’s attitude toward humanity because of our sin? (Hint: See Rom. 1:18; 2:2;
3:19-20.)

5. Have you ever heard evangelistic presentations that minimized or ignored the
bad news Paul explains in these chapters? If so,

14
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» How would you evaluate them in light of these passages?
» What do you think the results of “gospel” messages that ignore sin
and God’s wrath will be?

6. What are some problems that people tend to present as our main problem
when they share the gospel?

7. What, according to Paul, is the most fundamental problem people face?

To sum up, there are two main points that Paul is communi-
cating in this three-chapter-long explanation of the bad news of
humanity’s rebellion against God:

1. All people are accountable to God, who is our holy Creator and Lord,
and who is worthy of our worship and obedience.

2. All people have rebelled against God, continually sin against God,
and are therefore objects of God’s wrath.

Now, on to the good news:

21 But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart
from the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it—
22 the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who
believe. For there is no distinction: % for all have sinned and fall
short of the glory of God, ** and are justified by his grace as a gift,
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, ** whom God put for-
ward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was
to show God'’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he
had passed over former sins. ¢ It was to show his righteousness at
the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one
who has faith in Jesus. (Rom. 3:21-26)

4 Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but
as his due. °* And to the one who does not work but believes in him
who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness.
(Rom. 4:4-5)

8. What is God’s solution to the problem Paul has been expounding for three
chapters?

15
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9. According to Paul, how do people receive the salvation God offers in Christ?

10. The word “propitiation” (3:25) means “a sacrifice that satisfies and turns
away God’s wrath.”

a) Who needs to be propitiated? Why?

b) Who does the propitiating? How?

¢) What is the result of Jesus’s propitiating death for God? (Hint: See
Rom. 3:26.)

d) What is the result of Jesus’s propitiating death for those who believe
in him?

11. The word “justify” means “to declare someone to be righteous” (Rom. 3:24;
4:5;see also 3:20).

» According to Paul, on what basis can people be justified by God?
« Can we be justified by doing good works?

We could summarize Paul’s explanation of the good news in
these passages in two main points:

1. Through putting Christ forward as a propitiation, God has made a
way for guilty sinners to have their sins wiped out, to have God’s
wrath turned away from them, and to be declared righteous in
God’s sight.

2. The way we receive this salvation is through faith in Jesus, by
trusting him alone to save us, not any good works that we do.

Putting it all together, we could summarize the gospel in four
words: God, Man, Christ, Response.

God. God is the creator of all things. He is perfectly holy, worthy
of all worship, and will punish sin.

Man. All people, though created good, have become sinful by
nature. From birth, all people are alienated from God, hostile to God,
and subject to the wrath of God.

Christ. Jesus Christ, who is fully God and fully man, lived a sin-
less life, died on the cross to bear God’s wrath in the place of all who
would believe in him, and rose from the grave in order to give his
people eternal life.

16
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Response. God calls everyone everywhere to turn from their
sins and trust in Christ in order to be saved.

12. Here are some common misunderstandings of the gospel. How would you
respond to them in light of the passages we’ve just studied?

a) The gospel is that God wants us to live better lives.

b) The gospel is that God loves you and has a wonderful plan for
your life.

c) The gospel is that God’s kingdom has come in Jesus and now he calls
us to work with him to transform every aspect of human society.

d) Canyou think of others?

13. What do you think are some of the practical consequences of having a fuzzy

definition of the gospel or a wrong definition of the gospel? What are some of the
good results that should follow when we rightly define the gospel?

17
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Building Healthy Churches

9Marks exists to equip church leaders with a biblical
vision and practical resources for displaying God’s glory
to the nations through healthy churches.

To that end, we want to see churches characterized
by these nine marks of health:

Expositional Preaching

Biblical Theology

ABiblical Understanding of the Gospel
ABiblical Understanding of Conversion
ABiblical Understanding of Evangelism
Biblical Church Membership

Biblical Church Discipline

Biblical Discipleship

Biblical Church Leadership
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Find all our Crossway titles
and other resources at
www.9Marks.org



The Church

Discipleship
in the Church

Church
Discipline

Evangelism

Church
Membership

Church
Leadership

Be sure to check out the rest of the
9MARKS HEALTHY CHURCH
STUDY GUIDE SERIES

This series covers the nine distinctives
of a healthy church as originally laid out
in Nine Marks of a Healthy Church by
Mark Dever. Each book explores the
biblical foundations of key aspects of
the church, helping Christians to live
out those realities as members of a
local body. A perfect resource for use in
Sunday school, church-wide studies, or
small group contexts.

Biblical Theology

Conversion

The Gospel

Expositional
Preaching
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A healthy church is a church in which every member—young and old,
mature and immature —unites around the wonderful good news of
salvation through Jesus Christ. Toward that end, this study pays close
attention to the gospel as defined in Romans 1-4. Participants will learn
the Bible’s teaching on God, man, Christ, and our response, and see
how these truths apply to the practices of the local church.

“I am unaware of any other tool that so thoroughly and practically helps
Christians understand God’s plan for the local church. | can’t wait to
use these studies in my own congregation.”

JERAMIE RINNE, Senior Pastor, South Shore Baptist Church, Hingham, Massachusetts

“Rich exposition, compelling questions, and clear syntheses combine
to give a guided tour of ecclesiology —the theology of the church. |
know of no better curriculum for generating understanding of and
involvement in the church than this.”

RICK HOLLAND, Senior Pastor, Mission Road Bible Church, Prairie Village, Kansas

“| have used these guides for the last year at my own church and appreci-
ate how easy they are to adapt to my own setting. Highly recommended!”
MICHAEL LAWRENCE, Senior Pastor, Hinson Baptist Church, Portland, Oregon

9MARKS HEALTHY CHURCH STUDY GUIDES are a series of ten
6-7 week studies covering the nine distinctives of a healthy church
originally laid out in Nine Marks of a Healthy Church by Mark Dever.
This series explores the biblical foundations of key aspects of the
church, helping Christians to live out those realities as members of a
local body. Conveniently packaged and accessibly written, the format
of this series is guided, inductive discussion of Scripture passages and
is ideal for use in Sunday school, church-wide studies, and individual
or small group contexts.
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