
 

 

SESSION THREE | Gospel Message (Part 3) How We Shrink The Cross   
 

 
1. The Gospel Applied - Conversion 
We already stated that the starting point of 
the Christian life (conversion) comes when by 
God’s grace I first become aware of the gap 
between God’s holiness and my sinfulness. 
When I am converted, I trust and hope in 
Jesus, who has done what I could never do: 
He has bridged the gap between my 
sinfulness and God’s holiness. He absorbed 
the wrath of God upon Himself so that I could 
experience His mercy. He put Himself were 
only I deserved to be so that I could be in a 
place that only he deserved to be.  
 
Conversion takes place when one has that experience needed to have “eyes to see” or “ears to hear,” as Scripture put it, or 
a sort of sixth sense.  That transforming spiritual sense is itself a gift of the Holy Spirit (regeneration).  The goal is not simply 
to understand facts about Jesus, but to have your whole life captivated by him – to know Jesus, to love Jesus, to worship 
Jesus.  Our response to the gift of this “sixth sense” or the Gospel is repentance, faith and obedience.  
 

a. Repentance is simply recognizing you have been going in one direction and to now turn in a new direction.  
Repentance begs the question—Why do I need to repent? Repent for what? The direction all of us are heading, apart 
from Jesus, is to set something or someone, other than God as ultimate in your life.   
 
“Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the Gospel of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, 
and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the Gospel.” [Mark 1:14-15] 
 
“Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you 
crucified.  Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, 
“Brothers, what shall we do?” And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized everyone of you in the name of Jesus 
Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” [Acts 2:36-41] 
 
b. Faith is the declaration that you believe Jesus is who He says He is and that He lived a perfect life for you, went to 
the cross for you, and rose again for you to be restored to a right relationship with God.  You believe and trust that 
there is no other thing or person by which you can be saved.  You recognize that you are a sinner who deserves God’s 
wrath, but trust that Jesus took that wrath upon Hhimself for you.   
 
In making this declaration you are inviting Jesus into your life as both your Savior and Lord.  You now look to Him and 
His Word to guide your life.  You also trust that God will forgive you as He promises to do, not because of anything you 
have done, but solely through the grace of God in sacrificing His Son on your behalf.   
 
In short, you are trusting in the GOSPEL (Good News).  However, contrary to much teaching out there, trusting in the 
Gospel is not just how one initially is saved, but also the way one continues to grow as a Christian. 
 
You don’t just have faith in the finished work of Jesus one time; you continually have faith and rely on the finished work 
of Jesus alone.  Again, the tendency is to fall back into religion and seek to earn your acceptance before God through 
your accomplishments (faith in yourself), as opposed to living life continually trusting in the accomplishment of the life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus.    
 
c. Obedience is living a life in full view of who Jesus is and what He accomplished for us on the cross.  It is relying on the 
power of the Holy Spirit to trust fully in the Gospel to inform and transform every moment of our lives, every decision 
that is made and every relationship that we have.   It is a life that sings of the grace, goodness and glory of our Creator. 
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2. The Gospel Applied – Justification and Sanctification     
When I am converted, I trust and hope in Jesus, I am JUSTIFIED before God because He has bridged the gap between my 
sinfulness and God’s holiness.  He put Himself where only I deserved to be so that I could be in a place that only He 
deserved to be. 
 
“...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.” 
[Romans 3:22-24] 
 

a. Justification is having a right legal standing before God.  It is an instantaneous legal act of God in which He (1) sees 
our sin as forgiven and Christ’s righteousness as belonging to us, and (2) declares us to be righteous in His sight. 
 
God’s gift of JUSTIFICATOIN is a onetime event that could be no more momentous.  We are ‘born again’ [John 3:3], 
‘made alive’ *Ephesians 2:5+, transferred from the ‘domain of darkness’ into ‘the kingdom of His beloved son’ 
*Colossians 1:13+, ‘forgiven our sins’ *Ephesians 1:7+, delivered from wrath *Romans 5:9+, ‘reconciled to God’ *2 
Corinthians 5:18+, we have ‘passed from death to life’ *John 5:24+. 
 
But this is the beginning of the Christian life, not the only act.  Jesus died in order that we may not only be JUSTIFIED, 
but also SANCTIFIED, made Holy. It is important to distinguish the difference between justification and sanctification.  
In justification, the penalty of sin is removed as we are declared righteous in Christ.  In sanctification, the pollution of 
sin is progressively removed as we are made holy in Christ. We must live out of and trust in our justification because 
our sanctification is progressive and change is often slow.  
 
b. Sanctification is a progressive work of God in us that makes us more and more free from sin and like Christ in our 
actual lives.   
 
“Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may your whole spirit and soul and body be kept 
blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  He who calls you is faithful; he will surely do it.” [1 Thessalonians 5:23-
24] 
 
“Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, 
work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good 
pleasure.” [Philippians 2:12-13] 
 
The Gospel is the way we are both justified and sanctified.  As at conversion, to be sanctified, we dwell on the 
difference between God’s holiness and our sinfulness and through the power of the Holy Spirit, we put our faith and 
trust in Jesus. In SANCTIFICATION, the HOLY SPIRIT WORKS in us and WE WORK through the power of the Holy Spirit.  
God transforms us by CAUSING us to want His will and then giving us the power to do it.  Then we do it. In 
sanctification, we work because God works in us. 

 
At the point of conversion, we have a limited view of God’s holiness and our sinfulness.  The more we are sanctified, grow 
in the Christian life, the more we grow in our awareness of God’s holiness and our sinfulness.  Through reading the Bible, 
experiencing the Holy Spirit’s conviction, and living in community with other people the extent of God’s greatness and the 
extent of our sin become increasingly clear and vivid.  It is not that God is becoming more holy, or we are becoming more 
sinful.  It’s our awareness of both is increasing. 
 
Shrinking the Cross 
Unfortunately, sanctification (growth in holiness) 
doesn’t work quite as neatly as we’d like. Because of 
the indwelling sin which remains in our flesh, we 
consistently tend to minimize the Gospel or “shrink 
the cross.” We invent “another Gospel” when we 
either minimize God’s perfect holiness, thinking of 
Him as something less than His Word declares Him 
to be and embark on a self-salvation projects or 
minimize the depth of our sin and brokenness.  

Self-justification 

Minimize sin 



 

 

The cross becomes smaller and Christ’s importance in my life is diminished.  Adam and Eve first did this in Genesis 3 when 
the rebelled against their Creator and shame entered into their lives and they sought to cover their own sin and shame 
(self-salvation) in verse 7 and minimize their sin by hiding from God in verse 8.  
 
Ways we minimize sin

1
  

 
a. Defending:: I find it difficult to receive feedback about weaknesses or sin. When confronted, my tendency is to 

explain things away, talk about my successes, or to justify my decisions. As a result, I rarely have conversations 
about difficult things in my life. 

 
b. Pretending:: I strive to keep up appearances, maintain a respectable image. My behavior, to some degree, is 

driven by what I think others think of me. I also do not like to think reflectively about my life. As a result, not 
very many people know the real me (I may not even know the real me). 

 
c. Hiding :: I tend to conceal as much as I can about my life, especially the “bad stuff”. This is different than 

pretending in that pretending is about impressing. Hiding is more about shame. I don’t think people will 
accept the real me.  

 
d. Blaming :: I am quick to blame others for sin or circumstances. I have a difficult time “owning” my 

contributions to sin or conflict. There is an element of pride that assumes it’s not my fault AND/OR an element 
of fear of rejection if it is my fault. 

 
e. Minimizing:: I tend to downplay sin or circumstances in my life, as if they are “normal” or “not that bad. As a 

result, things often don’t get the attention they deserve, and have a way of mounting up to the point of being 
overwhelming. 

 
f. Exaggerating:: I tend to think (and talk) more highly of myself than I ought to. I make things (good and bad) 

out to be much bigger than they are (usually to get attention). As a result, things often get more attention 
than they deserve, and have a way of making me stressed or anxious. 

 
How do you tend to minimize sin in your own life? 
 
9. Ways we embark on “self-salvation” projects. 
We embark on “self-salvation” projects when we fail to see Christ as our only hope of redemption.  It’s not that we don’t 
think of Jesus as our savior, but we think that we need Jesus plus “something else” in order to find validation and 
satisfication.  The danger is that “something else” tends to become our functional savior and attempts to displace Jesus as 
our ultimate redeemer.   That “something else” becomes our functional source of righteousness instead of Christ.  Again it 
is adding to what Christ has done on the cross.  In Romans 10:1-4, Paul’s heart desires and prayer would that the Jews 
would be saved not because of their own attempts at righteousness, but because of Christ’s righteousness. He writes, “For, 
being ignorant of the righteousness of God, and seeking to establish their own, they did not submit to God's righteousness. 
For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.” When we do not rest in the righteousness that 
comes from God in the Gospel, we will make something our functional source of righteousness. We will trust that thing, 
rather than Jesus, to build our reputation and give us a sense of worth and value. Here are some examples: 

 
a. Job Righteousness:: God helps those who help themselves. If I work hard, God will reward me. 
 
b. Family Righteousness:: If I just do things right as a parent, I will be accepted by God/others/myself. 
 
c. Theological Righteousness:: I have good theology. Of course God is pleased with me! 
 
d. Intellectual Righteousness:: I am better read, more articulate, and more culturally savvy than others, which 

obviously makes me superior. 
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e. Schedule Righteousness:: I am self-disciplined and rigorous in my time management. God is pleased with my 
stewardship of time. 

 
f. Flexibility Righteousness:: In a world that’s busy, I’m flexible and relaxed. I always have time for others. God 

appreciates my laid-back demeanor. 
 
g. Mercy Righteousness:: I care more about the poor and disadvantaged than other people, and this makes me 

better in the eyes of God. 
 
h. Legalistic Righteousness:: I don’t drink, smoke, or chew, or date girls who do. God is pleased by my moral 

convictions. 
 

i. Financial Righteousness:: I manage money wisely and stay out of debt, so God must think highly of me. 
 
j. Political Righteousness:: If you really love God, you’ll vote for my candidate. 
 
k. Tolerance Righteousness:: I am open-minded and charitable toward those who don’t agree with me. In fact, 

I’m a lot like Jesus that way! 
 
These are just a few examples; perhaps you can think of many more (think of anything that gives you a sense of being “good 
enough” or better than others). These sources of functional righteousness disconnect us from the power of the Gospel. 
They allow us to find righteousness in what we do instead of honestly confronting the depth of our sin and brokenness. 
Furthermore, each of these sources of righteousness is also a way of judging and excluding others! When we rely on them, 
we implicitly elevate ourselves and condemn those who aren’t as “righteous” as we are. In other words, finding 
righteousness in these things leads us into more sin, not less. 
 
That “something else” is also what the Bible calls an idol.  The next session will cover how to recognize those idols to be 
functional saviors and repent of those idols.   
 
To counteract the tendency to shrink the Gospel we must live daily in full view of the cross.  We must preach the Gospel to 
ourselves.   
 

C.J. Mahaney in his book The Cross Centered Life writes, “reminding ourselves of the Gospel is the most important daily 
habit we can establish.  If the Gospel is the most vital news in the world, and if salvation by grace is the defining truth of 
our existence, we should create ways to immerse ourselves in these truths every day.  No days off.”   
 
John Stott, author and pastor, compares the cross to the blazing bonfire.  If we want the flame in our hearts to be kept 
alive, we have to keep coming back to the source.  “The cross is the blazing fire at which the flame of our love is kindled, 
but we have to get near enough to it for its sparks to fall on us.” 
  
“Preach the Gospel to ourselves daily.”  -- Jerry Bridges 
 
“Most necessary is it that we know [the Gospel] well, teach it to others, and beat it into their heads continually!”  
-- Martin Luther 
 
For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the 
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures. -- The Apostle Paul 
(1 Corinthians 15.1-4) 
 
For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took 
bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, “This is my body which is for you. Do this in remembrance 
of me.” In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, 
as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the 
Lord's death until he comes. -- The Apostle Paul quoting Jesus (1 Corinthians 11.23-26) 

 
 



 

 

GOSPEL RESPONSE 
Repentance – What ways do I minimize sin or embark on self-salvation projects? 
 
Faith – How does the Gospel inform and transform the areas of my life in which I minimize sin and embark on self-salvation 
project?  
 
Obedience – What would my life and relationships look like if I did not minimize my sin and embark on self-salvation 
projects.  

 
 


