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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
Through this Guide each person committed to a Gospel Triplet will learn the basics of gospel shepherding. It
explains how to apply the gospel to the whole person, moving from the head to heart to hands, as we disciple
and care for one another. It includes a bunch of practical shepherding tools and resources that can be used in any
shepherding context (Gospel Triplets, Gospel Communities, marriage counselling, etc.).
Ideally, each Gospel Triplet member will become familiar with the content of this Guide. Our Triplet
relationships are a very important aspect of our growth as disciples, and the time it takes to read this guide is a
small investment compared with the potential payoff in the lives of each person in the group. This could be
done individually or each group might want to walk through the guide together then refer to it repeatedly as
they continue to learn how to shepherd and care for one another, moving from head to heart to hands. Each
member is encouraged to bring a copy to their weekly meeting.
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GOSPEL TRIPLETS SUMMARY
W HAT IS A GOSPEL TRIPLET?
Three guys or three girls seeking to grow in Christ together by the power of the Holy Spirit, experiencing
transformation at every level: head, heart and hands.
1. HEAD: Discover the Truth
•

Study the Bible asking The 4 Questions (p. 11):
1.
2.
3.
4.

Who is God?
What has he done?
Who are we?
How do we live?

2. HEART: Nurture the Heart
•

Listen for the heart

•

Ask good questions, using The 4 Questions to go from Fruit to Root (p. 17)

•

Speak the truth in love à repentance and faith

3. HANDS: Act in Obedience
•

Listen to the Spirit

•

Obey and tell others

•

Be accountable to one another

GOSPEL TRIPLET FORM ATION
How do I join a Triplet?
• Speak to your Gospel Community Leaders or a staff member so they can help you join, or find friends
and start your own Triplet.
How do w e start?
1. Discover God’s Story
Read Telling Our Story with Jesus as the Hero (Ch. 5, pp. 22-23), and discuss God’s Story in light of The
4 Questions.
2. Share your stories
Tell your stories of how Jesus has rescued and adopted you into his family. Use Putting Together Your
Gospel Story (Ch. 5, pp. 24-26) as a tool to help you prepare.
3.

Practice gospel shepherding as each person shares their story:
a. Listen for the heart as each person shares their story. Gospel Shepherding: Listen for the Heart,

Part 1 and 2 (Ch. 6 & 7, pp. 27-30) will help equip Triplets to listen for the heart as stories are
being shared.
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b. Ask good questions to continue to draw the person out as they share their story and nurture their
c.

heart. See Gospel Shepherding: Ask Good Questions (Ch. 8, p. 31).
Speak the truth in love in response to stories being shared. Refer to Gospel Shepherding: Speak

the Truth in Love (Ch. 9, p. 35).
4. Walk through the Head, Heart, Hands process
We can only discover the truth, nurture the heart and act in obedience with the help of the Holy Spirit,
so pray throughout the process!
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Chapter 1. INTRODUCTION TO GOSPEL TRIPLETS
A W ORD ABOUT ANCHOR CHURCH AND GOSPEL COM M UNITIES
The vision of Anchor Church Sydney is to see a church that transforms our city by making disciples of Jesus for
the glory of God. To this end, we seek to gather people in rapidly multiplying Gospel Communities, equipping
them to be sent on mission in their city to make disciples of Jesus by proclaiming the gospel.
For groups to be truly Gospel Communities, and truly on mission, there needs to be saturation in the gospel.
This needs to include a context where the gospel can be carefully and individually applied to and spoken into
people’s minds, hearts and actions on an ongoing basis. A place of nurture and repentance, where sin is
addressed, idols are turned from, and there is renewed trust and hope in Christ. This depth of nurture and care
isn’t possible in the weekly Gospel Community meeting which has a strong outward missional focus, or in the
Sunday Gathering. Gospel Triplets provide a third, more intimate context where we can nurture and care
deeply for one another, speaking the gospel into one another’s lives as we seek to live in community, on
mission, for Jesus.
OVERVIEW OF GOSPEL TRIPLETS
W hat is a Gospel Triplet?
A Gospel Triplet is a group that ideally consists of three people – men with men, women with women – who
meet together weekly for an intentional time to care deeply for one another and foster growth as disciples of
Jesus.
As disciples, we should experience transformation at every level, affecting our whole person: the head heart and
hands. Gospel Triplets provide a context where the gospel can be carefully and individually applied to the head,
heart and hands of each Triplet member. In order to do this, Triplets follow the three-step process of Discover
(head), Nurture (heart) and Act (hands).
W hat is the goal of a Gospel Triplet?
The overall goal of a Gospel Triplet is to foster discipleship relationships that help each person grow to become
more like Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit. The goal is not merely to hang out and have fun, or even to
build friendships, though hopefully all of that will happen! The goal is to challenge one another to “grow in the
grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18).
The specific discipleship goals for a Gospel Triplet meeting can be understood under the headings of Head,
Heart and Hands:
1.

Head: Discover the Truth
Led by the Holy Spirit, the group will study the Bible and ask The 4 Questions. The goal is to teach the
head.

2. Heart: Nurture the Heart
Led by the Holy Spirit, the group will repent and believe the gospel. The goal is to shepherd the heart.
3.

Hands: Act in Obedience
Led by the Holy Spirit, the group will listen and obey as he calls us to bear fruit in keeping with
repentance. The goal is to empower the hands.
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W hy should I be in a Gospel Triplet?
As disciples who’ve been saved and made righteous, Paul exhorts us to “be transformed by the renewal of [our]
mind[s]” (Romans 12:2). Discipleship requires life-on-life interaction, and can only happen in community. We
grow primarily through the experience of life in gospel community. A Gospel Triplet can be a key catalyst for
growth and transformation in our lives.
One of the main ways this happens is by giving each other regular reminders of the truth of the gospel. Hebrews
3:12 warns, “Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away
from the living God.” We are often tempted to forget who God is, what he’s done for us in Christ Jesus, who we
are as a result, and how we live out our new identity. Hebrews 3:13 says one of the major ways to prevent this
“falling away from the living God” is to “exhort one another everyday...[so] that none of you may be hardened
by the deceitfulness of sin.”
Every single day we need to be encouraged with the truth that we are deeply loved and accepted by the Father
purely on the basis of what Jesus has done! Our new identity as sons and daughters of God shapes everything
about our life as disciples of Jesus. Understanding this new identity also gives us the boldness and humility to be
honest with our Triplet partners when we are tempted to hide our sin or to blame others. Regular
encouragement from our Triplet partners can be a significant help in our battle against sin and against the lies of
the enemy.
W hat can I expect from a Gospel Triplet?
The members of a Gospel Triplet should be committed to meeting together regularly, ideally every week and
usually for about 90 minutes. These meetings are intentional times and consist of sharing personal stories and
struggles, asking questions, listening to each other, reading scripture, praying, speaking the truth in love,
repenting and confessing sin, listening to the Holy Spirit and submitting to one another. Like our Gospel
Communities, Gospel Triplets are more than just a weekly meeting. The groups should seek to build trusting
relationships by sharing everyday life together.

GOSPEL TRIPLET GROUP STRUCTURE
W hy a group of three?
From experience, three is the ideal size for this type of small, gospel shepherding group. It is not too big and not
too small.
Many of us may be most familiar with a one-on-one discipleship approach. While there is nothing wrong with
this, there are many benefits to adding a third person:
• With three people a more dynamic group exchange occurs.
• It is much more difficult for one person to dominate the conversation.
• There are two sets of ears filtering everything that is said, providing two unique perspectives in
response.
• There is a much greater potential for learning and development. Each person is unique and brings so
much to the table.
• There are two people loving and supporting each person in the group. No one is bearing another’s
burdens alone.
There are also many good reasons for limiting the number to only three:
• Each person can contribute significantly to the group.
• No one can ‘hide’ and remain silent for very long.
• Each person has ample opportunity to share at each group meeting.
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•

Scheduled group meetings don’t last for hours.

Though three is the ideal size, circumstances will sometimes dictate that a group can be larger than three.
Schedule conflicts and a lack of qualified leaders can lead to groups of four or five meeting together for a time.
While not ideal, these options are better than only two people meeting on a consistent basis.
W ho should the Gospel Triplet consist of?
It is helpful for a Gospel Triplet to consist of people from the same Gospel Community. This will help ensure
another regular touch point with some of the people in your GC outside of the weekly GC gathering. It will also
allow you to share your heart and your life with a few people with whom you are on mission. When Triplets are
made up of people from the same GC it greatly strengthens the GC and helps the mission of making disciples
who make disciples.
There will be times when a Triplet will not be made up of men or women in the same GC. A GC may have
recently multiplied, and perhaps the Triplet wants to wait before transitioning. Sometimes people have
longstanding relationships they really value, or they want to continue pouring into particular discipleship
relationships before entrusting them to someone else. The keys are to follow the Spirit’s leading and to keep in
mind the goal of growing as disciples. If people are not being challenged and transformed it is almost certainly
time for a change.
How often should a Gospel Triplet m eet, and w here?
First of all, since the Gospel Triplet is a subset of a Gospel Community, Triplets should connect on more than
just a formal basis. Triplets should be engaged in as much of everyday life as possible. Ideally gospel friendships
will form and people will enjoy hanging together in all kinds of ways. It’s wonderful when Triplets stay in
contact all through the week, texting one another words of encouragement and prayer points. Indeed, all our
gatherings as a church (Sunday Gatherings, GC’s, and so on) are not obligatory meetings to simply attend, but
rich opportunities to share life together as we grow as disciples of Christ.
As far as a more structured meeting, Triplets should plan to meet on a weekly basis for about 90mins (though
they often go longer!). If a group only plans to meet every other week, the busyness and unpredictability of life
(travel, sickness, holidays, conflicting schedules) will often mean long stretches between solid meetings.
Experience teaches that consistency in meeting is key. Try to find a common time each week when the group
can meet and stick to it as much as possible. This way the members of the Triplet will know that this is their
meeting time, and they will work to protect it and keep it free for the Triplet meeting each week. If a member is
sick, or pulls out at the last minute, the group may choose to rearrange their meeting time that week. If no other
suitable time can be found when all three members can meet, it is recommended that the group still goes ahead,
even if it is only two out of three people meeting. Meeting as a pair is better than cancelling the whole group
that week, but this should not become the norm.
Meetings can happen in cafes, restaurants, pubs, parks or homes. Focus is a key factor to consider. Meet in a
place where everyone is comfortable and that is reasonably free of distractions. Meeting in a home is often the
best option.
Gospel Triplet group leadership
The nature of group dynamics reveals that every group has a leader. Acknowledging this reality will help Gospel
Triplets function in a healthier manner.
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Each Gospel Triplet’s make-up will be unique. The nature of the group will determine the type of leadership
that is needed. For some groups, where all participants have similar experience and maturity, the leader will
simply be the person who makes sure the group meets. For others, the leader will clearly drive the discussion.
Sometimes, the leader will essentially form the group by inviting them together, and other times the group will
need to work together to clearly identify the leader.
Regardless of who initially plays the role of leader, each member of a Triplet should get to experience leading
within the group. Ideally, over the course of a year or so, each person will spend a few months leading the
group. As disciples, each person should be equipped to guide a group of at least three people through a
discussion that is centred on Jesus. A Gospel Triplet provides a great training ground for disciples to learn the
basics of leading in a group setting.
As we grow in our ability to effectively shepherd and nurture one another, we hope that in time each Gospel
Community will have a shepherding leader who will provide counsel and consultation for the Gospel Triplets in
their care. This Gospel Community shepherd could be the GC leader or another person in the Gospel
Community.
A note to Gospel Community Leaders: Every encounter we have (including Sunday gatherings, Gospel
Communities, and all of life) is an opportunity for discipleship. While everything we do is about making
disciples, Gospel Triplets will be the most intense discipleship investment you make. Be prayerful and very
intentional with whom you invite to your Triplet and how you use your time together.
Gospel Triplet grow th, m ultiplication, and transition
As mentioned earlier, Gospel Triplets should be more than a once-a-week meeting. Ideally the members of the
group should share everyday life together. Hopefully relationships will form that “stir up one another to love
and good works” (Hebrews 10:24). All Triplet partners should experience intimacy with each other, and some
may even find friendships that continue long after they have transitioned into another Triplet.
Occasionally, a Triplet may stay together for a few years. Others may sense that, after a significant time of
growth, God is leading them to make strategic discipleship investments in other people, that they need to
“multiply” their efforts as a group. Still others will be forced to navigate the inevitable changes that life throws
their way – people losing interest, people moving away, Gospel Community multiplication – with grace and the
leadership of the Holy Spirit.
The bottom line is that there is no formula for growth and multiplication of a Gospel Triplet. Relationships are
beautifully complex, and must be handled with care and sensitivity. Every situation is different, and the group
members must be willing to submit to the Spirit’s leading. The members of a Gospel Triplet should enter the
relationship expecting long-term commitment to one another, even if the exact nature of the relationship
changes over time.
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Chapter 2. HEAD: DISCOVER THE TRUTH
Led by the Holy Spirit, the group will study the Bible and ask The 4 Questions. The goal is to teach the head so
that each person either learns or is reminded of the truth about who God is, what he’s done, who we are, and
how we live, each time a Triplet meets.
As disciples we want to experience transformation at every level, beginning with our minds. In John 8:31-32,
Jesus said, “If you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will
set you free.” In order to foster transformation of the mind, Gospel Triplets will Discover the Truth of God’s
word together. This step is about uncovering the vital truth about who God is, what he’s done, who we are, and
how we should live.
There are a number of Jesus’ statements from John’s gospel that highlight the importance of his word and his
Spirit in helping a disciple discover truth:
•

Jesus prayed, “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17).

•

“But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and
bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (John 14:26).

•

“When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own
authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.
He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:13-14).

Jesus’ death on the cross makes it possible for the Holy Spirit to live in us! And his Spirit is our teacher, the one
who makes Jesus even more real to us as we grow in our faith. Our motivation to Discover comes from the
great gift Jesus has given us and from our desire to know him more. Discovering the Truth is not about
information, but about relationship and transformation.
In 1 Peter 2:25, Peter describes Jesus as “the Shepherd and Overseer of [our] souls”. Jesus is our true shepherd
and we go to him to shepherd our souls. We aren’t dependent on our GC Leaders, or pastor to give us our
spiritual sustenance. Each and every one of us has direct access to Jesus through the gospel.
As we seek to Discover God’s word in Gospel Triplets we’re practicing going directly to Jesus ourselves for
spiritual sustenance. We are doing the (often hard) work of understanding God’s word through his Spirit, rather
than relying upon someone else to do this for us.
How do Gospel Triplets Discover?
In light of Jesus’ prayer in John 17:17, studying the Bible should be the primary way Gospel Triplets Discover
the Truth together. As a group choose a book of the Bible, or passage of Scripture to work through together.
Ephesians and 1 Peter are great letters to start with.
Some groups might choose to work through a chosen passage individually each week and then in their Triplet
meeting. Each person can use The 4 Questions (see pages 11-13) as they study on their own. Consider using a
journal to capture key thoughts and insights that the Spirit brings to mind. Group members then come to the
weekly meeting ready to answer these three questions:
1. What did you discover this week? What did you learn? What were you reminded of?
2. Where did the Spirit lead you to repentance and faith this week?
3. How have you struggled with sin/unbelief this week?
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When the group meets, pray and ask the Holy Spirit to speak through his word! It's his job to guide us into all
truth and glorify Jesus (John 16:13-14). Read through the whole passage once or twice together before working
through The 4 Questions. Share insights from the week (if you have studied the passage individually through
the week), and write down new things the Spirit illuminates.
Depending on the passage, a study Bible may be helpful in providing some important background information.
Commentaries can be helpful as well, but most will provide too much information and could be distracting.
Keep it simple!
A whiteboard or butchers paper and a bunch of different coloured whiteboard markers are great tools for
Triplets to have as they study together (This obviously depends on the space the Triplet chooses to meet – i.e. in
a home, not a café or pub).
At different times, a Triplet may decide to study something other than the Bible as a way to help them Discover
the Truth. These additional resources might include books or curriculum that are clearly gospel-centred. These
resources should include large amounts of scripture, essentially answer The 4 Questions over and over, point us
directly to our need for Jesus and his provision through the cross, and encourage us to apply the gospel to our
lives in practical ways. Gospel Triplets can use The 4 Questions even when studying something other than the
Bible.
By studying and asking The 4 Questions independently and as a group, the Discover step in the process has the
potential to significantly increase the group’s biblical literacy. It will also help to increase the group’s gospel
fluency.
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THE 4 QUESTIONS
1. W HO IS GOD?
What does the text say about the character and nature of God? The Bible is God’s story – Father, Son, Spirit
- so we begin by asking about how his character and nature are revealed in what we’re reading. The story is
about him! Look for specific references to his attributes: holy, eternal, all-powerful, all-knowing, ever present,
unchanging, compassionate, gracious, patient, loving, kind, good, gentle, etc. In narrative portions, look for
implied references to his attributes. What does the story reveal about his character and nature as Father, Son,
and Spirit?
2. W HAT HAS HE DONE?
What does the text say about the work of God? God’s work throughout all of human history is diverse and
magnificent. All of it is worth proclaiming! However, the person and work of Jesus is revealed on every page
of the Bible (Luke 24:27). He is the hero and the main character. The Spirit does not want us to miss Jesus!
Look for references to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, either through foreshadowing (saving Noah in
the flood, redeeming Israel from slavery in Egypt, King David as a man after God’s own heart), through
prophecy (Psalm 22, Isaiah 53), or through the New Testament story of Jesus’ earthly life and the establishment
of his church. This ensures a uniquely Christian, gospel-centred answer to this question.
3. W HO ARE W E?
What does the text say about our identity? God has always been working to save “a people for his own
possession.” (1 Peter 2:9) Throughout the Bible, note the things that are true of God’s people. This adds depth
and richness to our understanding of who we are as New Covenant believers. For example, the Levitical priests
were anointed and set apart for special service to God. Now, we are all anointed with God’s Spirit (2
Corinthians 1:21-22), and, because of Jesus, are all a part of God’s “royal priesthood,” set apart for special service
to God.
4. HOW DO W E LIVE?
In light of all of this, how does it change the way we live? When reading the Bible, we almost always start
with the question, “How does this apply to my life?” But rightly motivated, gospel-centred action flows out of an
understanding of who God is, what he’s done, and who we are in light of God’s character and work. Rather than
starting with this question, end with it.
And then, take action! Jesus warns against being merely a hearer of his word but not a doer (Matthew 7:24-27).
The gospel motivates and empowers us to live in an entirely new way.
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EXAMPLE: 4 QUESTIONS ON EPHESIANS 1:1-10
Ephesians 1:1-10
1 “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,
To the saints who are in Ephesus, and are faithful in Christ Jesus:
2

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

3

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual
4

blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should
5

be holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according
6

7

to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved. In
him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his
8
9
grace, which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight making known to us the mystery of his
10

will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things
in him, things in heaven and things on earth.”
1. W HO IS GOD? (His true character and nature)
• God is the giver of grace and peace.
• He has a purpose.
• He is glorious!
• A loving Father.
• Lavishly generous.
• Wise.
• Redeemer.
• Forgiving.
2. W HAT HAS HE DONE? (Jesus)
• God has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.
• He chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world that we would be holy and blameless.
• Through Christ, God has adopted us as sons and daughters.
• He has lavished his grace on us.
• Through Jesus’ blood God has redeemed and forgiven us. He has paid for us, purchased us.
• God has made known to us the mystery of his will – his eternal purpose that through Christ he would
unite all things, things in heaven and on earth.
3. W HO ARE W E? (Gospel identity)
• Because of Christ, we are abundantly blessed. We have every spiritual blessing. We lack nothing. There
is nothing more to gain on earth or in heaven. It has all been given to us.
• We are chosen. We are part of God’s plan.
• We are being made holy & blameless through Christ.
• We are children of God – his sons and daughters.
• Because God is our Father, we have a new family – we are brothers and sisters in Christ.
• We are receivers of his grace.
• We are redeemed.
• We are forgiven!
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4. HOW DO W E LIVE? (Good fruit)
• We can live in freedom, peace & joy – not enslaved to the temptations of this world, or striving to gain
anything for we know that we have all we need in Christ. We can enjoy abundant, full lives in Christ.
• Without guilt and shame – we are holy and blameless because of Christ.
• We can live knowing God loves us.
• We live in obedience to our loving father.
• We love one another as family.
• No fear. We can be open and honest with God and one another because we know that grace will be
shown to us.
• We can extend grace to one another because it has been extended to us. We can be lavishly generous to
others.
• We don’t have to pay for our sin because the payment has been made through Jesus. We don’t have to
punish ourselves. We don’t have to make anyone else pay for their sin.
• Our sins do not hang over us. We live with great gratitude and thankfulness to God for what he has
done in forgiving us.
• We love and worship Christ because of what he has done.
• We can forgive others.
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Chapter 3. HEART: NURTURE THE HEART
Led by the Holy Spirit, the group will repent and believe in the gospel. The goal is to shepherd the heart so that
each person is brought to repentance and renewed faith every time a Gospel Triplet meets.
As disciples, we want to experience transformation not only of our minds, but also of our hearts. The word
‘heart’ is used over 850 times in the Bible, and is used to describe the very centre of our being. It includes our
mind, our emotions, and our will. And in Romans 10:10, Paul says it’s the part of us that exercises faith, or
belief: “For with the heart one believes...”
In Luke 6, Jesus says the fruit of a person’s life - their words and their actions - are an indicator of what is
present in their heart. “Each tree is known by its own fruit...out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks.”
(Luke 6:44-45) So regardless of what we know in our heads, the fruit of our lives is determined by what we
believe in our hearts. We may know God is great and in control, we may affirm his sovereignty and power, and
yet, we worry. Or we may know that God is our good Father, who perfectly loves us and works for our good,
yet deep down we doubt his love for us. We begin to believe he is against us, or holding out on us, that he is a
trickster and a killjoy, and we are led to all manner of sin and rebellion.
What we know does not align with what we believe in that moment.
When we worry, we’re placing our hope in something other than God. We’re believing that something other
than him is in control and can give us security. Paul’s assessment of this misplaced belief is that we’ve
“...exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshipped and served the creature rather than the Creator”
(Romans 1:25). By placing our faith in something other than God to give us what only he can give, we are
actually engaging in false worship, in idolatry.
Through our Gospel Triplets we want to help identify these areas of sin and idolatry in our lives. Nurturing the
heart is about ensuring what we know aligns with what we believe.
It is possible to be over zealous in our desire to root sin out of one another’s lives. Nurture is not a witch-hunt
or a game of “whack-a-mole”, where we wait anxiously with a big mallet, smacking down every little indicator
of sin and unbelief as it pops up in people’s lives. In reality, we should be even more quick to point out evidences
of grace than we are to call out sin or to start poking around, looking for evidence of unbelief.
However, the fundamental assumption is that within a week’s time every believer is going to sin, and therefore
need to...
- Confess our sins to one another (James 5:16)
- Repent before God (Revelation 3:19)
- Turn back towards Jesus in faith (Hebrews 12:1-2)
- Experience the ongoing forgiveness and cleansing of Jesus (1 John 1:9)
- Observe the fruit of the Spirit being produced in our lives as a result (Galatians 5:16-25)
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NURTURE AND GOSPEL SHEPHERDING
Even in our most broken circumstances, the gospel addresses every challenge we are facing. Jesus has designed
his church in such a way that we can offer comfort and help to one another in the midst of our pain and
struggle. While Jesus is the chief shepherd, and the Holy Spirit has appointed elders to shepherd the flock, every
believer can be equipped to shepherd and care for others.
Ephesians 4:11-12 says, “And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to
equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ...”
Gifted shepherds have not been given to the church primarily to shepherd people, but to equip the saints for
shepherding work! The Holy Spirit lives in each disciple of Jesus, empowering them to love one another, pray
for one another, serve one another, bear one another’s burdens, and speak the truth in love to one another. And
2 Corinthians 1:3-4 says, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and
God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any
affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.” We shepherd because he first
shepherded us.
In Gospel Triplets, members will be equipped with the basic skills to shepherd and care for each other. They will
learn 3 steps of basic gospel shepherding: 1. Listen for the Heart, 2. Ask Good Questions, and 3. Speak the Truth
in Love. So, the Nurture step is really an introduction to the practice of gospel shepherding for Gospel Triplets.
1. LISTEN FOR THE HEART
At each Gospel Triplet meeting, as a part of the Discover step in the process, group members will share some of
what’s going on in their lives. They may have experienced victory over temptation, the Spirit may have
convicted them and led them to repentance and faith, or they may have struggled with sin/unbelief in the past
week.
As the members of the group are talking, everyone should listen for the heart. This begins with praying and
asking the Spirit to give the group ears to hear what is really happening under the surface.
More importantly, ask him to help the group show empathy and compassion by simply paying close attention.
Nothing effects nurturing more than showing genuine care and concern for others, especially when they are
hurting. Trust is built when Triplet members demonstrate mutual love for one another. Without love,
compassion, empathy, and care, groups cannot nurture.
Listening for the heart also means focusing on the person and not the problem. Regarding the importance of
listening as an act of love, Paul Tripp says, “We can focus on the problem and miss the person in the middle of
it. Biblical personal ministry (i.e., shepherding) certainly includes problem solving, but it must be personfocused. God’s work of change certainly involves changes in situation and relationship, but it has radical
personal transformation as its core goal” (Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands, p. 126). He goes on to say that
rather than listening for the facts about a person’s circumstances or situation, we should listen for how they are
responding to their circumstances.
See Chapter 7. Gospel Shepherding: Listen for the Heart, Part 2 (p. 29), for a list of nine types of words or
statements to listen for in a person’s story.
2. ASK GOOD QUESTIONS
How did God respond to Adam and Eve immediately after they sinned and hid? How did he respond to Cain
after he was angry at Able because his sacrifice had been rejected? How does Jesus often engage both the
Pharisees and his disciples?
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With questions!
When people share their struggles with us, the temptation is to offer simplistic advice or quote scripture in a
moralistic manner. We want to help fix people’s problems! It’s even possible to jump too quickly to applying the
gospel to a person’s problem! Responding with questions is another way to reinforce the value of the person
over the problem: “I care about you, not just about fixing your problem.”
We’ve all experienced well-intentioned advice givers offering simplistic answers and quick fixes. Usually, these
words bounce right off our hearts! Questions are so valuable because they lead to self-discovery and implication.
In order for real change to occur, the Holy Spirit must bring conviction of sin (John 16:8). Responding to a
person’s story with immediate and direct proclamations often fails to produce the fruit of repentance. Depend
on the Holy Spirit, and listen as he provides good questions that can help nurture the heart of another person.
See Chapter 8 Gospel Shepherding: Ask Good Questions (p. 31) for more. Also, check out X-Ray Questions, by
David Powlison (p. 32), for a list of 34 really good questions.
3. SPEAK THE TRUTH IN LOVE
As we shepherd and nurture each other, we will need to speak the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15, 25). This truth
should be centred on our identity much more than on our actions. Avoid simple advice or quoting scripture in a
way that is unhelpful. If a Triplet partner confesses worry, it probably won’t help to remind them that Jesus said,
“Do not worry” three times in Matthew 6. Rather, focus on their identity as a beloved child of the Father (who
Jesus mentions 10 times in Matthew 6) who can rest because of his perfect love, care, and provision for them.
Again, the leadership of the Holy Spirit is essential. Pray and ask the Spirit to speak through the group. Ask Him
to produce the fruit of love in each person so that truthful words are presented with care and grace. 1
Corinthians 4:5 warns, “do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, who will bring to
light the things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes (“motives”-NASB) of the heart.” If we
have preconceived judgments about a person’s heart (“I know for sure why they did that!”), they will come
through in our communication, and our speech will not be filled with grace. We need the Holy Spirit to purify
our motives before we speak.
It’s important to ask a lot of good questions before speaking the truth in love. A rule of thumb we often employ
is to ask 10 questions for every pronouncement. And often it’s helpful to ask permission before making a
pronouncement: “Can I tell you what I’m seeing?” This ensures that the person is open and ready to receive a
direct word. However, the Spirit will sometimes prompt very direct communication even in the context of
shepherding. As long as the Spirit is prompting it, and it is spoken in love, we need to be obedient to say what
the Spirit is leading us to say.
Finally, one way we often speak the truth in love as shepherds is by calling people to repentance. Often, we have
to ask, “Is there anything that would prevent you from repenting right now?” or “Would you like to talk to the
Father about this right now?” This simple but direct question can help people cross the threshold of repentance
and renewed faith in the gospel.
See Fruit to Root on the following pages for more on how to use The 4 Questions to Listen for the Heart, Ask
Good Questions, and Speak the Truth in Love.
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FRUIT TO ROOT
The 4 Questions provide a helpful framework for uncovering what’s going on in our hearts, how our beliefs are
shaping our thoughts, words, and actions. By beginning with the obvious fruit in our lives and working down to
our heart motives (which are “hidden in darkness” according to 1 Corinthians 4:5), we go from “fruit to root”.
Essentially, the idea is that our actions reveal what we are believing about our identity; what we are believing
about our identity reveals our perspective on what God has done in and through Jesus; and our perspective on
the work of God reveals what we’re affirming about the character and nature of God.
Here’s a brief example. When we are filled with worry and fear, we could be believing that we are alone,
unprotected, and unloved. If we’re believing that we are alone and unloved, our perspective on what God has
done might be that he is against us, that he doesn’t have our best interests in mind, and that he is not in control.
If we believe these things about the work of God, then we might be accusing him of being small, powerless, and
unloving.
The goal of going from fruit to root is for the Spirit to bring us to repentance and renewed faith in Jesus.
Repentance means to change our mind about who or what is God. Our sinful thoughts, words and actions
spring from unbelief in our hearts, which is false worship, or idolatry. Therefore, our repentance must address
the root and not merely the fruit. “I repent of my belief that you are small, powerless, and unloving! More
control will not save me. I am not god!”
Faith is when we reaffirm our faith that Jesus is the One True God. We exercise true faith when we look at
Jesus and say, “You are powerful and in control! You loved me so much that you died for me. I am protected by
You. You are my rock and my refuge.”
It’s important to be patient with people. Genuine repentance and change doesn’t always happen over night. For
example, if someone is struggling with bitterness and un-forgiveness towards someone who’s significantly hurt
them, true heart forgiveness may take a long time depending on the depth of the hurt. Be prepared to patiently
and gently revisit the issue over a number of meetings.
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FRUIT TO ROOT USING THE 4 QUESTIONS
4. How do I live? (Bad Fruit): How am I living now?

4. How do I live? (Good Fruit): How can I live,

Where do I lack fruit of the Spirit? What sinful
responses or negative emotions am I producing (bad
fruit)?

because of who God is, what he has done and who I
am in Christ? How does the gospel free me to live?

3. Who am I? (False Identity): What does my bad

3. Who am I? (Gospel Identity): What is my true

fruit say about who I believe I am? Where am I finding
my identity, worth, or value?

identity in Christ? How has God named me, given me
worth, value, and significance? Who am I in Christ?

2. What has he done? (Not enough): What does my

2. What has he done? (Jesus): What aspect of the

rotten fruit and false identity reveal about what I
believe God has done (or not done) through Jesus?
What do I functionally believe about the gospel?

good news do I need to rejoice in? How does all that
Jesus is and all he has done speak into my situation?
What resources are mine in Christ?

1. Who is God? (Lies): What does all this say about

1. Who is God? (Truth): What is God’s true character

who I believe God is and what I believe God is like?
What lies may I be believing about God’s character
and nature? What do I desire or worship? What am I
looking to for meaning, significance, or security?

and nature, according to the Word? What is he really
like? How is he better than everything else I worship?
Consider the 4 G’s: God is good, gracious, glorious,
and great.)

See an example on the next page.
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FRUIT TO ROOT EXAMPLE
1. How do I live? (Bad Fruit)
•

•

8. How do I live? (Good Fruit)

I feel overwhelmed and exhausted at work. I
stay back at the office every night and bring
work home on the weekends, which means I
often miss spending time with family and
friends.
I am afraid my boss and colleagues will
disapprove of me if I don’t get my work done
or perform well.

•

•

•

2. Who am I? (False Identity)
•
•

•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•

I am a fully loved and accepted child of God.
My identity is in what God has done, not what
I do.
I am not in control, but I have a God who is!
I have the Holy Spirit living within me. He is
my strength and Helper.

6. What has he done? (Jesus)

God has not done enough in the cross. Sure,
he died for my sins, but I still have to work
and strive in order to be accepted and
approved of.

4. Who is God? (Lies)
•

7. Who am I? (Gospel Identity)

It’s all up to me. I am responsible and in
control.
My identity is in what I do. My worth and
value is tied up in how well I perform at work
and what my boss and colleagues think of me.

3. What has he done? (Not enough)

I can work diligently, remembering that I am
working for the Lord and not for men
(Colossians 3:23-24), but I no longer need to
overwork.
I can leave work on time and take a day a
week to rest, acting in faith that God alone is
in control and will help me complete my
work.
I can give time and energy to family and
friends, loving them well in God’s strength.

•

•

Through his Son God has rescued me from
my sin and idolatry, and given me a new
identity as his beloved son (Galatians 4:5-7).
God has given his Son to work and strive on
my behalf, so that I don’t have to: “It is
finished” (Luke 19:30)

5. Who is God? (Truth)

God’s opinion is not as important as others in
my life. Therefore, he is not as important as
they are.
God is not in control.
God isn't my loving Father.
God is distant.

•
•
•

•

God is glorious! He alone is worthy of my
worship!
God is great. He alone is in control!
He is good! He is my loving Father, and my
rock and refuge. I can run to him and find
peace and rest in times of stress and
exhaustion.
God is gracious! He freely offers me grace and
forgiveness for my sin.

Repentance: “Father, I repent of putting others’ opinion of me above your opinion. Your opinion is what truly

matters! I repent of turning my work into an idol, and not loving you, or my friends and family well.”
Faith: “Father, thank you that because of Jesus I don’t have to strive in order to be loved and accepted. Thank

you that my identity, worth and value is based not on what I do, but in what you have done for me!”
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Chapter 4. HANDS: ACT IN OBEDIENCE
Led by the Holy Spirit, the group will listen and obey as he calls us to bear fruit in keeping with repentance. The
goal is to empower the hands so that, in light of their repentance, each person knows what to do and who to tell
every time a Triplet meets.
Once we’ve discovered the truth about who God is and what he’s done, and once we’ve repented of our
sin/unbelief and renewed our faith in Jesus, we need to ask the Spirit to guide us in changing the way we live.
Our repentance must have some practical impact on our lives.
When John the Baptist was baptising people, preparing them for the arrival of the Messiah, he exhorted them to
“Bear fruit in keeping with repentance” (Matthew 3:8) meaning, “demonstrate through your life that your
repentance is legitimate.”
This was a part of Paul’s message as well. As he was telling the story of his conversion to King Agrippa, Paul
said, “I...declared first to those in Damascus, then in Jerusalem and throughout all the region of Judea, and also
to the Gentiles, that they should repent and turn to God, performing deeds in keeping with their repentance”
(Acts 26:20).
Legalism has left a bad taste in the mouths of so many followers of Jesus that talk of works and actions can
sometimes be dismissed. While the “you-are-what-you-do” mindset has certainly caused a great deal of damage
in the church, the New Testament clearly calls us to change our behaviour in light of the gospel.
The book of Titus is one clear example. Titus 2:11-12 says, “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing
salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled,
upright and godly lives in this present age...” Experiencing God’s grace motivates us to say “no” to sinful actions
and “yes” to godly actions!
If the Spirit leads someone to repentance, either outside of the group or during the weekly meeting, spend 5-10
minutes praying and listening together. Ask the Spirit to speak. Be quiet and listen, waiting for Him to answer
two specific questions:
1. W HAT DO YOU W ANT M E TO DO?
As followers of Jesus, we have already been transformed. We are a new creation! (2 Corinthians 5:17) But we
are also called to “be transformed by the renewal of [our] mind[s]” (Romans 12:2). Repentance will lead to
change, and when we ask, the Spirit will call us to do something.
2. W HO DO YOU W ANT M E TO TELL?
Jesus gave his followers his Spirit so they could be his witnesses (Acts 1:8). He wants us to bear witness to the
reality of his work in our lives. When we ask the Spirit, “Who do you want me to tell?” He may lead us to talk to
both believers and unbelievers. He may want us to tell our spouse, our kids, our friends, or another member of
the church family. He may also want us to tell a co-worker or a neighbour.
We often wonder how to share the gospel with our unbelieving friends. And yet, every time we experience the
conviction of the Spirit and the forgiveness of Jesus, we have an amazing story to tell about how Jesus is saving
us today.
When a neighbour asks, “How are you?” we can take the safe route, or we can be vulnerable and share a recent
struggle with anger or worry or pride, pointing to Jesus yet again as our only hope.
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After a few minutes of praying and listening, the group will discuss what they heard. Because of our lingering
struggle against sin, we often need the input of our brothers and sisters to help determine exactly how to bear
fruit in keeping with repentance. Praying, listening, and discussing this together is a prime opportunity to
practice mutual submission. In light of the repentance the Spirit granted, and in light of what he said to the
group, clear action steps should be determined together.
As we study the scriptures, pray and listen to the Spirit for how we are to act, sometimes the scriptures will call
us to continue to do something that we are already doing well: either to continue in it or to do it all the more.
The Spirit may give us an encouragement or a reminder of some sort. Gospel Triplets are also a place where we
can examine, affirm and celebrate the good fruit in our lives and spur one another on in them.
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Chapter 5. TELLING OUR STORY WITH JESUS
AS THE HERO
“We are creatures of story, created by a storytelling God, who created the very fabric of our reality in terms of
His story. Rather than seeing our existence as a series of unconnected random events without purpose,
storytelling brings meaning to our lives through the analogy of carefully crafted plot that reflects the loving
sovereignty of the God of the Bible.” – Brian Godawa, award-winning filmmaker

THE GOSPEL: GOD’S STORY
Every follower of Jesus has a story to tell, and it’s a story about God and his grace. However, many of us have
not been equipped to tell our story in such a way that it points to Jesus as the hero. As those who want to show
and share Jesus every day, it’s imperative that we learn to talk about him through the medium of our stories.
Often, telling our story will be the most natural way to talk to our unbelieving friends about Jesus. And in postmodern Australia where truth is relative and elusive, telling our stories is a brilliant method for sharing the
gospel. While someone can argue with your apologetic gospel presentation, they can’t tell you that your story is
wrong!
Every great story contains four movements: Creation, Fall, Redemption, and Restoration. God’s Story follows
the same pattern. God’s Story is the Great Story, the story that helps us make sense of all other stories. God’s
Story is the ultimate Good News, the gospel that we find on the pages of the Bible. Understanding the CreationFall-Redemption-Restoration pattern in God’s Story will help us make sense of our stories, and of the broken
world in which we find ourselves. Below is a quick summary of these four movements along with the themes
that emerge in each one.
CREATION
God’s Story begins with him miraculously creating everything out of nothing. The pinnacle of his creation is
humans, man and woman made in his image. Like a mirror, Adam and Eve reflect what he looks like on the
inside. They are totally unique amongst all of God’s creation. This defines them and gives them worth. As image
bearers, the humans enjoy a unique relationship with God. They are made to worship him, to obey him, and to
love him.
The key themes in this movement of God’s Story are Origin and Identity.
FALL
Though Adam and Eve enjoy a close relationship with God, they eventually choose to disobey him. They rebel
against God, and choose to believe lies about their identity. This rebellion, called sin, brings about relational
brokenness between Adam, Eve, God and creation. Ashamed, they hide from him and place blame on each other
and on the serpent who deceived them (he was later revealed to be Satan). As a result of their sin, they would
face death someday. God curses the serpent, and foretells of a coming day when he would be destroyed.
The key themes in this movement of God’s Story are Brokenness and Blame.
REDEM PTION
Many generations after Adam and Eve, God chooses to enter a special covenant relationship with Abraham, and
with his descendants. These people will become a nation called Israel, and God’s plan is to bless the whole world
through them. He is like a father to them, and loves them deeply. After being miraculously freed from slavery in
Egypt, under the leadership of Moses, God leads his people to the land he’d promised years before to provide for
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them. God also establishes a sacrificial system that allows his people to substitute the life of an animal in place of
their own life. This makes it possible for God to forgive his people’s sin, and for them to remain in relationship
with him.
In the Promised Land, the Israelites rebel against God’s authority and experience oppression from neighboring
nations, but over and over again God rescues them when they cry out to him. Israel eventually becomes a wellestablished nation led by a succession of kings, but their pattern of rebellion and repentance continues. Finally,
God removes them from the land because they persistently worship false gods despite the warning of God’s
prophets. However, God promises to one day send a perfect king who will redeem and rescue his people
completely.
After 400 years of silence from God, his people finally hear him speak. Jesus, the Son of God, is miraculously
born to a young virgin named Mary, a clear sign that he is the promised rescuer the prophets foretold.
Empowered by the Holy Spirit, Jesus lives a sinless life, always obeying God, his Father. He begins to establish
his kingdom by healing the sick, showing compassion to the poor and needy, freeing the spiritually oppressed,
and telling people that he can forgive their sins if they put their trust in him. He is fully God and fully man. His
message of forgiveness through faith deeply offends the religious leaders of his day, and they orchestrate his
execution.
However, three days later Jesus rises from the dead! His followers see him, and he sends them out to tell
everyone that forgiveness of sins is possible through faith in him. His death pays the penalty for all of the sins of
humanity, making the rescue and redemption of everyone possible! Through him, people can now be made
right with God, and know him as their Father.
The key themes in this movement of God’s Story are Rescue and Deliverance.
RESTORATION
A few weeks after the resurrection, Jesus ascends into heaven and sends his Holy Spirit to live inside of his
followers, giving them new desires and the new power they need to walk in his ways. His followers are called a
“new creation”, and through the Spirit’s power, are gradually changed to become more like Jesus.
Though Jesus began ruling as the King of his people while he was on earth, he will return to earth someday to
judge all people, to establish his full rule and reign, and to usher in a new heavens and a new earth. Here, God’s
people will worship him perfectly – Father, Son, and Spirit – just as they were originally created to do. Jesus’
followers anxiously await this amazing day!
The key themes in this movement of God’s Story are Hope and Transformation.
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PUTTING TOGETHER YOUR GOSPEL STORY
Understanding God’s Story is essential for properly interpreting the Creation-Fall-Redemption-Restoration
elements in our own story. Though we regularly tell our stories as if they are about us, our stories are really
about God. “In him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28).
Your story is ultimately God’s Story. It’s by him and about him. Your story is good news, a story about God’s
redemption of a broken person. He is the main character and the hero, not you. “For from him and through him
and to him are all things. To him be glory for ever” (Romans 11:36).
Think through the four elements of your story, and consider how each one is an opportunity to point to your
need for God and his work. Our stories consist of a countless string of smaller scenes, so begin by praying and
asking the Holy Spirit to show you which parts you should include in your gospel story.
CREATION
We all have a fundamental belief about our origin – who or what gave us our existence, made us who we are,
and shaped us into the person we are today. God’s Story begins with him bringing everything into existence. He
is the author and main character of the Story, and all things find their worth and value in him.
And yet, all of us have looked to someone or something other than God to define us, to give us a sense of worth
and value. As you begin your gospel story, talk about your background, some early shaping influences, and what
gave you your sense of worth and value.
Key Themes: Origin, Identity
Key Gospel Question: Who or what most shaped your understanding of yourself? What were the sources of
your sense of personal value and identity?
Other questions to consider
•
•
•
•

Where were you born and what was going on in your family at the time?
Talk about your relationships with your family members (parents, siblings, or other important people)
Early on, who and what were some of the main influences in your life?
What did you believe about God?

FALL
The world we live in is not as it should be. We are not as we should be. Brokenness is all around us. We have
deeply held convictions about why things are broken. We often tend to place the blame at the feet of others:
parents, siblings, friends, teachers, leaders, and even the government.
God’s Story shows us that our own sin is the primary thing that wreaks havoc on our lives. As you tell your
gospel story, talk about specific ways that your sin brought about pain and destruction in your life. Include failed
attempts at fixing the brokenness in your life.
Key Themes: Brokenness, Blame
Key Gospel Question: How was your relationship with God and others not the way God created it to be?
Why?
Other questions to consider
•

What were some of your most painful experiences?
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•
•
•
•

How did you respond to the pain?
What was broken in your life? Relationships? Behavior? Attitudes? Health?
Who was to blame for this brokenness?
How did you try to fix the brokenness? Were those efforts effective?

REDEM PTION
All of us look to created things to save us, to rescue us, to give us significance, and to make us right. Money,
possessions, acceptance, approval, relationships, and achievements all seem to offer some hope for repairing the
brokenness in our lives. Education, government, recreation, and self-fulfillment can grab our attention as
potential saviours, too. But the gospel tells a different story! The Redemption movement of your story has the
potential to be very powerful because you get to declare your faith in Jesus as the One who has saved and
rescued you. Talk specifically about how you placed your trust in Jesus to save and rescue you from your sin and
from the brokenness in your life. Describe how Jesus’ life, death and resurrection have brought redemption to
specific broken parts of your story.
Key Themes: Rescue, Deliverance
Key Gospel Question: How has Jesus redeemed and rescued you through his death on the cross? How did you
come to put your faith and trust in Him to save you and restore your life to the way God intended it to be?
Other questions to consider
•
•
•

What people or things failed to rescue you?
How did the Spirit lead you to put your faith in Jesus? Did he use people, the Bible, a supernatural
experience, difficult circumstances, or a powerful message?
What were some of the effects of your belief in Jesus? How did you begin to experience God restoring
you back to the way you were originally created?

RESTORATION
There’s a deep longing within each of us for change, for things to be different tomorrow than they are today.
For some, this means finding a job or a spouse. Others hope for world peace and a fair distribution of resources,
a Utopian society. The desire to “have it all” is a longing that many share. What we’re all craving is a mending of
the brokenness that surrounds us. We want restoration, but we want it to look a certain way.
Because of what Jesus has done, restoration has begun. We are a new creation, and we’ve been made right with
the Father! In God’s Story, restoration means that his image bearers begin to live in the way they were originally
created to live. His Spirit lives in and through us, making us more like Jesus, even though we are still living in a
fallen, broken world. Conclude your gospel story by talking about what the Spirit is doing in your life now.
Share some evidences of his grace, indicators that you’ve been made new, that his restorative work has already
begun in you.
Key Themes: Hope, Transformation
Key Gospel Question: What has changed and is changing in your life now? Who and what is the focus of your
life today?
Other questions to consider
•

What are you hoping will change next week, month, year, 10 years?
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•
•

•

Who is the focus of your preferred version of the future?
What are some specific ways you’ve seen the Spirit make you more like Jesus (consider the fruit of the
Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23)? Examine restoration in your attitude, your behavior, and your
relationships, and be as specific as you can.
What aspect of the new heavens and new earth are you most excited about?

A FEW STORY TIPS
• Make your story about 10 minutes long.
• It’s not essential, but you may want to consider writing out your story. This will help you stay on track,
and will ensure you include the most important aspects.
• Use normal, every day language to tell your story.
• The Father already knows your story and accepts you fully because of Jesus, so you can be totally honest
with others. Don’t fear what people might think.
• Practice telling your story with close friends and family so you will be prepared when needed.
• Be prepared to share your gospel story in the midst of spiritual conversations with unbelievers.
Anytime the conversation turns to God, Jesus, church, or the Bible, it might be a great opportunity to
share how Jesus is the hero of your story.
• Pray and ask the Spirit to speak through you as you tell your story.
• REMEMBER, IT’S ACTUALLY HIS STORY!
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Chapter 6. GOSPEL SHEPHERDING: LISTEN FOR
THE HEART, Part 1 - Creation, Fall, Redemption,
Restoration
“… each tree is known by its own fruit.” Luke 6:44
THE IM PORTANCE OF STORY
Every person has a story to tell. Whether the story of their day or the story of their life, the words they say are
full of meaning and importance. If we want to grow in our ability to speak effectively about Jesus, to proclaim
the gospel (to believers and non-believers) then learning how to listen to a person’s story is crucial.
In Luke 6:43-45, Jesus helps us understand the connection between words, actions, and the heart: “For no good
tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit, for each tree is known by its own fruit. For figs
are not gathered from thorn bushes, nor are grapes picked from a bramble bush. The good person out of the
good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure produces evil, for out of the
abundance of the heart his mouth speaks.”
Listening to a person’s story is kind of like examining a fruit tree. Sometimes the fruit is obvious: financial
difficulty, sexual sin, marital conflict, anger, mixed with love, joy, peace, etc. But the real action is under the
surface, in the root structure of the tree. According to Jesus, actions and words reveal the heart. And the heart is
of primary importance because the heart is the seat of faith; “with the heart one believes” (Romans 10:10).
A person’s story has the potential to reveal where they have replaced Jesus as the only right object of faith. Jesus
is the only one who can save, and we regularly look to created things instead. These false saviours will often be
revealed in our stories.
In Chapter 6, we looked at the Creation-Fall-Redemption-Restoration pattern found in God’s Story. We also
saw how this pattern can be used to make sense of our own stories, and of the broken world around us. The
following content will discuss how to listen to people’s stories – whether the story of their day, or the story of
their life – through the lens of Creation, Fall, Redemption, and Restoration.
Before considering what to listen for in a person’s story, briefly review the four movements of God’s Story along
with the key themes that emerge in each one. (Refer back to Chapter 6, particularly Putting Together Your
Gospel Story on pages 25-27).
W HAT TO LISTEN FOR
Utilise the four movements as a tool for sorting the information in a person’s story. Here are some guidelines
and some key things to listen for along the way. In settings where taking notes is appropriate, use the CreationFall-Redemption-Restoration tool as a guide. It is vitally important to pray and ask the Spirit to give us ears to
hear, and to help us ask good questions if needed. And always thank the person for sharing their story!
CREATION
As a person begins their story, pay close attention to...
• Early shaping influences
• Family dynamics
• Important life events
• Any God talk
Keep in mind the key themes of origin and identity, and listen for pride, accomplishments, insecurity,
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failures, approval, rejection, and statements of worth.
The Key Heart Question is: What is my identity? Who or what defines me or gives value and worth?
FALL
As the person’s story continues, listen for...
• Painful experiences and how the person responded to the pain
• Broken relationships, behaviour, attitudes, health, etc.
• Patterns of addiction or abuse
• Any God talk
Keep in mind the key themes of brokenness and blame, and listen for fear, shame, hiding, blame, guilt, and a
victim mentality.
The Key Heart Question is: What is my problem? Why are people (including me) and things not the way they
are supposed to be?
REDEM PTION
Statements about Redemption may be scattered throughout the person’s story, so listen closely for...
• Placing hope in people or things to provide salvation, security, and significance
• Justification of the person’s actions, or attempts to fix brokenness on their own
• Judging others or failing to extend forgiveness
• Any God talk
Keep in mind the key themes of rescue and deliverance, and listen for revenge, power, control, anger,
proving one’s self, comfort, and self-medication.
Key Heart Question: What is my solution? Who or what will rescue me and fix what is broken?
RESTORATION
The last half of a person’s story might include...
• A preferred version of the future
• The statement “everything would be okay if my circumstances just changed.”
• The desire for other people to change
• God talk
Keep in mind the key themes of hope and transformation, and listen for entitlement, self-focus, comfort,
avoidance, and apathy/a loss of hope.
Key Heart Question: What is my hope? What will the world or my world look like when all is as it should be?
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Chapter 7. GOSPEL SHEPHERDING: LISTEN FOR
THE HEART, Part 2
“For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.” Matthew 12:34
HOW DO I LISTEN FOR THE HEART AS A GOSPEL SHEPHERD?
• We need to begin by asking the Spirit to give us ears to hear and a willingness to speak the truth in
love.
• When meeting for the purpose of intentional shepherding, ask the person to come prepared to share
their story.
• In an intentional shepherding setting, consider taking notes while listening.
• Whether hearing the story of a person’s life or the story of a person’s day, always listen for the heart.

HERE’S SOM E THINGS TO LISTEN FOR IN A PERSON’S STORY:
1. Emotional words. (“I’m angry.” “I’m afraid.” “I was really hurt.”)
2. Interpretive words. (“This shouldn’t happen.” “I guess I’m getting what I deserve.” “I wonder if it’s even worth
getting up in the morning.”)
3. Self talk. (“I am such a failure.” “I am not smart enough, pretty enough, etc.” “I have accomplished this and this
and this.” “I always got good grades and performed well in various activities.” Listen closely for pride and
insecurity.)
4. God talk. (“I tried hard to obey God.” “How could God let this happen to me?” “God’s never done anything for
me.” “God is punishing me.” Listen closely for denial, blame, and an unwillingness to take responsibility.)
5. Stated motives. (“I wanted to get even. I wanted revenge.” “I was so ashamed, I decided to never tell my
parents.” “I need people to like me. I need their approval.” “I feel so guilty, I could never forgive myself”.)
6. Patterns of behaviour, positive or negative. Listen closely for power and control.
7. Destructive or repeated sin. (“I started using drugs when I was 12.” “I smoked pot every day for 5 or 6 years.”
“I slept with more women than I can count.” Listen closely for sources of comfort and self-medicating.)
8. Abuse or neglect. (“My dad would scream at me if I came home with C’s.” “I was raped by my step-brother
when I was 12.” “I used to play alone in my room most of the time.” “The kids at school used to call me fat.”
Listen closely for a victim mentality.)
9. Dad and Mum. (“I’ve never met my dad.” “My mum gave me everything I wanted.” “My dad said he wished I
was never born.” “I don’t remember my dad hugging me.” “Nothing was ever good enough for my mum.”)
Whether in a Gospel Community, Gospel Triplet or in an intentional shepherding situation, always provide
encouragement to a person who has just shared their story. Consider asking a few initial follow up questions
right away.
ENCOURAGEM ENT AFTER THEIR STORY
• Thank you for sharing your story. It is an honor to hear it.
• Your story is an amazing story about God and his work (most people will not see this, but you should
say it anyway). God is in this!
• It is very easy to focus on your circumstances at a time like this. I completely understand. But God is
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primarily concerned with your heart in this situation. He wants to keep pulling your focus up out of
the mire of your circumstances on onto him. Keep watching for your heart responses in the midst of
this trial.
SPECIFIC QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER CLARITY (IF NEEDED)
• Tell me about your relationship with your dad.
• How did you feel when that significant event happened?
• Did that hurtful situation ever get resolved?
• How old were you when that happened?
GENERAL QUESTIONS
• Where are you still struggling to believe the gospel?
• How has this situation helped you see your sin more clearly?
• Where do you see God at work in this situation?

30

Chapter 8. GOSPEL SHEPHERDING: ASK GOOD
QUESTIONS
‘The purpose in a man's heart is like deep water, but a man of understanding will draw it out.’ (Proverbs 20:5)
HOW DO I ASK GOOD QUESTIONS AS A GOSPEL SHEPHERD?
• We must be led by the Holy Spirit! It’s his job to bring conviction, and he is the primary shepherd. He
alone knows the depths of a person’s heart, and he will guide us as we lovingly pursue people with good
questions. Pray before, during, and after any shepherding conversation, asking the Spirit to speak.
• Often the Spirit will provide great questions immediately after a conversation. Write these down for
future reference.
• Ask lots of questions throughout the conversation, especially in the beginning. We like to say, “ask 10
questions for every pronouncement.”
• Ask open ended questions that can’t be answered with a “yes” or “no”, as these questions do not provide
much information, and can leave room for us to make a lot of assumptions about the answer.
• Sometimes the best question is not a question. “Tell me more...” is a great way to invite a person to tell
more about what’s going on in a their heart.
SOM E GOOD QUESTIONS TO USE
The following is adapted from Paul Tripp, Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands, p. 170-178
•

What? Ask people to define their terms. “What did you mean when you said...?”

•

How? Ask people to clarify what they mean with concrete, real life examples. “How did that situation

•

unfold? Give us some more detail.”
Where? and When? Ask people to provide more information about the details and the order of events.

•

“Where were you when this happened? When did this happen?”
How Often? Ask people to describe the frequency of their struggles. Ask them about themes and

•

patterns. “How often do you do this?”
Why? Ask people to explain why they responded as they did in a given situation. Ask the person to
share their reasons, values, purposes, and desires. “Why were you feeling frustrated?”

A W ORD ABOUT “W HY?”
“Why?” is a great question because it helps uncover the motives of the heart. We sometimes refer to “Why?” as
the Why Shovel, because it helps us dig around to get to the root of a problem. However, a few cautions should
be noted.
“Why?” can sound condescending, judgmental, and even rhetorical (a question that’s asked where the answer is
so obvious that the question itself helps prove a point). “Why on earth did you do that!?” clearly implies that the
person asking the question thinks a poor decision was made. The question does not invite an honest, vulnerable
response.
Also, “Why?” is sometimes used as a one-word question, which can sound accusatory, and does not invite an
open dialogue. If a wife says to her husband, “I’m feeling sad and frustrated,” and he responds by simply asking,
“Why?” she is likely to perceive that he is upset because she is feeling sad, and wants to hear her reason so he can
refute it.
“Why?” can be a powerful tool that must be wielded with wisdom and the sensitivity of the Spirit.
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X-RAY QUESTIONS
By Dr. David Powlinson (as used by permission in the book How People Change by Paul David Tripp and
Timothy Lane)
1. What do you love? Is there something you love more than God or your neighbour?
2. What do you want? What do you desire? What do you crave, long for, wish? Whose desires do you obey?
3. What do you seek? What are your personal expectations and goals? What are your intentions? What are you
working for?
4. Where do you bank your hopes? What hope are you working toward or building your life around?
5. What do you fear? Fear is the flip side of desire. For example, if I desire your acceptance, then I fear your
rejection.
6. What do you feel like doing? This is a synonym for desire. Sometimes we feel like eating a gallon of ice cream,
or staying in bed, or refusing to talk, etc.
7. What do you think you need? In most cases a person’s felt needs picture his or her idol cravings. Often what
we have called necessities are actually deceptive masters that rule our hearts. They control us because they seem
plausible. They don’t seem so bad on the surface and it isn’t sin to want them. However, I must not be ruled by
the “need” to feel good about myself, to feel loved and accepted, to feel some sense of accomplishment, to have
financial security, to experience good health, to live a life that is organized, pain-free, and happy.
8. What are your plans, agendas, strategies, and intentions designed to accomplish? What are you really going
after in the situations and relationships of life? What are you really working to get?
9. What makes you tick? What sun does your planet revolve around? Where do you find your garden of
delight? What lights up your world? What food sustains your life? What really matters to you? What are you
living for?
10. Where do you find refuge, safety, comfort, and escape? When you are fearful, discouraged, and upset, where
do you run? Do you run to God for comfort and safety or to something else? (To food, to others, to work, to
solitude?)
11. What do you trust? Do you functionally rest in the Lord? Do you find your sense of wellbeing in His
presence and promises? Or do you rest in something or someone else?
12. Whose performance matters to you? This question digs out self-reliance or self-righteousness. It digs out
living through another. Do you get depressed when you are wrong or when you fail? Have you pinned your
hopes on another person? Are you too dependent on the performance of your husband, wife, children or
friends?
13. Whom must you please? Whose opinion counts? From whom do you desire approval or fear rejection?
Whose value system do you measure yourself against? In whose eyes are you living?
14. Who are your role models? Who are the people you respect? Who do you want to be like? Who is your
“idol”? (In our culture, this word is used for role model.)
15. What do you desperately hope will last in your life? What do you feel must always be there? What can’t you

32

live without?
16. How do you define success or failure in any particular situation? Are your standards God’s standards? Do you
define success as the ability to reach your goals? The respect and approval of others? Is it defined by a certain
position or the ability to maintain a certain lifestyle? By affluence? By appearance? By acceptance? By location?
By accomplishment?
17. What makes you feel rich, secure, and prosperous? The possession, experience, and enjoyment of what
would make you happy? The Bible uses the metaphor of treasure here.
18. What would bring you the greatest pleasure? The greatest misery?
19. Whose political power would make everything better for you? Don’t just think in a national sense. Think
about the workplace and the church. Whose agenda would you like to see succeed and why?
20. Whose victory and success would make your life happy? How do you define victory and success?
21. What do you see as your rights? What do you feel entitled to? What do you feel is your right to expect, seek,
require, or demand?
22. In what situations do you feel pressured or tense? When do you feel confident and relaxed? When you are
pressured, where do you turn? What do you think about? What do you fear? What do you seek to escape from?
What do you escape to?
23. What do you really want out of life? What payoff are you seeking from the things you do? What is the
return you are working for?
24. What do you pray for? The fact that we pray does not necessarily mean we are where we should be
spiritually. On the contrary, prayer can be a key revealer of the idols of our hearts. Prayer can reveal patterns of
self-centeredness, self-righteousness, materialism, fear of man, etc.
25. What do you think about most often? In the morning, to what does your mind drift instinctively? When you
are doing a menial task or driving alone in your car, what captures your mind? What is your mindset?
26. What do you talk about? What occupies your conversations with others? What subjects do you tend to
discuss over and over with your friends? The Bible says it is out of the heart that our mouths speak.
27. How do you spend your time? What are your daily priorities? What things do you invest time in every day?
28. What are your fantasies? What are your dreams at night? What do you daydream about?
29. What is your belief system? What beliefs do you hold about life, God, yourself, others? What is your
worldview? What is the personal “mythology” that structures the way you interpret things? What are your
specific beliefs about your present situation? What do you value?
30. What are your idols or false gods? In what do you place your trust or set your hopes? What do you
consistently turn to or regularly seek? Where do you take refuge? Who is the saviour, judge, controller of your
world? Whom do you serve? What voice controls you?
31. In what ways do you live for yourself?
32. In what ways do you live as a slave to the Devil? Where are you susceptible to his lies? Where do you give in
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to deceit?
33. When do you say, “If only...”? Our “if onlys” actually define our vision of paradise. They picture our biggest
fears and greatest disappointments. They can reveal where we tend to envy others. They picture where we wish
we could rewrite our life story. They picture where we are dissatisfied and what we crave.
34. What instinctively feels right to you? What are your opinions -- those things that you feel are true?
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Chapter 9. GOSPEL SHEPHERDING: SPEAK THE
TRUTH IN LOVE
“… speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ…”
Ephesians 4:15
W HAT DOES IT M EAN TO SPEAK THE TRUTH IN LOVE?
As we shepherd and nurture one another we will need to speak the truth in love (Eph 4:15). But what does it
mean to speak the truth in love? What is the truth we are to speak? “Speaking the truth in love” does not only
mean to speak words of rebuke, or give a hard word in a loving way, although this is part of it. The truth Paul
calls us to speak is the “gospel of your salvation” (Eph 1:13). As we shepherd and nurture one another, we get to
proclaim and bring the good news of Jesus Christ to bear on one another’s lives and whatever issue or situation
a believer (or non-believer) may be facing at a particular time.
W HY DO W E SPEAK THE TRUTH IN LOVE?
1. Protect from hardening hearts
Firstly, we need to speak the truth in love in order to protect one another from the hardening of our hearts,
which leads to unbelief, sin and evil.
In Ephesians 4:15, Paul writes to the Christian believers, “…you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the
futility of their minds. They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the
ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart. They have become callous and have given themselves
up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity.”
The Gentiles’ problem is true for all of humanity. We, too, have futile thinking, darkened understanding,
struggle with unbelief and hard hearts. We do not believe the truth of God and instead believe something else,
which, apart from God, is only a lie. And just like the Gentiles, our unbelief leads us to sin. Tim Chester says,
“Sinful acts always have their origin in some form of unbelief. Behind every sin is a lie… People are given over
to sinful desires because ‘they exchanged the truth about God for a lie’ (Romans 1:24-25)” (You Can Change, p.
81)
Even as Christian “believers”, unbelief is still a huge issue for us. Whilst we may know the truth of God and
what he has done theoretically, in our heads, and have no problem confessing it with our mouths, we struggle to
truly believe it deep down in our hearts. There is a gap between what we believe in theory and what we believe
in practice. And this gap is a problem that needs to be addressed.
In his letter Paul urges the Ephesians to be renewed in their thinking and to put on their new self so that they
become like God in true righteousness and holiness (Eph 3:23-24). As Christians we need to constantly ensure
our minds, and our hearts remain in line with God’s truth. It’s for this reason that we need to constantly speak
the truth of the gospel to one another, reminding one another and encouraging one another of the truth of who
God is, what he has done through Jesus, and our new gospel identity. By the power of the Holy Spirit, as we
speak truth in love we will move from head knowledge to real heart-belief, closing the gap between what we
believe in theory and what we believe functionally, which in turn will transform how we live. This is the
1
process of sanctification.

Part of the way we begin to move our beliefs from head to heart is through our hands; that is, new
habits that the gospel calls us into such as prayer, fasting, being in community, being generosity and
other ways of life that reflect new life in the kingdom of God.
1

35

2. For sanctification, growth and maturity
The goal, or result, of speaking the truth in love is growth, maturity and love in the body of Christ. It is for the
body to become more and more like Christ (Eph 4:15-16). As we speak the truth in love we will grow from
being like immature children, unclear and uncertain of the truth, easily confused and deceived by all kinds of
false teaching, to mature adults who know the truth confidently, with great clarity and humility. We will grow
from being like the Gentiles in our former way of life to mature believers with renewed thinking, who are like
God in true righteousness and holiness. We become what we already are in Christ.
HOW DO W E SPEAK THE TRUTH IN LOVE W ELL ?
In order to speak the truth in love effectively it should be, 1. Motivated by love, 2. Led by the Holy Spirit and
covered in prayer, 4. Gospel-centred, 5. Focused primarily on Jesus, and 6. Based in Scripture.
1. M otivated by love
Because the goal of speaking the truth in love is growth, maturity and love in the body of Christ, speaking the
truth should be born out of genuine love and concern for one another. We are to have one another’s best
interests in mind. For this reason it’s important that we consider and pray through our own motivations before
we speak. Is it our desire to honour God and point the person to him? Or are we caught up in unrighteous anger
and judgment? Are we fearful of the person and therefore afraid to speak, or are we resting in our identity as a
child of God?
If we’re genuinely motivated by love for one another, then we are much more likely to speak the truth well – in
a way that is loving, heard and received by the other person.
2. Led by the Holy Spirit and covered in prayer
As we speak the truth in love we must be led by the Holy Spirit! It is essential that we pray and ask God what to
say, and that he would speak through us by the power of his Holy Spirit. This involves praying before, during
and after we speak the truth in love to someone. We should only speak if the Spirit leads us to speak; but if the
Spirit leads us to speak, we must speak!
If we have genuine love for the other person, it will be our first thought to lift them up to God in prayer and ask
that the Spirit be revealing any areas of sin in their lives, bringing them to repentance, and reminding (or
teaching) them truths of the gospel and encouraging them with the good news of Jesus. We will be praying that
their hearts would be nurtured and that they would be transformed into the likeness of Christ. The flip side of
this is that if we are struggling to have genuine love for the other person, choosing to pray for them, and in
particular to thank God for them, will begin to cultivate a brotherly or sisterly love and affection for them in our
own hearts, which in turn will generate a greater desire and capacity to pray for them.
3. Gospel-centered
Speaking the truth in love must be gospel-centred and focused on Jesus. Even if the occasion requires you to
rebuke somebody or speak hard words, you need to speak the good news to that person. The person should
leave the conversation having heard the good news of Jesus as it applies to their particular issue or situation:
that God loves them, that their sins have been forgiven, that they don’t need to prove themselves, that they have
hope and so on.
The gospel truth that we are to speak includes truth about, who God is, what God has done, who we are in light
of that, and how we get to live.
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•

When you speak the truth in love to one another, proclaim the truth about who God is – his true
character and nature. Remind one another of the good news that our God is a good, loving God! He is
holy, righteous, just, faithful, steadfast, sovereign and in control. He is slow to anger and full of
compassion.

•

Speak the truth about what God has done. This is the proof, or evidence, of the different attributes we
have just proclaimed about God’s character. Speaking truth about what God has done includes what he
has done throughout time and history as recorded in the Biblical narrative, but more specifically what
he has done in and through the person and work of Jesus Christ. Remind one another of what God has
achieved through the incarnation, Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, ascension and sending of the Spirit,
and what this means for our lives today.

•

Speak the truth about who they are – that is, their new gospel identity. We need to continually
remind one another of our new, true, and deepest identity in Christ. As part of this, we need to point
out to one another where we are forgetting, and living out of alignment with our true identity in
Christ. We’re called to say to one another: “That is not who you are! Don’t live that way anymore
because that is not who you are.” And then proclaim: “this is who you are: you are a child of God, fully
loved and accepted by God the Father because of Jesus Christ!” “You are forgiven”, “you have been
redeemed by his blood”, “you are holy in Christ”, “you have God’s Holy Spirit – the same Spirit that
raised Christ from the dead – living in you!” “You have an inheritance that will never perish, spoil or
fade.”

•

Once you have spoken truth about who God is, what he has done, and who we are, proclaim to one
another how we get to live as a result.

4. Focused on Jesus
As you speak the truth in love proclaim Jesus as much as possible! Remind one another of who Jesus is and what
he has achieved for us in his life, death, resurrection, and ascension and by sending the Spirit to live in us. “Jesus
lived a perfect life for you, so you don’t have to”, “because of Jesus’ death and resurrection you have been
adopted as a child of God and you have a perfect, heavenly Father who loves you perfectly”, “because of Jesus
you have been given a new family”, “because of Jesus you have God’s Holy Spirit dwelling within you – you are
never alone.” Jesus is the answer to every person’s issue, struggle or problem. He is the real saviour we need in
every situation.
5. Based in scripture
Speaking the truth in love should be based in Scripture. You can use Scripture directly to speak words of truth
into some one’s life, but you want to do this well and in a way that is helpful.
In order to grow and improve in our ability to speak the truth in love to each other we need to grow in our own
understanding of the gospel and gospel fluency. Gospel fluency refers to our ability to speak and display the
gospel in natural and effective ways in any situation in life, leading to transformation and restoration. How well
we know the gospel will affect our ability to speak and share it well. However, at the same time the practice of
speaking the truth into someone’s life will help us to grow in your understanding of the gospel, as we have to
work at articulating the truth clearly and applying it to a specific person, issue or situation. One way that we can
grow in our gospel fluency is by meditating on scripture and committing it to memory. As we meditate on God’s
word, gospel truth will be fresh in our minds and will naturally flow from our tongues. We will be able to recall
key verses, passages and gospel truths easily and speak them into one another’s lives.
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FINAL THOUGHTS
Speaking the truth in love at times can be hard and requires courage, especially if the truth to be spoken requires
a rebuke, or hard word. This is why we need to keep the goal of speaking the truth in love in mind and ask for
the Holy Spirit to do his work. Our goal of speaking is for the person, or persons, to grow and be transformed
into the likeness of Christ, and therefore the whole body to grow up in every way to the measure and stature of
Christ. We must first see how the gospel applies to us before we attempt to offer it to others. The gospel will
provide both the courage and the humility required to speak the truth in love. The gospel says that we are so
incredibly broken that God in Christ had to die for us (this should produce a profound humility); the gospel also
says that God in Christ was glad to die for us (this should produce a profound confidence). We need both the
humility and the courage that the gospel engenders in us in order to speak the truth in love.
EXAM PLES
Exam ple 1
The situation that required the truth to be spoken in love was when a Christian believer was caught in sexual
sin. Please note that this is example is no one from Anchor Church, is a couple of years old, and has been used
with permission.
“I really loved and cared for this person, and as my sister in Christ I wanted her to be walking in purity, which I
had reason to believe she may not be. Even more than this, I wanted my friend’s thinking to be in line with
God’s truth and her heart to be in a good place with God – that she’d love God above all else, above her desire
for affection from a man, and above herself!

I committed my friend to God in prayer and prayed that the Holy Spirit would remind her of truth and convict
her of her sin. I also prayed that God would open up the right time where I could listen to her and speak the
truth in love to her. God very clearly opened up the perfect time and place where a conversation could naturally
start and continue to flow. Our conversation went for about 1.5 hours.
Because we already had a friendship it was easy for me to simply ask, “How are you going?” She immediately
opened up to me sharing her current temptations, her thoughts and feelings.
Throughout the conversation I kept praying silently, “Heavenly Father, please help. Please be with us by your
Holy Spirit. Please help me to know what to ask, say and do.”
Before the conversation I did not actually know if she was in sexual sin, I only knew that she was getting too
close to this guy who, for several reasons, would not be good for her to be in a romantic relationship with. In
the conversation, there was a bit of beating around the bush, so I asked her outright: “Are you sleeping with
him?” Because of the relationship we had I felt that I was able to ask this. She confessed that she was.
I told her that her sin saddened me, and that my real concern was what was going on in her heart and mind that
had led her to sin.
In the conversation I tried to focus on God’s love for her, what he had done in the gospel for her, and her
identity as a child of God more than anything – the reality of who she was in Christ. I told her, “God loves you
so much! He so desperately wants to be in relationship with you. He is like a jealous husband who wants to
pursue you and win your heart. He is full of passion and affection for you. He loves you in the way you so
desperately desire to be loved by a man. In fact, he loves you better! He has shown this in Jesus. Jesus is the man
you’re looking for!”
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At one point she said something along the lines of, “All my life I have felt like something is wrong with me deep
in my inner being. Like I am not O.K. I am unlovely and unworthy. Like there is a blackness covering me. Not
like other girls. Not good enough to be loved.” She was saying this to communicate that when you believe things
like that about yourself, it’s pretty hard to say no to a guy who finally shows you interest.
In hearing her say this, my instant response was to say something like, “No, that’s not true. There is nothing
wrong with you!” But then I thought to say, “Yep, actually, there is something wrong with you! Deep down at
the innermost part of you, you are not O.K! You have been tarnished and blackened. You have been marred by
your sin.
BUT…
BUT JESUS! God, in his great love for you, has removed your sin from you and put it on Jesus. Now because of
Christ’s death for you, you have been made new. In Christ you are clean and restored. In Christ, you are O.K.
You have been justified and made righteous! You are lovely, you are worthy, and you are beautiful. So don’t
believe that lie of the devil telling you that you are not good enough! The truth is that you are a redeemed child
of God, fully loved and accepted. Even in your sin, when you were so unlovely and unworthy, God loved you
and pursued you and committed himself to you.”

My friend asked me, “Now that I have ‘tarnished’ myself in my sin, do you think any man will want to marry
me?”
“Yes! Absolutely” I answered. “Through God, I do believe this is possible. God is able to bring you the right man,
who will love you even though there has been sin and brokenness. Yes I believe that God can bring you an
incredible earthly man who loves you completely, just the way you are and will commit to you. But Jesus already
is that guy! Jesus already is the husband you’ve always wanted who loves you and pursues you even in your
brokenness. He passionately loves you even to the point of dying for you. He is the one who is making you into
a pure, blameless bride. So God has already done what you desire in bringing an amazing husband for you in
Jesus.”
Towards the end of the conversation I called her to repentance, saying, “You need to repent. Flee from sexual
immorality! Get as far away from it as you can!” I asked her, “Is there anything stopping you from repenting
right now?” I encouraged her to repent to God in prayer right then and there while we were still conversing.
And she did. With tears she opened up her heart to God, confessing and repenting of her sin and her great need
of God’s help and her saviour Jesus.
I also encouraged her to confess her sin to the appropriate people at the church she was part of, warning her
that when sin remains hidden, it’s more likely continue, so if she really wanted to flee from it, she had to confess
it.
I know at the end of our conversation she felt loved, well cared for, and had been reminded of the good news of
the gospel. One conversation wasn’t going to solve everything, so in the following weeks and months I
continued praying and meeting with her to speak the truth in love, encourage her, and to urge her to flee from
her sin and trust God.”
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Exam ple 2
The following example is of a Christian struggling with long-term anxiety who experienced the truth spoken
into their life in a way that was unloving and ineffective. For the purposes of protecting the identity of those
involved, details have been changed.

“I have been a Christian for over 10 years and have suffered from anxiety for about the same time. At different
times I have seen a psychologist and have tried to understand the nature and cause of my anxiety. After many
years of struggling without seeing much improvement, I decided to begin taking anti-anxiety medication.
One day I was catching up with a Christian friend who I hadn’t seen for some time. He knew about my struggles
with anxiety and I shared that I had recently started taking anti-anxiety medication. Upon hearing this, my
friend asked me if there were particular sins that I had not repented of since my diagnosis. I was surprised by his
question and wasn’t sure what to say, nor did I feel at ease to share further. Later, my friend text me and told me,
“Your anxiety would go away if you ask God to reveal the sin that you need to repent of.”
I know that my friend intended to help me and that his questions and comments were out of love and concern,
but unfortunately he didn’t speak the truth in love well. The conversation and following text message made me
feel that I hadn’t been listened to or understood at all. My friend failed to ask me questions to try to understand
where I was in my struggle with depression, and in my walk with Jesus.
My friend also failed to understand the multifaceted nature of anxiety. Anxiety has at least three roots that are
often entangled with one another. First, anxiety can be rooted in a chemical imbalance in the brain. Due to no
circumstantial or spiritual factors someone can fall into anxiety due to the body being subject to the decay of the
created order. Second, anxiety can be rooted in an environmental cause. A persons relational or professional life
may be experiencing stress or chaos leading to anxiety. Additionally, anxiety can be caused primarily by idolatry
and sin and the way that has worked through someone’s entire life. We often suffer from at least two or more
and my friend could have taken the time to understand the complex nature of my anxiety in order to speak the
truth in love. His question and text message made me feel judged and that I was completely at fault in my sin for
my anxiety.
Even if there was truth in his comments that I needed to repent of sin to experience relief of my anxiety, my
friend did not remind me of the gospel as he said this. He did not remind me of God’s love, grace and
forgiveness, nor of the power of the Holy Spirit at work within me to help and comfort, my new gospel identity
or the hope that we have for the restoration of all things, including my anxiety.
Finally, my friend failed to see that conversations of this nature are best had in person and not through the
medium of text messaging or e-mail where many things can be misinterpreted.”
In the above example, we’ve seen how the desire to speak the truth in love can be ineffective and often hurtful
when we fail to take into account the person’s entire narrative and the relevant factors in their life that have led
them to a place where speaking the truth in love is an appropriate course to take. Additionally, the context and
medium of such a conversation is extremely important because this shows that you love them and have taken
the time to find an appropriate environment to speak the truth in love.
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CONCLUSION
In Revelation 2, Jesus is addressing the church at Ephesus. After giving them a good deal of specific
encouragement, he says, “But I have this against you, that you have left your first love.” (Revelation 2:4)
When we worship and serve created things instead of the creator, when we place our faith and our trust in
anything other than God to save us, when the affections of our hearts are set on earthly things, we have, at least
for a moment, left our first love. We lose sight of the cross, God’s clearest demonstration of love for us, and our
hearts quickly wander away. As the old hymn says, “Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, prone to leave the God I
love.”
Jesus’ stinging diagnosis is followed immediately by His prescribed cure: “Remember therefore from where you
have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first.” (Revelation 2:5, italics added) The Head, Heart, Hands
process that Gospel Triplets follow seems to align with Jesus’ prescription.
In step 1. Head: Discover the Truth, the goal is for each person to learn or be reminded of the truth about who
God is, what He’s done, who we are, and how we live. Being reminded of the truth of the gospel on a regular
basis is key to maintaining our love for Jesus. “We love, because He first loved us.” (1 John 4:19)
In step 2. Heart: Nurture the Heart, the goal is for each person to be brought to repentance and renewed faith in
Jesus. Over and over again in the book of Revelation, Jesus calls believers to repent. Martin Luther famously
said, “When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, ‘Repent’ (Mathew 4:17), he willed the entire life of believers
to be one of repentance.”
In step 3. Hands: Act in Obedience, the goal is for each person to listen to the Spirit and obey as he prompts
them to do and to tell in light of their repentance. Jesus is calling his church to return to works of faith that flow
from a heart that’s filled with love for him. After all, Jesus “gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness
and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works.” (Titus 2:14)
May the Holy Spirit lead every Gospel Triplet to Discover the Truth, Nurture the Heart, and Act in Obedience
in light of all that Jesus has accomplished, to the glory of God the Father.

FURTHER READING AND RESOURCES
You Can Change, Tim Chester
How People Change, Timothy Lane & Paul Tripp
Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands, Paul Tripp
Side By Side, Ed Welch
Saturate, Jeff Vanderstelt
Gospel Fluency, Jeff Vanderstelt
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