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Foreword

Ray Ortlund

What is the spiritual future of our churches? If our future is going to be 
better than our present, we have to change. How does change happen? 
Not by our own brilliance or willpower. Not even by agreement with the 
gospel. We change as we press the gospel into our hearts deeper than 
ever before. 

That is how Gospel Wakefulness helps us. It is the smelling salts of the 
gospel waved under our noses, startling us with realities in Christ more 
awakening in power than we have realized. To use another metaphor, 
Jared’s book opens doors—sometimes beats down doors—into a better 
future by helping us connect with Christ where we really need him. Can 
any of us be above that? Would we even want to be? 

By writing this foreword, I’m saying I’ll get in line for that awakening. 
I hope you’ll join me there. We will not be alone. A gospel renaissance 
is renewing many in our time. We see streams of new blessing flowing 
together—The Gospel Coalition, Together for the Gospel, Acts 29 Net-
work, Sovereign Grace Ministries, and many others. They are all centered 
in gospel rediscovery. God is wonderfully at work, creating new spiritual 
conditions for tomorrow. I wonder if he plans to take us all the way into 
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10 Foreword

revival of historic magnitude. Time will tell. But Jared’s new book is cer-
tainly contributing to this movement, and I rejoice to see it. 

Finally, and very personally, I am glad to say that Jared Wilson is a 
great guy! He and I have talked frankly together, confessed sins to one 
another, talked theology together, prayed for one another, challenged 
one another, encouraged one another. I know firsthand, Jared Wilson is 
a genuine man of God.

But I still haven’t forgiven him for moving away from Nashville.
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Introduction

Several years ago some friends and I  launched the young adult ministry of 
a Nashville, Tennessee, megachurch that eventually became an indepen-
dent church plant. At the outset, our ministry’s vision was driven largely 
by the ministry’s original founder, my friend Chris, who is as priestly 
a leader as I’ve ever met. Chris is highly creative, greatly talented, and 
unflaggingly energetic, and his relational vision cultivated a cooperation 
and a unity that my rusty preaching and ambitious spiritual vision did 
not. When Chris eventually left our tiny church-within-a-church (which 
is what it was at the time) to become the technical director for one of 
America’s top five largest churches, he left a vacuum of leadership that 
all of us felt keenly, but that some on our team felt was crippling to the 
entire ministry.

Our leadership team shrank, half of the leaders resigning their positions 
(on good terms with mutual blessings), ostensibly because our efforts 
were not panning out into the level of success we had envisioned. Our 
ministry had adopted a three-fold structure consisting of weekly wor-
ship gathering, weekly small groups, and monthly community service. 
People betrayed by the legalistic religion of their past or burnt out on 
Bible Belt cultural Christianity were finding hope and joy in Christ, and 
those far from God were brought near. We were breaking bread together 
and serving bread to the “least of these,” but less than a year into our 
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14 Introduction

venture, the size of our worship gathering became discouraging to those 
expecting rapid growth. We all basically wanted the same thing: to reach 
a lost generation for Jesus Christ. We just had divergent views on how 
to best go about that. To top things off, we could no longer coalesce our 
energies around Chris’s ability to be all things to all people.

The opinions of those who left the team were varied even amongst 
themselves; there was no consensus. Some pictured a more emergent 
approach to the worship service aesthetic, with individual art stations 
around the room and less explicitly Christian content in the music. Some 
thought we should only gather for worship once a month. Some merely 
thought we needed to change but couldn’t offer any suggestions as to 
how. But for those of us who remained, a singular vision became a blaz-
ing passion: to be faithful to the proclamation of the gospel and the 
demonstration of its implications. We resolved to maintain the current 
vision and be patient.

The result was that our worship band became less “rockin’,” we lost 
our funding, and with three weeks’ notice we lost our building. But those 
of us who believed God was calling us to move forward planted a small 
church predicated on the idea that what Nashville—and the Bible Belt 
in general—needed was not another variation on a seeker service, but a 
group of Christians dedicated to gospel centrality in word and deed and 
interested in seeing just what missional living could do in the suburban 
South.

We did not experience booming growth. In our short existence, how-
ever, we baptized, we regularly served many in the inner city, we enjoyed 
a healthy small group involvement rate, and we dedicated 60 percent 
of our budget to local and foreign missions and church planting. We 
considered what we were doing successful, because we made faithful-
ness to the gospel and obedience to the Great Commission our measure 
of success. We kicked the results-based impatience of Chia Church to 
the curb and decided to believe there was nothing more important than 
the gospel clearly and compellingly proclaimed. We did not make a big 
splash among the high profile Nashville church scene. We were not part 
of a massive revival. (The well-worn description of the Bible Belt as 
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15Introduction

inoculated to the gospel is well earned.1 Cultural Christianity, for all its 
establishment of a multitude of Six Flags Over Jesus amusement parks, 
is numb.) But our little community nevertheless did powerful kingdom 
work by shattering the satanic strongholds over those won to the resilient 
power of the gospel.

Flash forward to 2010. 
I am no longer the pastor of a small three-year-old missional church 

in the heart of the Bible Belt. I am the pastor of a growing 226-year-old 
community church in the heart of irreligious (and antireligious) New 
England. Though my church and cultural environs have changed—in 
more than a few ways radically—my vision and resolve are the same. 
And one day I received an e-mail from my good friend Chris, who is 
still rocking the creative house in arguably the most influential church 
in America. He wrote:

So I walked out of an Easter brainstorming meeting today with a question, 
thinking of you.

How do we, followers of Christ, not become numb to the relationship 
and routine of church? Someone in the meeting brought up a 60-minute 
episode about Lady Gaga and how she’s incredibly brilliant as an artist and 
that everything she does is on purpose in order to extract some sort of 
feeling from someone. And I made the point that I think we, as a culture, 
have become numb and therefore don’t really have any feelings when it 
comes to church and our relationship with Christ.

Now, even I don’t think there needs to be the shock and awe factor that 
Gaga uses nor do I believe that you have to have all of the production toys 
to make church impactful. But I do believe that we as creatures can very 
easily slip into a routine of church and become numb.

So, how do we present the gospel in a non-routine way in order to 
prevent people from becoming numb?

Chris and I have different perspectives on a lot of things church-related, 
but we share two overarching concerns: how to reach people with the 
good news of salvation in Christ and how to do this reaching in a way that 
is not boring, routine, or commonplace. In other words, Chris’s concern 
1 I first heard this description from Ed Stetzer, director of LifeWay Research, and later from 
Matt Chandler, pastor of 0e Village Church in Denton, Texas. I am unsure of its origin.
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16 Introduction

should not be the concern of the so-called “attractional church” only; it 
should be yours and mine as well, regardless of what kind of church we 
attend. Presenting the gospel in a nonroutine way in order to prevent 
spiritual numbness is important. It is vital. Flavorless salt is only good 
for walking over. Nobody flocks to a dimly lit city.

How do we present the gospel in a nonroutine way in order to prevent 
people from becoming numb? My answer is counterintuitive. I think 
we do this by routinely presenting the unchanging gospel in a way that 
does justice to its earth-shaking announcement. This doesn’t mean we 
have to set it up with a power ballad or even dress it up at all. But it does 
mean we communicate it like it’s life or death stuff. People who know 
the gospel’s power will share it powerfully. 

One would expect repetition of the message in anticipated ways to grow 
stale, but I believe ever-increasing showmanship is what actually numbs 
people. The weekly efforts of many churches to top themselves in razzle-
dazzle for the cause of Christ is what numbs. It is like the cycle of drug 
addiction, always chasing the first high, never quite reaching it. (And once 
you’ve heard one hundred praise band renditions of the latest Top 40 hit, 
you’ve heard them all.) Aside from that, the biblical command is to preach 
the Word in and out of season (2 Tim. 4:2), which is indication that there 
will be times when gospel centrality will seem to have no large effect at 
all; but it is still the prescription for proclamation, so we must endure 
faithfully in it.

I am not against the use of creative arts in church—far from it. The 
church must employ its artists in service to God’s mission or we are 
aiding and abetting the wasting of their gifts. But there is something 
fundamentally amiss in the philosophy of some, like the pastor who 
says, “Some would argue that the church should not be doing it like 
Hollywood and/or Broadway . . . and I agree—WE SHOULD BE ‘DOING 
IT’ BETTER!!!”2 (caps and exclamation points all his). What is amiss 
in this thinking is not that the church shouldn’t be concerned about 
entertaining people, but rather what we assume we should be enter-
taining people with. 
2 Perry Noble, “Five Reasons I Have Hope,” Perry Noble: Leadership, Vision, and Creativity (blog), 
September 14, 2007, http://www.perrynoble.com/2007/09/14/five-reasons-i-have-hope/.
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17Introduction

Have you ever heard the statement “what you win them with is what 
you win them to”? I think quality music, powerful videos, strategic light-
ing, well-performed dramas, and interesting set pieces and architecture 
can be helpful tools in service to reaching for Christ people who are 
dying and going to hell. But if these things are what we are winning 
people with, we are only distracting them from their numbness for a 
while, entertaining them in a break from their restlessness, before they 
stall out spiritually or move on to other “experiences.” The emerging 
data is evidence of this.3

But! Oh man. If we are regularly and excitedly engaging people in 
the good news of the finished saving work of the sacrificing, dying, ris-
ing, exalted, sovereign Jesus Christ who is the death-proof, fail-proof 
King of kings before all things and in all things and holding all things 
together as he sustains the world by the mere word of his power, the 
ones whose hearts are opened by the Spirit to be won to Christ will be 
irrevocably changed. Numbness will be the exception, rather than the 
norm. We will not have to lead them through hoops of creative entertain-
ment, constantly hamstrung by the limits of our artistic brainstorming 
sessions, seeking to keep their attentions stirred by a well-composed 
aesthetic this or that.

The Bible says the gospel is power (Rom. 1:16). Paul did not “create 
experiences”—and neither did Jesus, contra Perry Noble. Rather, they 
preached the good news and demonstrated its implications, and the Spirit 
created the experience of resurrected hearts. In his book The Divine 
Commodity, Skye Jethani writes, “Ministries that focus on manufactur-
ing spiritual experiences, despite their laudable intentions, may actually 
be retarding spiritual growth by making people experience-dependent.”4 

And yet for those whose affections are divinely entertained by the gospel, 
there is grace upon grace, flowing from the fountain that has endless 
supply of living water. Even angels long to gaze into the gospel (1 Pet. 
1:12); this is because it is eternally interesting!
3 See the research data presented in Sally Morgenthaler, “Worship as Evangelism,” Rev! maga-
zine online, May/June 2007, http://www.rev.org/article.asp?ID=2409 and the results of 0e 
Willow Creek Association’s “REVEAL” church survey, http://www.revealnow.com/index.asp.
4 Skye Jethani, !e Divine Commodity (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2009), 79.
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18 Introduction

Of course, we must make it sound so. But we also have to trust that 
it is so, and if we still want to plug in that fog machine, we need to do it 
with the explicit acknowledgment that the gospel doesn’t need it.

But people can’t find the gospel eternally interesting if they’ve never 
heard it in the first place nor felt it was all that important to those of us 
doing the entertaining. So we have to take the gospel out of the Trojan 
horse of powerful programming. An implied gospel is a gospel FAIL. 
This is why it’s crucial to center our teaching, our worship, our service, 
and the rest of all our lives on the gospel of Jesus Christ. It can take it; it 
will hold up. The gospel is amazingly versatile, and the Scriptures reveal 
many facets and features of the same basic historical announcement. 
Lady Gaga must reinvent herself constantly. Our ever-fascinating Christ 
has no shadow of turning.

What I have discovered in my ministry, which draws directly from 
God’s ministry to me in my own life, is that those who possess saving 
faith in Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins and the hope of heaven when 
they die can and do grow numb to any number of religious and spiritual 
experiences, no matter how well orchestrated and sincerely produced. 
But those—saved and unsaved—who find themselves utterly captivated 
by the gospel can hardly be entertained by anything else. And that is 
what this book is about.
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1

What Is Gospel Wakefulness?

In the well-appointed study of a professor of history in a prestigious uni-
versity in the American South sits a brick-sized piece of the Berlin Wall. 
It sits on the floor, because he uses it as a doorstop. He is not ignorant 
of the piece’s historical significance; as a historian he is deeply informed 
of the struggle and the repression attached to the wall, to the shame it 
symbolized and the division both literal and cultural it created. He not 
only knows about but also teaches on the international reverberations 
that occurred when the great emblem of the communist stronghold in 
Western Europe finally came down. 0e piece of wall propping open the 
professor’s door has some sentimental significance to him as well, as it was 
a gift from a former student, a star pupil currently pursuing her doctorate.

In a small, dingy apartment in Midwest America lives an elderly immi-
grant woman who sells newspapers and fresh cut flowers during the 
day and cleans an office building in the evenings. On an iron shelf in 
her bedroom sits a small lidless glass jar, and in that jar is a piece of the 
Berlin Wall the size of a marble. She has often held that piece of rock in 

WilsonWakefulnessBook.indd   19 5/31/11   7:07 PM



20 Gospel Wakefulness

her withered hand and wept. Her husband did not live to see the wall 
come down. Her cousin was one of the estimated five thousand people 
who tried to escape from the communist Eastern Bloc into West Berlin. 
He was one of the estimated one hundred to two hundred people killed 
by border guards in the attempt. He was one of those crushed by the 
Iron Curtain, so she is one of those who knows the unique confluence 
of memorial pain and joy in having intimately felt how the world once 
was and in having experienced how the whole world was changed. She 
knows what it feels like to carry an ocean full of grief and longing, what 
it feels like to cling to a sliver of hope, and what it feels like when that 
sliver of hope—a crack in the great barrier of darkness—gives way to a 
dam break of glorious fulfillment and release. 

When the professor hears the epic Brandenburg Gate speech in which 
President Ronald Reagan famously commanded, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear 
down this wall!” he admires it as a watershed moment in history, as 
iconic a sound bite from the annals of historical rhetoric as any. When 
the woman hears “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” she is stirred, 
always. When the professor speaks of the fall of the Berlin Wall as an 
earth-shattering event, he really does mean to communicate the radi-
cal nature of the event; he really does understand this. But the woman 
knows that the fall of the Berlin Wall was an earth-shattering event deep 
down in her bones.1 

This is gospel wakefulness.
In December 2009 I had written the latest in a long line of updates 

using the phrase “gospel wakefulness” to my Twitter feed when one of 
my “followers” messaged me: “Where did you get this gospel wakefulness 
stuff?” he wanted to know. “I Googled it, and the only person who seems 
to be talking about it is you.”

This really surprised me. I didn’t believe I had made up the concept 
(and still don’t), but perhaps I had made up that particular phrasing. 
I didn’t think I had; in fact, the wording owes a lot to things I’ve read 
by the likes of Jonathan Edwards and Martin Luther and heard in the 
1 0is character study is an illustration, a story from my own imagination, but all of the rest of 
the personal stories in this book are true. 0e names have been changed where appropriate, 
however, to protect the privacy of the people involved. All personal stories have been used 
with permission.
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21What Is Gospel Wakefulness?

sermons of some like John Piper and Tim Keller. But it was true that in 
the previous two to three years, I had used the phrase a lot, had really 
tried to make it my own without really trying to make it my own (if you 
understand my meaning). But the concept of gospel wakefulness has the 
appearance—and the danger—of seeming new, and it’s my hope to prove 
that that is not the case, that in fact it is not only a widespread Spiritual 
phenomenon among God’s regenerate children, but that it is also biblical, 
no matter what words we use to define it or describe it. 

But what is it, exactly?

What Is the Gospel?
Before we get ahead of ourselves, we have to first arrive at an agreeable 
definition of the gospel itself. The word gospel comes from the Greek 
word evangelion, which essentially means “good news” or “good report.” 
Perhaps the clearest and most concise biblical summation of the gospel 
can be found in 1 Corinthians 15:1–4:

Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which 
you received, in which you stand, and by which you are being saved, if 
you hold fast to the word I preached to you—unless you believed in vain.

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that 
Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was bur-
ied, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures.

This outline of the gospel’s content from the apostle Paul gives us in just 
a few lines a wealth of information about what the gospel is and what the 
gospel does. Paul informs the church at Corinth that the received gospel 
is the grounds for justification (“in which you stand”) and sanctification 
(“by which you are being saved”). He also says this message is “of first 
importance,” and if you are even cursorily familiar with Paul’s writings, 
you know he really believes this. Paul then reminds the church what the 
good report actually reports—that Jesus died to forgive sins, that he was 
buried, and that he was resurrected, and that all this was not a fluke or 
an accident or a plan B for the heavenly Father, but actually part of God’s 
sovereign plan for the world. Paul denotes this by repeating at each point 
that this was all “in accordance with the Scriptures.” In verses 5–8, Paul 
refers to those who witnessed the events reported in the gospel, which is 
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22 Gospel Wakefulness

his way of making this spiritual claim a historical claim. The good news 
is news about something that actually, literally happened in real life.

This is the basic, nonnegotiable truth of the news that God declares 
good. Notice that it is not advice, not suggestion, not instruction. Nor 
is it vague spirituality, steps to enlightenment, skills to implement, or 
precepts to practice. It is information; it is an announcement. It is news. 
News to be believed, yes, but it is not news of something that has yet to 
happen or something we can make happen, but rather something that 
has already happened and was made to happen by God himself.

There may be no need to further distill the gospel; Paul has done not 
just a good job in 1 Corinthians 15 but an authoritative job. But if we 
were to summarize his own summary, we might put it this way: The good 
news is that eternal life is possible because Jesus died to forgive sins and 
came back to life to conquer death. You may have walked down a church 
aisle, as I have, to accept an invitation to believe just that.

The New Testament, however, talks about the gospel in other ways too, 
as its Spirit-inspired writers draw out the implications and applications 
of the good report. Jesus himself, and John the Baptist before him, are 
recorded in Matthew’s Gospel as preaching the “gospel of the kingdom,” in 
Mark’s and Luke’s as preaching just “the gospel.” They were not preaching 
the death and resurrection of Christ, at least not directly at first. They 
were announcing that God’s righteousness was finally coming to bear 
upon the real world, that the manifest presence of his sovereignty was 
finally breaking into history, as is the hope seen throughout the longing 
of Israel in the Old Testament. This in-breaking kingdom, of course, 
centers on Christ as King, and the coronation and exaltation of Christ as 
King hinges on his death and resurrection, so the “gospel of the kingdom” 
and Paul’s gospel of first importance are not really separate concepts, 
but degrees of magnification of the same concept. All analogies break 
down, but perhaps we could say that Jesus’s death and resurrection are an 
electron and a proton, and that Christ’s kingdom is the atom they make 
up. (In this case, that atom would be hydrogen, but I’m an idiot when it 
comes to science, so that’s as far as I’ll take the analogy.) Jesus died and 
resurrected according to the Scriptures, which means God’s kingdom 
has come according to the Scriptures.

WilsonWakefulnessBook.indd   22 5/31/11   7:07 PM



23What Is Gospel Wakefulness?

The kingdom of God was being inaugurated by and through Christ 
before his death, of course, but this inauguration was predicated upon 
his eventual (thorned) crowning and elevation upon the cross. (His 
announcement of the kingdom and his acting like the king preceded 
his triumphal entry into Jerusalem, as well.) We could step back a bit 
and examine how Christ’s sinless life was integral to the efficacy of his 
eventual substitutionary sacrifice, which means his life before his death 
is implicitly integral to Paul’s gospel of first importance, but that sort of 
theological rabbit trail is beyond the scope of this book.

What we can say is that one primary way the Bible talks about the 
gospel is in the sense of “the kingdom,” but we cannot, as some writers 
and pastors today do, hermetically seal this form of the gospel off from 
the core announcement of the gospel found in 1 Corinthians 15. In fact, 
if you keep reading further into the chapter, you will see in verses 22–25 
that Paul begins connecting Christ’s work on the cross and out of the 
tomb to the coming and consummation of God’s kingdom. In addition, 
the gospel of all the Scriptures has a cosmic scope that posits God’s 
glory itself as the sum of the good news. In this wide-angle view of the 
gospel, the good news is that the peace that was broken at the fall will 
be restored in everything, from God’s reconciliation with sinners to his 
establishing of the new heavens and the new earth. A cosmic gospel 
means the restoration of all things.

Elsewhere in the New Testament, we see the gospel referred to as 
holding power, as being power itself. Paul says in Romans 1:16 that the 
gospel is the power of salvation for those who believe it. In Ephesians 3:7 
he says the gospel was given to him by God’s power. In 1 Thessalonians 
1:5 he says the gospel is accompanied with power. In 1 Corinthians 1:18 
he says the message of the gospel is the power of God. In Colossians 1:6 
he says the gospel is bearing fruit and growing. Clearly this is information 
that is not merely information!

Mark 1:1 tells us that the gospel is Jesus himself. Acts 20:24 tells us that 
the gospel is God’s grace. Romans 15:16 tells us that God is the gospel.2 
Second Corinthians 4:4 tells us that the gospel is not just Christ, but his 
glory. Ephesians 6:15 tells us that the gospel is peace.
2 John Piper expounds on this glorious truth in his God Is the Gospel: Meditations on God’s 
Love as the Gift of Himself (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2005).
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24 Gospel Wakefulness

What we see in all of this is not many different gospels, but the many 
facets to the diamond that is the gospel of first importance. There are also 
implications and applications of the gospel: the birth of the church; the 
reconciliation between sinners; the feeding of the hungry; the clothing 
of the naked; the healing of the sick; the deliverance of the demoniac; 
the rescue of the impoverished; etc. All of these and more are part of the 
fruit that the power of the gospel bears. But the essential mustard seed of 
the gospel is the incredible historical event of Christ’s death, burial, and 
resurrection. This is good news because you and I are sinners who are 
under God’s wrath and will die under the penalty of that wrath—destined 
for hell—without this divine intervention.

What is the good news? It is the news that Jesus died for sins on the 
cross and resurrected for eternal life out of the tomb, and this news is 
good because it means that if you will confess with your mouth and believe 
with your heart that this good news is true news, you will be saved into 
a secure relationship with God himself.

What Is Gospel Wakefulness?
There are lots of descriptions of and synonymous phrases for what I call 
“gospel wakefulness”—because in fact I didn’t invent the concept. But if 
I had to place what I mean by the phrase in a nutshell, I’d do it this way: 
gospel wakefulness means treasuring Christ more greatly and savoring 
his power more sweetly.

This definition begs the questions, of course, “more greatly than what?” 
and “more sweetly than what?” The answer is “treasuring more greatly 
and savoring more sweetly than not treasuring or savoring at all,” but 
because I differentiate between gospel wakefulness and the new birth, I 
also mean “more greatly and more sweetly than before.”

I am not talking about waxing and waning feelings of intimacy with 
God, movements of worship, or the sort of experiences that lead to 
“rededicating one’s life” (and rededicating more after that), but an expe-
rience of such power—of such awakening—that it persists and endures, 
settling deep into the heart and the conscience of a believer that it car-
ries through all emotional highs and lows. And yet, again, this is not a 
second conversion experience, as it were, but rather a deeper and fuller 
appreciation of the first and only necessary conversion, a greater vision 
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of what we perhaps only barely and minimally perceived upon salvation 
(comparatively speaking).

Imagine you are driving down the road and your car stalls at a railroad 
crossing. You are understandably nervous as you try to reignite the car’s 
engine, but you become even more so when you see a train turn the corner 
in the distance and begin quickly closing the gap between it and you. The 
train engine’s horn is blaring and the engineer has thrown on the brakes, 
but you are too close and he’s coming too fast. You move from trying to 
get the car to start to trying to unfasten your seatbelt, but fear has made 
your hands stiffen and shake. You can’t get your seatbelt unfastened. The 
train is rushing toward you, and you know you’re going to be hit. And 
you are. Suddenly and from behind. A man in a truck behind you has 
decided to ram into your car and push you off the tracks, even as he is 
destroyed by the impact in the very spot you once occupied.

You get out of the car, shaken and still frightened. You are terrified 
by the gruesome scene, in shock over your rescuer’s sacrifice. You are 
grateful in a way you’ve never been grateful before. You wish you could 
thank the driver of the truck for saving your life. Even in your terrified 
awe, it feels good to be alive. You feel woozy, so you sit down on the trunk 
of your car, and as you’re trying to retrieve your cell phone from your 
pocket to call 911 and marveling at how little damage the violent shove 
did to the rear bumper, you hear a whimper from inside. 

You didn’t know that before you’d left the house, as your kids were 
playing hide-and-seek, your youngest son decided to hide in the trunk 
of your car. As you open it up frantically and discover that he is miracu-
lously unharmed, you suddenly realize the total greatness of the loss you 
almost suffered. Your gratitude, your amazement, your new outlook on 
life takes a giant leap forward. That is the difference between the gospel 
wakefulness of conversion and the greater gospel wakefulness that often 
occurs later.

As I said, gospel wakefulness isn’t always an event subsequent to salva-
tion. For many of the unchurched who experience the new birth, wakeful-
ness is simultaneous with conversion. They know the cost of salvation 
deeply almost at the instant the Spirit opens their hearts to see it, because 
they know deeply the depths of their depravity. But for many of us who 
either grew up in church or lived what many would call “a good life” prior 
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to our regeneration, feeling the weight of our sin and brokenness, and 
thereby experiencing the wonder of gospel wakefulness as we see what 
we’ve been forgiven of, doesn’t come until later, after we’ve exercised the 
barest of saving faith. 

Puritan writer Richard Sibbes captures the sanctifying work of gospel 
wakefulness well in his classic book The Bruised Reed when he writes:

Let us remember that grace is increased, in the exercise of it, not by virtue 
of the exercise itself, but as Christ by his Spirit flows into the soul and 
brings us nearer to himself, the fountain, so instilling such comfort that 
the heart is further enlarged.3

Sibbes is not talking about conversion in this instance; at least, he’s not 
talking about first conversion. He is writing within the context of depres-
sions like grief or pain or despondency, so what he is referring to is how 
God works in and through our “bruising” to bring us closer to him, to 
make us more dependent on him, and to “enlarge our heart.” That is a 
good phrase for gospel wakefulness. In conversion we receive a new heart, 
a resurrected heart. As we abide in Christ, the fruit of the Spirit of that 
new heart results in qualities dead hearts do not produce—things like 
kindness, goodness, gentleness, peace, patience, etc. Our hearts get larger. 
They suffer what Thomas Chalmers calls “an expulsive power of a new 
affection.”4 In the gospel wakefulness God often grants in and through 
moments of intense bruising, our hearts undergo a growth spurt! Maybe, 
like the Grinch who didn’t really understand Christmas at first, our heart 
grows three sizes in one day.

In No Compromise, the biography of the late, great Christian musical 
prophet Keith Green, authors Melody Green and David Hazard relate 
a stunning announcement Keith made to his wife and friends well into 
his ministry:

“You know I’ve been struggling with a lot of questions about my ministry 
and the Lord’s will for my life,” he began. “I’ve been really wanting God to 
be more real. I’ve wanted to be closer to him, to feel his presence more. 

3 Richard Sibbes, !e Bruised Reed (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth Trust, 1998), 71.
4 0omas Chalmers, “0e Expulsive Power of a New A1ection,” in !e Works of !omas Chalm-
ers (Philadelphia: Towar, J. and D. M. Hogan and Hogan, 1830).
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Well, I was up all night in the Ark and God showed me so much sin in my 
life that I spent the whole night weeping and crying out to Jesus. I told 
the Lord I wasn’t going to leave the Ark until I had a breakthrough—no 
matter how long it took. Finally it happened. I had a touch from the Lord 
like I’ve never had in my whole life, and, well . . . I know I just got saved—I 
just got saved last night.”5

Melody, Keith’s wife, recalls, “Keith’s words stunned everyone as much 
as they stunned me. I could see it in their faces. Just got saved? I thought. 
What have you been if you haven’t been saved?”6 

Far be it from me to argue with a dead man I was too young and too 
far away to know personally, about something that he would know best, 
but I wonder if what Green really experienced here was gospel wakeful-
ness. Now, if he says he wasn’t really a Christian before this moment, so 
be it. But if he were a member of my congregation and was relating this 
story to me in my study, I would remind him of his initial conversion. 
I would remind him about how he repented of a life of drug abuse and 
unmarried sex, how he didn’t believe Jesus was the Messiah who takes 
away the sins of the world but then did, and how his repentance resulted 
in works of more faith and more obedience and a growing ministry of 
great fruit, all occurring before this second experience. And I would do 
that not to dampen his new fervor, but to increase it. 

 I do not mean to diminish the full scope of the radical change that 
occurs when someone believes in Christ for salvation. Rather, I mean 
to not diminish the full scope of what Christ’s salvation covers, and this 
includes a mustard seed faith that has not fully blossomed yet. You are 
no less justified the moment of your salvation than you are ten minutes 
or ten years later, but the warp speed sanctification of gospel wakefulness 
may make you feel as though you were. What I’m trying to say is that 
Christ’s sacrifice on the cross and resurrection out of the grave are big 
enough, grand enough, effective enough, and eternal enough to cover 
your shoddy Christian life, assuming of course you do believe. 

This is in fact the thrust of the gospel: it is Christ’s work that saves, 
not yours. Be careful, then, not to attribute your continuing sinfulness 
5 Melody Green and David Hazard, No Compromise: !e Life Story of Keith Green (Nashville: 
0omas Nelson, 2008), 267.
6 Ibid.
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or moments of depression to a lack of salvation. For one thing, people 
who are not truly saved generally don’t worry about whether they are or 
aren’t anyway—your anxiety on that matter is evidence of a reborn heart. 
But for another thing, this will only set you up for more trouble later on, 
because gospel-wakened people don’t stop sinning either. If the measure 
of your perfection is the measure of your assurance, you will always be a 
timid, fearful Christian. But if your measure of assurance is the perfec-
tion of Jesus Christ, you are ripe for gospel wakefulness.

A Spiritual Quantum Leap
The experience of gospel wakefulness is often confused for new birth 
because it usually entails so many of the visions and emotions we expect 
new birth should entail. But while many Christians have astounding 
stories of their conversion, many Christians are no less saved in placing 
a real trust in Christ that in retrospect might seem frustratingly anticli-
mactic. At the same time, while coming to the Lord entails a baptizing of 
the emotions, we need to take great care not to equate conversion with 
a particular emotional response or experience. The basis of salvation is 
Christ’s finished work, and this is applied to us in the exercise of faith, 
not in the experience of certain feelings. 

I was raised in the church. When I was about six years old I walked 
the aisle one Sunday, made a decision, and thereafter got baptized. Then 
I did it all over again at twelve years of age, after those 1970s’ rapture 
movies scared the fire out of me. I was deathly afraid that if I wasn’t 
super-sure I’d asked Jesus into my heart, the antichrist was going to cut 
my head off. And this pinning of my hopes for security on how much I 
understood and how much I felt at the time of my decisions colored my 
Christian walk throughout my adolescence. I was a believer, but I was a 
timid, fearful, neurotic, clinging-to-life-insurance believer.

It wasn’t until I was in my late twenties, was married and had kids, 
and therefore was able to see the weight of my sin take its toll on people 
around me—not until I crashed and burned into a deep depression in 
which I had no hope but the invisible God—that my life in Christ took 
a turn to wakefulness. In those days, the third chapter of Job made total 
sense to me. And in those days, at the end of my rope and the end of 
myself, as I was out of options and out of help and tempted to abandon 
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what scrap of faith I had left, I could hear the Lord asking, “Do you want 
to try anything else?” and I was granted the grace to say to the God of my 
salvation, “To whom shall I go?” In that time the Spirit was very tender to 
my heart, despite being very rough with everything else in my life. And as 
I despaired of life itself, despaired of the failure of a husband and father 
I had become, I heard clear as day my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ say 
to me, “I love you.” It was a breakthrough unlike I’ve ever experienced. It 
was like a light switch came on. I was the prodigal son in the pigsty and 
had “come to myself” (see Luke 15:17). 

What I experienced was not new birth but a Spiritual quantum leap in 
my sanctification, in which God brought the gospel to bear powerfully in 
the midst of my brokenness. I had experienced gospel wakefulness. I know 
it was not merely an emotional episode, because life did not immediately 
get better for me, and yet my spiritual senses were satisfied in Christ in 
such a way that the peace that passes understanding persisted inside of 
me. And even though I still sin (often), and even though I still experi-
ence emotional highs and lows, even though I am still subject to the ebb 
and flow of external circumstances, I am confident in Christ, at peace 
in Christ, worshipful in Christ, all in radically different ways than I was 
before gospel wakefulness. It is a lasting, enduring change, because it was 
not brought about by a dramatic worship service or some other temporary 
emotional impact but by my coming to the very end of myself and all 
hope and finding the saving arms of Christ the only unmovable object. 

Some days taking up your cross feels like putting up with an annoy-
ing coworker or a flat tire. And some days taking up your cross feels like 
what it is—death.

This moment of wakefulness for me was not my becoming born again, 
because I always knew and trusted the saving arms of Christ were pres-
ent. Were I not a Christian, I would not have been clinging to Christ 
as my last and only hope throughout the many months of my ordeal. 
But before my depression, so long as I had other options, I spread my 
support around. I didn’t lean into him with all my weight. There were 
cheaper, more immediate, more idolatrous pleasures to be had. But Jesus 
was holding me nonetheless, biding his time until the storm washed my 
sandy house away. He is patient.
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Theologically speaking, seeing these moments as the basis for salvation 
is problematic anyway. I recall during my twelve-year-old salvation crisis 
(brought on by my developed fear of the rapture) being told the illustra-
tion of a young girl who was being hounded by the Devil every day. The 
evil accuser challenged her salvation, lying to her about her conversion 
and shaking her assurance. An angel of the Lord came to her and took 
her to a tree in which she had carved the date of her decision, three years 
earlier. The angel said, “The next time the devil comes to accuse, you 
show him what is carved in this tree.”

This is a neat little story, and at the time, as dubious as my conversion 
at six years of age seemed to me, it prompted me to say the sinner’s prayer 
again and mark the new date. But looking back now I find it theologically 
tenuous and practically useless for the cause of assurance. My decisions 
are a shallow hope indeed. These days when the Devil comes to accuse, 
I show him what is carved on my Savior’s hand (Isa. 46:19). I rebuke him 
not with some sentimental tree memorializing my own spiritual move-
ments but the tree upon which the Son of God was sacrificed for me.

If you were to ask me today when I was saved, I would answer, not 
entirely humorously, “about two thousand years ago.” Indeed, because I 
have been predestined for salvation by the one who foreknew me before 
I was born or had done anything good or bad, and because the Lamb 
was slain from the foundation of the world, I don’t need the security of 
the date of my new birth. I only need the security of knowing he whom 
I have believed, and I am convinced that he is able to safeguard my life 
for all eternity.

In light of this, I don’t believe I was any less saved at six than I was at 
twelve. My understanding of the gospel and my vision for it was limited 
to my six-year-old competency, and then my twelve-year-old competency. 
Right now my understanding is limited by my thirty-five-year-old com-
petency, but my all-competent Jesus has me covered throughout. He is 
relentlessly faithful. He is so faithful, that in my days of stark clarity of 
my own depravity, he continued to shine the light of the gospel. In the 
days of my youth it perhaps seemed less bright because I had not walked 
more fully into my own darkness. But the light was always there. And 
in the fullness of time, in the dead night of my dark soul, it moved me 
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at light speed into the sweetness and power of my Redeemer. This was 
my gospel wakefulness.

For many Christians—perhaps you—gospel wakefulness is not expe-
rienced as a quantum leap forward but as a gradual dawn. In either case, 
and in all cases between, the arrival of greater wakefulness is the sanctify-
ing work of the Spirit, administering the goodness of the gospel. John’s 
Gospel gets at this when John writes, “And from his fullness we have all 
received, grace upon grace” (John 1:16). It’s just grace after grace, one 
revelation after another, blessing upon blessing. In the quantum leap, this 
doubled-up grace is like walking out of a darkened movie theater into the 
noonday sun. In the gradual dawn, it is just as it sounds: like the sweet 
rising of the sun in the morning. Both are blessings of light.

Gospel Wakefulness in the Bible
Where do we see gospel wakefulness in the Scriptures? Apart from John’s 
“grace upon grace,” I believe Paul describes greater gospel wakefulness 
in Philippians 1:9–11, when he writes:

And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowl-
edge and all discernment, so that you may approve what is excellent, and 
so be pure and blameless for the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righ-
teousness that comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God.

Keying in on the idea of love abounding more and more, Paul is talking 
about progressive sanctification here, what happens as you and I grow in 
Christ. Our hearts become larger, more capable of enjoying God’s love 
and giving God’s love to others. We are more and more filled with the 
fruit of righteousness. For those who experience the Spiritual quantum 
leap of gospel wakefulness, there is a filling of this fruit of righteousness 
that is like being caught in a sudden, blinding downpour. For others, this 
filling is a steady drizzle over time.

This is not to set up tiers of Christian sanctification, as if there is a first-
class discipleship and a second-class, and so on. Every believer is united 
with Christ on the same foundation, with the full access and authority 
granted by being made joint heirs with Christ. And in the final day, no 
matter where we are in our Christian walks, we will all reach the same 
destination on the same basis. There are no coach seats on the journey 
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to Christ when he calls his elect from the four winds, from one end of 
the heavens to another.

One of my favorite illustrations of gospel wakefulness is found in Luke’s 
Gospel. Jesus heals ten lepers who cry out for pity (Luke 17:11–19). Only 
one returns to thank the Lord personally. All ten were healed, “cleansed” in 
the words of the passage. But only one, “when he saw that he was healed,” 
returned to Christ, fell at his feet, and praised with a “loud voice.” This 
passage is not a theological treatise on gospel wakefulness, of course; I am 
merely using it as an illustration. But key elements are here. Ten lepers 
got healed; but only one truly saw his healing in such a way that drove 
him to the feet of Jesus in loud gratitude. Similarly, out of ten Christians 
enjoying the cleansing blood of Jesus, perhaps only one really sees his 
forgiveness and is overcome with radical joy.

This emphasis on seeing is important to gospel wakefulness. Because 
the experience happens at the intersection of profound brokenness and 
proclaimed gospel, it involves seeing one’s own depravity and helpless-
ness in stark clarity and therefore truly seeing grace for all that makes 
it amazing. The Bible often commands us toward this end when we see 
the word “Behold!”

We see this dynamic played out in Peter and John’s healing of the 
crippled man in Acts 3:1–10. As you read the passage, look for all the 
vision-related words and phrases:

Now Peter and John were going up to the temple at the hour of prayer, 
the ninth hour. And a man lame from birth was being carried, whom 
they laid daily at the gate of the temple that is called the Beautiful Gate 
to ask alms of those entering the temple. Seeing Peter and John about to 
go into the temple, he asked to receive alms. And Peter directed his gaze 
at him, as did John, and said, “Look at us.” And he fixed his attention on 
them, expecting to receive something from them. But Peter said, “I have 
no silver and gold, but what I do have I give to you. In the name of Jesus 
Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk!” And he took him by the right hand 
and raised him up, and immediately his feet and ankles were made strong. 
And leaping up he stood and began to walk, and entered the temple with 
them, walking and leaping and praising God. And all the people saw him 
walking and praising God, and recognized him as the one who sat at the 
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Beautiful Gate of the temple, asking for alms. And they were filled with 
wonder and amazement at what had happened to him.

Luke the physician, who wrote the Acts of the Apostles, is an exacting 
writer. The personality of his writing is to give us details; he writes with 
surgical precision. So the preponderance of the language of beholding 
in this passage cannot be incidental. Here is a short list of what we see:

Ten short verses. Lots of Behold! language. The gate was Beautiful, des-
ignating not just its title but the well-named setting of a gospel inter-
vention. The crippled man likely was downcast, desperate and tired and 
helpless. The apostles essentially say, “Behold!” The man does, and he is 
not just healed, but healed into an extravagant exercise of worship. This 
is gospel wakefulness.

The Spiritual euphoria, the exorbitant joy, the desire to leap and 
praise—these are all the symptoms of radical healing, radical rescue 
from the bottom of the barrel. It is the result of Spiritually seeing with 
the eyes of faith what you always assumed was there. When you are gos-
pel wakened, these words of Peter take on a wonderful new resonance: 
“Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now 
see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and 
filled with glory” (1 Pet. 1:8). Grace upon grace comes rushing in, filling 
in the dry valleys of your life, wetting your parched skin, reviving your 
dry tongue. In the words of the hymn, you “scarce can take it in.” That 
sort of expression makes new and greater sense when you’ve experienced 
gospel wakefulness.

When David writes about his soul yearning or fainting for God, that 
is gospel wakefulness. When Job cries out, “And after my skin has been 
thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God” (Job 19:26), and “Though 
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he slay me, I will hope in him” (Job 13:15), that is gospel wakefulness. 
When Isaiah cries out, “I am ruined!” (Isa. 6:5, $(#) and is overcome by 
the cleansing atonement and the manifest glory of God in the temple, that 
is gospel wakefulness. When the disciples on the road to Emmaus have 
the resurrected Jesus himself preach a christocentric expository sermon 
about the entire Old Testament to them, which caused their hearts to 
burn within them (Luke 24:32), that is gospel wakefulness. When Acts 
2:43 says “awe came upon every soul,” that is gospel wakefulness.

In 1 Thessalonians 1:6, Paul writes, “And you became imitators of us 
and of the Lord, for you received the word in much affliction, with the 
joy of the Holy Spirit.” There is the combination prescribed for gospel 
wakefulness—receiving the Word in the midst of affliction, resulting in 
Spiritual joy and Christlikeness.

We are not reinventing the wheel here. We are merely assigning a new 
phrase to an ancient way of the Ancient of Days.

How Does Gospel Wakefulness Happen?
In 2009 an old friend asked me to speak to his church’s young adult min-
istry over the Christmas holidays. He said, “Why don’t you talk about 
this ‘gospel wakefulness thing’?” At that point I had done a lot of talking 
about gospel wakefulness, its implications and applications, but I had 
never written or spoken specifically on “What is gospel wakefulness?” As 
I sat down to put some thoughts together, thinking through how I might 
outline such a big concept, it occurred to me that I should get back to 
him and make sure he knew something important about my approach. I 
told him, “I can teach about gospel wakefulness, but gospel wakefulness 
can’t be learned.” It was at that point that he wondered what on earth 
I could say about something that couldn’t be learned in the first place!

My younger daughter Grace is an expert at saying unintentionally 
profound things. One evening at the dinner table I recall my wife Becky 
trying to convince her to try a certain dish. (Grace is a notoriously picky 
eater.) Her older sister Macy was trying to convince her that the dish 
was delicious. Grace would have none of it. It made no sense to her to 
suddenly like something she didn’t like. “You can’t just decide to like 
something,” she said. “You have to actually like it. Your taste buds have 
to change or something.” Very deep and very true. For Grace—as with 
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grace—finding something delicious is not an act of rational choice but a 
response of taste. You can’t just decide to like Christ; you have to actually 
like him. Your taste buds have to change or something.

You may right now be wondering what good this book may be for 
you if the concept it explores can’t be learned. But all I mean is, neither 
I nor anyone else can say to you, “Be awed by the gospel,” and have you 
say, “Okay,” and make the decision of awe. I can and should tell you to 
“Behold!”—and that is the major function of this book—but whether you 
will truly see is up to God, and it is usually dependent on how dim all 
your other earthly hopes have grown for you. 

When I say gospel wakefulness can’t be learned, all I mean, of course, 
is that I cannot lay out gospel wakefulness in a technique or a system 
like your mom might lay out your Sunday clothes. There are no surefire 
six steps for me to share with you like your pastor might give you for 
succeeding at work or becoming a better you. Really, there are only two 
steps to gospel wakefulness: be utterly broken and be utterly awed. But 
neither of these things are things you can really do. They are things only 
God can do for you.

I want to be clear on these points, because my hope is not to murk 
the theological waters of some who are reading this, especially when 
the subject at hand is seeing more clearly! Both conversion and gospel 
wakefulness—which can be simultaneous but are not synonymous—are 
the work of the Holy Spirit, dispensed to those the Lord is sanctifying. 
The work of conversion is God’s, instigated by the new birth granted 
to my dead heart, received thereafter by my exercising of God’s gift of 
faith to me in repentance and belief in the gospel. The work of gospel 
wakefulness is God’s as well, instigated by the Spirit’s application of the 
gospel I have believed to a stark despair over my own sin and brokenness.

The quantum leap of gospel wakefulness occurs in the midst of pro-
found brokenness. This will be discussed more fully in the next chapter, 
but for the moment it is enough to say that if your path thus far has been 
a gradual dawn of steady grace upon grace, just wait. Jesus promised that 
we would have trouble in this world (John 16:33), so rest assured that if 
you’ve avoided it thus far, trouble will find you yet.

 I spoke with a fellow pastor once who was curious about this gospel 
wakefulness stuff, and his chief concern was how to get it. He didn’t believe 
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he had it yet. One of the first things I asked about was if he’d ever had his 
legs knocked out from under him, and despite having had his share of 
disappointments and having made his share of mistakes, he said he had 
not yet experienced getting utterly bowled over. This, I suggested, was 
the “problem.” The prescription is the same either way, however: dwell in 
the gospel daily. Brokenness will find you, and you will want to be ready.

Despite the fact that you cannot learn gospel wakefulness, the first step 
to experiencing it is hearing the gospel. This is how God has designed 
evangelization to work: he designates the foolishness of preaching as the 
means of calling people to repentance and to belief in the announcement 
of the gospel. This is considered “foolish” in content—because nobody is 
really expecting a dying God or a resurrected man—but it is foolish in the 
medium as well, because the way God resurrects dead hearts is by gospel-
bearing speech. That just sounds silly to our religious sensibilities. Never-
theless, “How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? 
And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And 
how are they to hear without someone preaching?” (Rom. 10:14).

So despite the fact that you cannot decide, “Oh, hey, okay, I’ll have 
some gospel wakefulness,” the recipe for it still calls for you to hear the 
gospel. Even if the quantum leap never comes, you are being saved by 
the gospel. The gradual dawn of gospel wakefulness is occurring for you 
as the Spirit brings your sin to mind, pours more grace upon you, and 
bears more fruit of good character and good works in you. To this end, 
then, you should read the gospel, listen to the gospel, sing the gospel, 
write the gospel, share the gospel, and preach the gospel, all the while 
asking God to administer its power more and more to your life. Situate 
yourself constantly in the crosshairs of the gospel. You cannot “Behold!” 
it if you aren’t looking. As my friend Ray Ortlund has been known to say, 
“Stare at the glory of God until you see it.”7

What Gospel Wakefulness Does
Awe. Transfixion on Christ. Confidence in him. Humility. Assurance, 
security. Transformed worship. New affections. Stronger hope and clearer 
peace in moments of grief and pain. Assassination of idols. Quicker con-
7 Ray Ortlund Jr., “How to Kill Sin,” sermon preached at Immanuel Church, Nashville, August 
30, 2009, http://www.immanuelnashville.com/resources/sermons/2009/aug/how-kill-sin/.
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viction, quicker repentance. Acts of generosity and service. Unity with 
brothers and sisters. Deeper love for God and deeper love for neighbor.

A psalm of the Sons of Korah ends with this line: 

As they make music they will sing,
“All my fountains are in you.” (Ps. 87:7, $(#)

At the new birth, we receive the living water, flowing into our lives, 
quenching our spiritual thirst for all eternity. And as we grow in Christ, 
this rushing river breaks through dams in our flesh, creates tributaries and 
cataracts, rapids and swirling eddies, eroding and flooding dry ground. 
At any given point we may be able to say that more and more of our 
fountains—our energies, our affections, our sensitivities, our ascribings 
of worth—are found in God. Upon gospel wakefulness, however, we are 
as close to walking and leaping and praising God as ever, declaring, “All 
my fountains are in you!” 

In Habakkuk 2:14 we receive the exhilarating promise that

the earth will be filled
 with the knowledge of the glory of the L,)2
 as the waters cover the sea.

This will be accomplished as our glory-claiming God claims more and 
more givers of glory as his own, as the power of the gospel proclaimed 
by a missional people creates more and more worshipers. What gospel-
wakened people experience is the knowledge of the glory of the Lord 
filling their souls like the waters cover the sea. To borrow from Abraham 
Kuyper, there is no square inch of our lives over which Christ who is Lord 
over all does not declare, “Mine!” and the gospel-wakened heart does not 
gladly proclaim “Yours!” 

In the subsequent chapters of this book, we will explore what this looks 
like in some of the most important ways and means of the Christian life, 
in the things we do and the things that are done to us. My hope is not 
just that you will see the profound implications and applications of the 
subject of “gospel wakefulness,” but that as we pore over this robust gos-
pel together, you will find more and more cause to exult in your gospel 
wakefulness, or perhaps experience it for the first time. 
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