




Understanding 
god’s Calling

A High School Homeschool 
Elective Course



© 2016 Institute for Faith, Work & Economics.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced by any means, graphic, 
electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or by any information 
storage retrieval system without the written permission of the publisher except in the case of brief 
quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. The views expressed in this work are solely 
those of the author. Because of the dynamic nature of the Internet, any web addresses or links 
contained in this book may have changed since publication and may no longer be valid. 

All rights reserved.

Unless otherwise noted, all scripture quotations are taken from the New American Standard 
Bible®, Copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The 
Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. (www.Lockman.org)

ISBN: 978-0-9964257-5-9

Published by The Institute for Faith, Work & Economics 
8400 Westpark Drive, Suite 100 
McLean, Virginia 22102

www.tifwe.org



v

Contents

Course Introduction vii

Contributors xi

About the Institute for Faith, Work & Economics xiii

Syllabus xv

Part 1: The Big Picture                                                           1

Module 1: Introduction 3

Module 2: The Four-Chapter Gospel 7

Module 3: Image of God 15

Module 4: The Call to Creativity 20

Module 5: Flourishing 25

Module 6: Calling 29

Part 2: A Calling to Our Relationship with God                    35

Module 7: Relationship with God 36



vi · Contents

Part 3: Calling to Others                                                       41

Module 8: Family 42

Module 9: Church 47

Module 10: Community 53

Part 4: Calling to Work                                                          59

Module 11: Theology of Work 60

Module 12: History of Work and Calling 64

Module 13: Calling and Cultural Renewal 68

Module 14: What Is Success? 73

Part 5: Personal Calling                                                        79

Module 15: What Are You Gifted to Do? 80

Module 16: Who Are You? 86

Module 17: Final Reflections 89

Glossary of Terms 91

Bibliography 95



vii

CoUrse introdUCtion

Understanding God’s Calling is a high school homeschool elective course. The course guides stu-
dents through an in-depth, thoughtful, biblical exploration of calling, vocation, and personal 
gifting. Students will read a variety of materials that examine calling as it generally applies to the 
Christian life and as it applies to specific areas of life, such as work, family, and community.

The course is divided into sections examining different aspects of calling in the Christian life. 
Beginning with the gospel, the first few weeks set a strong biblical foundation to understand the 
Christian call to obedience and faithfulness. In the final weeks, students will focus on practical 
exercises to help discern their own unique gifts and God’s call in their lives.

The course does not guarantee that students will determine their dream job by the final module. 
Instead, students should gain a robust understanding of the comprehensive calling of Christians 
to faithfulness in Christ. In addition, upon careful reflection and consultation, students should 
gain a better understanding of and confidence in their unique gifts.

Understanding God’s Calling, when coupled with prayer and dedication, can help students set a 
course to obey God’s call faithfully in their lives.

CoUrse reqUirements
1. There are four books assigned for required reading. 

Guinness, Os. The Call: Finding and Fulfilling the Central Purpose of Your Life. Nashville: 
Thomas Nelson, 2003.   

Lucado, Max. Cure for the Common Life: Living in Your Sweet Spot. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 
2008.

Veith, Gene. God at Work: Your Christian Vocation in All of Life. Wheaton: Crossway, 2011.   

Whelchel, Hugh. How Then Should We Work? Rediscovering the Biblical Doctrine of Work. 
Bloomington: WestBow Press, 2012.    

2. There are also numerous readings, as well as optional reading suggestions, that can be 
found online at http://homeschool.tifwe.org.

3. A series of 1–2 page reflection papers assigned throughout the course aim to help students 
think reflectively about the material and their calling. 
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4. A Vocational Analysis Profile in module 15 is a practical tool designed to help highlight 
gifts and talents.

CoUrse objeCtives
While completing this course, students should: 

•	 Gain a robust biblical understanding of the meaning of “calling.”

•	 Learn to apply the concept of calling to all spheres of life.

•	 Attain a rich comprehension of the gospel narrative.

•	 Evaluate their God-given gifts and skills, and find confidence in their unique talents.

•	 More fully appreciate how God is calling them to use their gifts and skills to his glory. 

is this CoUrse For me?
This course is designed for high school students who are considering work and education after 
graduation and who desire to fulfill God’s calling in their lives. The ideas and assignments in this 
course require students to think deeply about biblical concepts and reflect honestly on themselves. 
The course best suits students in eleventh or twelfth grade who are ready to consider college and 
careers after school, and who demonstrate capability and desire to think critically and self-reflect. 
Mature students should be able to navigate the material and assignments independently, but they 
may need to consult an adult at times in the course for further explanation on specific concepts. 

Our hope and prayer for this course is that it might engage, inspire, and equip students to use 
their God-given talents to his glory in whatever vocation he calls them to. 

CoUrse layoUt
Each module consists of several sections designed to guide students through the material. 
Modules begin with a brief description of content and review of the previous material. 
Learning objectives state the main ideas for the module’s content. Key ideas highlight 
important concepts not to be missed in each lesson. Scripture readings note all the scripture 
references for the introductory material. Introductions give the students a basis for their read-
ings and work to follow on the topic. Reading assignments list required and optional read-
ings for related content. Study questions are designed to ensure reading comprehension and 
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encourage reflection. Assessments, if listed, explain writing assignments designed to apply con-
cepts presented in the material to the students’ own lives. Family or group learning activities 
offer suggested group exercises to further apply and examine important concepts. A summary 
wraps up the module and prepares students for the next lesson. 

sUggested answers and grading rUbriC
A teacher’s guide for this course, with a grading rubric, suggested answers, and guidelines, is 
included with the purchase of this curriculum.
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aboUt the institUte For 
Faith, work & eConomiCs

The Institute for Faith, Work & Economics™ (IFWE) is a nonprofit, 501(c)(3) Christian research 
organization committed to promoting biblical and economic principles that help individuals find 
fulfillment in their work and contribute to a free and flourishing society.

IFWE’s research starts with the belief that the Bible, as the inerrant Word of God, provides the 
authoritative and intellectual foundation for a proper understanding of work and economic truths 
that, when properly followed, can help individuals, companies, communities, and nations flourish.

IFWE’s research is based on three core principles:

1. Each person is created in God’s image and, like him, has a desire to be creative and to 
find fulfillment using their God-given talents through work.

2. All work, whether paid or volunteer, matters to God, and we as Christians are called to 
pursue excellence throughout the week—not just on Sundays—stewarding all that we’ve 
been given for God’s glory and for the flourishing of society.

3. Therefore, we as citizens must promote an economic environment that not only provides 
us the freedom to pursue our callings and flourish in our work but also reflects the inher-
ent dignity of every human being.

Our desire is to help Christians view their work within the bigger picture of what God is doing 
in the world. Not only do we help Christians find personal fulfillment, but we also help them 
understand how to better alleviate poverty, address greed, and view possessions properly. With 
a biblical view of work and economics, we can partner together to be meaningful participants in 
God’s plan to restore the world to the way he intended it to be.

We invite you to learn more through our other resources at http://www.tifwe.org:

•	 Our blog provides brief but powerful insights.

•	 Our book How Then Should We Work? is a perfect starting point for understanding the bib-
lical meaning of work.

•	 Our research offers concise explanations of our most significant research and findings.

•	 Sign up for our newsletter and receive updates on our latest events and publications.
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syllabUs

The links to reading assignments that can be found online are available at: 
http://homeschool tifwe org. However, if you are accessing this book on a computer, you 
can access them by clicking the readings’ links.

modUle 1 – introdUCtion
1. Jenni Catron, “Discover and Unleash Your God-Given Influence”

2. Hugh Whelchel, “What Is the Path to Your Greatest Fulfillment?”

3. CruPress, “What Is a Calling?”

4. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 1

modUle 2 – the FoUr-ChaPter gosPel
1. Hugh Whelchel, How Then Should We Work?, pp. 8–13

2. Jeremy Treat, “Kingdom and Cross: What God Has Joined Together, Let Not Man 
Separate” 

3. Taylor Barkley, “The Four-Chapter Gospel in Our Work” 

4. Christina Fox, “God Writes a Great Story” 

5. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 11

modUle 3 – the image oF god
1. Art Lindsley, “The Image of God”

2. Peter May, “What Is the Image of God?” 

3. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 3
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modUle 4 – the Call to Creativity 
1. Art Lindsley, “The Call to Creativity”

2. Joe Rigney, “To Name the World”

3. Jon Bloom, “What Will You Leave Behind?”

4. Stephen Altrogge, “Make God Look Great. Create”

5. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 6

modUle 5 – FloUrishing 
1. Jonathan Pennington, “A Biblical Theology of Human Flourishing”

2. Hugh Whelchel, “Your Relationships Play an Essential Role in Biblical Flourishing”

3. Anne Bradley, “Salt, Light, and a Stockbroker: A Story of Flourishing”

modUle 6 – Calling 
1. Art Lindsley, “Calling”

2. Jon Bloom, “Christian, Your Job Is a Ministry Job”

3. Andrew Spencer, “What Is the Vocation of a Student?”

4. Matt Perman, “How Do You Make Good Career Choices?”

5. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 4

6. Gene Veith, God at Work, Chs. 1–4

Assessment
In about one page, typed and double-spaced, apply the principles in the last six modules to your 
own life. Many of the concepts and principles may be new to you. In your reflection, summarize 
what you have learned about the biblical foundation to calling. Consider the following questions 
in your paper:

•	 What new concepts and insights about the gospel have you learned? 

•	 How have these concepts impacted your personal faith?

•	 How do these principles build the foundation for a biblical perspective on calling? 
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modUle 7 – relationshiP with god
1. John Piper, “What Does It Mean to Have a Relationship with God?”

2. Erik Raymond, “Do You Have a Dysfunctional Relationship with God?”

3. Dan Cruver, “Adoption Is Bigger than You Think”

4. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 5

Assessment
Reflect on how your relationship with God affects your calling. In about one page, typed and 
double-spaced, summarize what you have learned in this module about your calling to have a 
relationship with God. Consider the following questions in your reflection: 

•	 What does the Bible say about your relationship with God? 

•	 What are ways you can strengthen and grow your relationship with God? 

•	 Why is your relationship with God important for your understanding of calling?

modUle 8 – Family
1. John Piper, “Do Not Forsake Your Mother’s Teaching”

2. Richard Pratt Jr., “Broken Homes in the Bible”

3. Tedd Tripp, “The Ordinary Christian Family”

4. Gene Veith, God at Work, Ch. 6

Assessment
Reflect on your relationships within your family. In about one page, typed and double-spaced, 
summarize what you have learned in this module about your calling as it relates to family. 
Consider the following questions in your reflection: 

•	 What does the Bible say about your family relationships? 

•	 What are ways you can strengthen and grow your relationships with your family? 

•	 How does your relationship with family affect your understanding of calling? Why is it important?
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modUle 9 – the ChUrCh
1. Jonathan Parnell, “The Local Church and the Supremacy of Christ”

2. Jon Bloom, “Why We Shouldn’t Neglect to Meet Together”

3. Richard J. Krejcir, “The Call of Commitment to the Church”

4. J. I. Packer, “The Church”

5. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 12

6. Gene Veith, God at Work, Ch. 8

Assessment
Reflect on your relationship to the church. In about one page, typed and double- 
spaced, summarize what you have learned in this module about your calling to the church. 
Consider the following questions in your reflection: 

•	 What does the Bible say about the church? 

•	 What are ways you can participate in your church? 

•	 How does the church affect your understanding of calling? Why is it important?

•	 What is your personal experience in the church? 

modUle 10 – CommUnity
1. Hugh Whelchel, “Why Should Christians Care to Vote?” 

2. Jennifer A. Marshall, “The Christian Calling to Citizenship” 

3. Timothy Keller, “The Gospel and the Poor” 

4. Kristine Zambito, “When It Comes to Alleviating Poverty, Here’s How Your Church Can 
Avoid Help that Hurts” 

5. J. P. Moreland, “A Biblical Case for Limited Government” 

6. John Piper, “Love Your Neighbor As Yourself, Part 2”

modUle 11 – theology oF work 
1. William Messenger, “Calling in the Theology of Work”

2. Hugh Whelchel, “Is Evangelism the Sole Reason for Our Work?”
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3. Timothy Keller, “How Faith Affects Our Work”

4. Hugh Whelchel, How Then Should We Work?, Chs. 1–2

5. Gene Veith, God at Work, Ch. 5

modUle 12 – history oF work and Calling
1. Greg Ayers, “Martin Luther’s View of Faith and Work”

2. Hugh Whelchel, “John Calvin’s Contribution to the Biblical Doctrine of Work”

3. Leland Ryken, “The Original Puritan Work Ethic”

4. Christian History Institute, “A Quick Survey of Vocation throughout Church History”

5. Hugh Whelchel, How Then Should We Work?, Chs. 3–4

6. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 18

modUle 13 – Calling and CUltUral renewal
1. Timothy Keller, “Work and Cultural Renewal” 

2. Abraham Cho, “Transfiguration in Cultural Engagement”

3. James Davison Hunter, “To Change the World”

4. Hugh Whelchel, How Then Should We Work?, Chs. 5–6

modUle 14 – what is sUCCess?
1. Marshall Segal, “The Lethal Drug in Your Dream Job”

2. David Leonard, “Is Career Success a Zero-Sum Game?”

3. Max Lucado, Cure for the Common Life, Section One

4. Hugh Whelchel, Monday Morning Success

5. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 9
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Assessment
Reflect on the ideas of work and success that we have been exploring in the last several modules. 
In about one page, typed and double-spaced, summarize what you have learned about your call-
ing to work. Consider the following questions in your reflection: 

•	 What does the Bible say about work? 

•	 Why is work important? 

•	 How has your understanding of calling as it relates to work changed, if at all? 

•	 How should you consider success in terms of work?

modUle 15 – what are yoU giFted to do?
1. Elise Daniel, “How to Find Your Calling”

2. Art Lindsley, “Gifts of the Spirit in the Old Testament” 

3. David Leonard, “Should Your Passion Determine Your Profession?”

4. Timothy Keller, “Discerning and Exercising Spiritual Gifts”

5. Max Lucado, Cure for the Common Life, Section 2

VocAtionAl AnAlysis Profile

modUle 16 – who are yoU?
1. Max Lucado, Cure for the Common Life, Section 3 

Focus time and attention on the “Sweet Spot Discovery Guide,” pp. 147–71

Assessment
Summarize all insights from this exercise in a short one- to two-page reflection paper. 

•	 What did you learn? 

•	 What did you already know? 

•	 What do you think about your results?
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modUle 17 – Final reFleCtions

Assessment
Read over all the reflection papers you have written. Consider what you have learned over the 
course of these modules about calling and how God has uniquely gifted you. Write two to three 
pages, typed and double-spaced, with your final thoughts. Include a brief summary of your inter-
view activity in this module, commenting on how the interview has affected your interests in the 
profession. 
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Part 1
the big PiCtUre

overview
What is my calling? What does God want me to do with my life? What are my gifts, and how should I use them 
to glorify God? 

These questions resonate with almost every heart and soul. We all question our purpose and 
meaning on earth. We spend hours, days, years, and decades searching for fulfillment. We 
expend significant time, money, and energy on education, training, and direction to find the per-
fect fit. The question is, how do we know? How do we know what God wants us to do with our 
lives? 

To begin exploring what calling means in the Christian life, we must begin with scripture and 
the big picture. From Genesis to Revelation, the Bible tells a grand story of God’s purpose for his 
creation and his people. This story speaks directly to our lives. 

God created the world for a purpose—ultimately to glorify himself. He created humans in his 
image to reflect his glory, to care for the earth, to accomplish his purposes, and to flourish. God 
created each individual with completely unique talents, preferences, gifts, skills, and passions so 
that together, we may flourish. He calls each person to use his or her gifts in a distinct way. To 
understand that calling, we must begin at the beginning. Understanding the context of our crea-
tion informs everything that we do in relationships at school, at work, at home, at church, and in 
our communities. 

So, let’s begin at the beginning—the big picture—to understand how and why God has made us 
each with a specific purpose in mind. 
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learning objeCtives 
modUle 1 – the introdUction
The course is organized into sections that will take students through a theological understanding 
of calling to a practical application. Each module has several sections designed to support the 
student’s comprehension of each topic. 

modUle 2 – the foUr-chAPter GosPel 
The good news about Jesus is not just that our souls have been saved for heaven, but that Christ 
in his return will restore the entire creation (as opposed to discarding it altogether).

modUle 3 – the imAGe of God
Humans are unique in bearing God’s image, and while sin has corrupted this image, it has not 
eliminated it entirely.

modUle 4 – cAll to creAtiVity 
Being made in the image of God means we have the ability and the responsibility to create. 
Creative activity is for all people in all fields, not just certain people in “artistic” fields.

modUle 5 – floUrishinG 
God desires for us to flourish, and flourishing encompasses not just our material well-being, but 
all areas of life.

modUle 6 – cAllinG 
The idea of “calling” or “vocation” is not limited to what kind of job or career we have. Rather, 
we have multiple callings in our lives beyond our career paths.
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modUle 1

introdUCtion

desCriPtion
All of humankind asks questions about purpose and meaning because God designed us to find 
fulfillment and to flourish. This module will introduce the idea of calling as well as familiarize 
you with the different module sections and the layout of the course.

learning objeCtive
Learning objectives will briefly summarize the main points of the module. Consider the learning objectives the key 
takeaway for the material that you should feel confident in explaining by the end of your study.

The course is organized into sections that will take students through a theological understanding 
of calling to a practical application. Each module has several sections designed to support the 
student’s comprehension of each topic. 

key idea
In each module, this section will briefly explain key ideas from the material that we don’t want you to miss. These 
ideas will help you grasp each module’s content. Keep in mind that some definitions are contextualized for the mate-
rial of this course. You can find all key ideas in the glossary at the end of the course.

1. The Christian concept of calling is robust. It involves understanding that we were 
made for a purpose and we can find fulfillment in work. It’s a comprehensive and inclu-
sive concept that applies to all of life, not just a job.
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sCriPtUre readings
Make sure to review the listed scripture readings before reading the introduction and assigned readings. This scrip-
ture provides biblical context and support for the ideas presented in each module.

•	 Genesis 1

introdUCtion 
Why am I here? What am I supposed to be doing? What is God’s plan for my life? 

Questions like these plague most people at some point in life. The idea of being called to some-
thing bigger in life, a purpose that may even transcend a particular job, is familiar to almost 
everyone. We search for meaning and long for satisfaction and fulfillment in life because God 
made us to want something more. Our deepest longings are only fulfilled in God himself. God 
designed us to know him better and more deeply. Out of his love for us, he also designed us to 
work and be fulfilled in glorifying him. The problem is that we mistake other things as substitutes 
for the importance of knowing God. A natural place to look for this fulfillment is in our work, 
but we look elsewhere too. Sometimes people search for this meaning in volunteering, family, 
achievements, and relationships. These things can quickly become idols that take the place of 
God in our lives. The idea of calling may seem elusive and mysterious, like a puzzle or riddle we 
have to figure out to gain access to whatever lies behind the door in front of us. But don’t worry. 
Through the modules in this course, we will help you unpack and demystify the idea of calling.

For Christians, calling is a robust and rich idea—it means far more than a job. The biblical 
understanding of calling is founded on the understanding of how God made his people and what 
his plan is for creation. It’s comprehensive, extending far beyond what we do to earn a paycheck. 
Calling is also inclusive. Pastors, missionaries, and others in “full-time” ministry are not the only 
believers who are appointed to specific positions in God’s kingdom. All believers are invited to 
do what God has created them to do. Throughout the modules in this course, we’ll explore many 
aspects of calling to gain a better understanding of how to answer God’s call in our own lives. 

First, we will look at the biblical foundations of calling. The Bible explains the grand narrative 
God has for his people. From the beginning of Genesis to the end of Revelation, we can read 
about God’s plan for all of his creation. The importance of this story applies to our individual 
lives; our personal stories fit within God’s larger narrative. 

After we explore the biblical foundation of calling, we will examine the different aspects of call-
ing. God calls us to work and to relationships in other areas of life, like to himself, to family, to 
church, and to community. Learning about the different types of calling builds a stronger foun-
dation for us to find the path to fulfillment. 
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Finally, we will get practical. In the last few modules of the course, you will take a series of exer-
cises and tests to help determine your unique gifts. These assessments are designed to help illumi-
nate your strengths and weaknesses so that you can better pursue your talents to God’s glory. 

Throughout the course, brief reflection papers will inspire personal reflection. These will comple-
ment the practical applications at the end of the course. 

reading assignments
This section will list required and optional reading assignments for each module.

All articles are available online at http://homeschool tifwe org

1. Jenni Catron, “Discover and Unleash Your God-Given Influence” 

2. Hugh Whelchel, “What Is the Path to Your Greatest Fulfillment?” 

3. CruPress, “What Is a Calling?” 

4. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 1 

oPtional reading 
This section lists suggested, optional readings that may further your understanding of a topic. These readings are 
valuable to each module but not required to complete a module successfully.

There is no optional reading for this module.

stUdy qUestions
This section will give you questions to answer after completing the assigned readings.

In a few sentences, answer each of the questions below after completing the assigned reading.

1. Write down a definition of calling as you understand it right now. 

2. What has influenced your understanding of calling? Culture? The Bible? Your parents? 
Friends? 

3. What do you hope to gain from this course? 
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groUP or Family aCtivity
This section includes optional learning activities that promote discussion, personal reflection, and sharing among 
your family or a group. The activities are suggestions, so feel free to adapt them to your group or come up with your 
own.

Write a letter to yourself, explaining your present ideas about calling in your life. What do you 
feel like God is calling you to do? How have you come to this conclusion? Date the letter and seal 
it. At the end of the course, read the letter and reflect on how your idea of calling has changed, if 
it has. 

sUmmary
This module briefly introduced the idea of calling. We also looked at the different elements you 
can expect in each module. Next week, we will start with scripture and examine the four-chapter 
gospel to dive into calling. Get ready!
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modUle 2

the FoUr-ChaPter gosPel

desCriPtion
To begin, we are going to examine how our story and ability to create are specific parts of 
God’s plan. The stories in the Bible are all part of one larger story, called a metanarrative. The 
large, overarching story of the scripture is also known as the four-chapter gospel, which includes 
Creation, Fall, Redemption, and Restoration. Understanding this grand biblical narrative helps 
us find our part in God’s story.

learning objeCtive
The good news about Jesus is not just that our souls have been saved for heaven, but that Christ 
in his return will restore the entire creation (as opposed to discarding it altogether).

key ideas
1. Four-chapter gospel – The grand narrative of the Bible that explains God’s story for 

all of creation; a context for us to understand our purpose on earth. 

2. Creation – The story of how God created the earth good and perfect. Adam and Eve 
knew communion with God that was unhindered by sin. 

3. The Fall – The story of sin entering into the world when Satan tempted Adam and 
Eve to disobey God and seek independence from him. God’s perfect creation became 
broken and marred. The curse of sin touches every aspect of life from physical to rela-
tional. When sin came into the world, it damaged our relationship with God and our 
view of ourselves. We still reflect aspects of God despite our sin because we have been 
saved through faith by God’s grace. We are redeemed by Christ and are clothed in his 
righteousness.

4. Redemption – God’s redemptive plan includes saving humankind and restoring them 
back to himself. He desires a right relationship with his people, and he sent his son to pay 
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the price for sin. Redemption extends to every aspect of life, not just to our relationship 
with God.

5. Restoration – God’s plan will not be fully realized until Christ returns to create new 
heavens and a new earth. Sin will be no more and we will once again know a full and 
right relationship with God. Restoration applies to the whole of creation. 

sCriPtUre readings
All scripture references are from the New American Standard Bible. 

•	 Romans 8

•	 Genesis 1:26–28; 2:15, 23

•	 Genesis 3

•	 Romans 6:23

•	 I Corinthians 12:13; 15:58

•	 Acts 3:21; 20:27

•	 Revelation 21:4, 24–26

•	 Matthew 22:36–40; 28:19–20

introdUCtion 
Perhaps you read the title of this module and immediately thought, What are you talking about—a 
different gospel? No, certainly not! 

Nothing is meaningful without a context. Many people understand the gospel in two chapters: 
Fall and Redemption. While this is accurate, they are part of a larger story, the “four-chapter 
gospel”: Creation, Fall, Redemption, and Restoration.

The two-chapter gospel is profoundly true. It is the fundamental message we preach. Essentially, 
we are all sinners and we desperately need to repent, and Jesus died for our sin and was raised 
from the dead. Therefore, we are justified by faith in what Christ has done. We can rejoice that 
“Christ died for us, rose for us, reigns in power for us and prays for us” (Rom. 8:34). Well then, 
what is wrong with this message? Nothing; nothing else is necessary for our salvation. This is the 
gospel. 

What then is this four-chapter gospel? It includes what we are saved from and what we are saved 
for— our purpose here on earth and how that purpose relates to our final destination. It is a gos-
pel that applies to all of life, not just personal salvation and eternal life.

While sin and salvation are undeniable realities, they are not the complete gospel. This abridged 
version leaves out God’s original plan for his creation as described in the first chapters of Genesis 
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and characterized by shalom: universal flourishing, wholeness, and delight. It also leaves out God’s 
future restoration of all things at the end of the age, which is also characterized by shalom. The 
two-chapter gospel is an incomplete story that: 

•	 Does not tell us about our true destiny.

•	 Does not tell us why we were created.

•	 Does not tell us about what we were created to do.

•	 Tends to emphasize the individualistic aspects of salvation; salvation becomes all about us.

•	 Tends to lead to an escapist view of redemption.

•	 Becomes just a gospel of sin management.

This two-chapter gospel portrays salvation only as a bus ticket to heaven. Christians often believe 
that what they do while they wait for the bus doesn’t really matter. This is not what the Bible 
teaches. If we leave out the first chapter, Creation, we do not know why we were created. If we 
leave out the last chapter, Restoration, we do not know about our glorious future. 

The four-chapter gospel involves the whole biblical narrative: Creation, Fall, Redemption, and 
Restoration. 

Let’s explore each chapter in depth. 

creAtion
The Creation chapter of the gospel details how God created the universe from nothing. God saw 
what he created and called it good, before sin disrupted it. He created humankind through Adam 
and Eve to bear his image in the world and to have an intimate, loving relationship with him. He 
also tasked Adam and Eve with a job and a purpose: to cultivate the earth, to multiply and fill 
it, and to exercise dominion over it. All relationships were complete and unbroken. In complete 
unity and without sin, the whole world flourished. This was how the world ought to have been. 
This chapter of the gospel is often left out, but it is vital to understanding how God intended the 
world to be. He made it with pleasure and delight, a world to reflect his glory and one that he 
loved. 

In the beginning, Adam and Eve had the ability to respond to creation in three main ways:

•	 They had the ability to respond to God (personal). They walked with God in the garden 
(Gen. 3:8).
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•	 They had the ability to respond to each other (corporate). Note Adam’s first response to 
Eve (Gen. 2:23).

•	 They had the ability to respond to the creation (cosmic). God charged Adam and Eve 
with caring for the garden and exercising dominion over the earth (Gen. 1:26–28 and 
2:15).

These three responses play out in our relationships. We have a relationship with God, with oth-
ers, and with the world around us. 

fAll
We know the events of the Fall well. Sin entered the world when Satan tempted Adam and Eve 
and they chose independence from God. After the Fall, sin marred all relationships for all gener-
ations to come. Our three spheres of relationships were damaged; there was now alienation from 
God, others, and creation.

•	 Adam and Eve hid from God (personal; Gen. 3:8).

•	 Adam blamed Eve; Eve blamed the serpent (corporate; Gen. 3:12-13).

•	 The ground was “cursed” because of the Fall (cosmic; Gen. 3:17).

Notice how all healthy dimensions of creation are impacted by the fall into sin. We witness the 
effects of sin daily. Physically, emotionally, spiritually, mentally—every aspect of life is broken 
and in need of redemption. All relationships suffer from sin. There is nothing that we can do on 
our own to reverse the effects of sin. We need a savior.

redemPtion
Sin entered the world and corrupted God’s good creation. The price we must pay for sin is death 
(Rom. 6:23). We do not deserve to live in the presence of God forever, because he is perfectly holy 
and righteous. So, he kicked Adam and Eve out of the Garden of Eden, out of his presence, and 
us along with them. However, God had a plan to save his people, whom he loves unconditionally. 
God paid the price for all the sin of his people by sending his son to die in our place. By doing 
so, he redeemed each one of us. Redemption does not just affect us personally; it applies to every 
area affected by the Fall:
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•	 We are saved from our sins (personal; Rom. 8:34).

•	 When we receive Christ by grace through faith, we are “baptized with the one Spirit into 
the one body”—the church (corporate; I Cor. 12:13).

•	 Acts 3:21 shows that God’s intent is the “restoration of all things.” Colossians 1:20 main-
tains that God’s purpose is “through him to reconcile all things to Himself” (cosmic; see 
also Rom. 8:19-21).

The Redemption chapter is a beautiful one. While we experience the weight of sin every day, we 
are still able to witness God’s redemptive work in our relationships, in our thoughts, in creation, 
and in every area of life. This is where we are today. Jesus’ death on the cross allows us to expe-
rience redemption in all of our relationships, but not completely. We are still experiencing the 
effects of the Fall; we are redeemed, but we are not yet fully restored.

restorAtion
Restoration is the final chapter in which all of creation is restored to new heavens and a new 
earth. There are two Greek words for “new.” The first Greek word is neos, which means “totally 
new.” The second Greek word is kainos, which means “renewed.” Almost every time the Bible uses 
the word “new” (referencing new birth, new selves, new creation, new heavens, and new earth), it 
uses the Greek word kainos. God will not throw away creation, but renew it. Albert Wolters says, 
“God does not make junk, and he does not junk what he has made.”1 God’s plan for creation has 
been and always will be to free it completely from the bondage of sin and restore it to the glory he 
intended.

God will renew his creation and all the relationships in it. Our hope rests in the assurance that 
we, Christ’s people, will live with God forever in a complete, right relationship with him. Our 
relationships with Christ and others will be unbroken and there will be no tears, no sorrow, and 
no death (Ps. 23:6, Rev. 21:4). God will restore his creation in every aspect: personal, corporate, 
and cosmic.

Revelation 21:24–26 indicates that there will be some of the productivity of different nations in 
the new heavens and new earth. The kings of the nations “will bring their glory…[and] the glory 
and honor of the nations into it.” The unique cultural diversity and productivity of every nation 
will last. 

1. Albert Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical Basics for a Reformational Worldview, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans, 2005), 42.
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What does this mean for you? It means that what you do matters to God. I Corinthians 15:58 
indicates that work that is done in the Lord is not in vain. Pastor and theologian N. T. Wright 
develops this theme in his book Surprised by Hope. He says about this verse:

What you do in the Lord is not in vain. You are not oiling 
the wheels of a machine that’s about to roll over a cliff. 
You are not restoring a great painting that’s shortly going 
to be thrown on the fire. You are not planting roses in a 
garden that’s about to be dug up for a building site. You 
are—strange as it may seem, almost as hard to believe as 
the resurrection itself—accomplishing something that will 
become in due course part of God’s new world.2

The four-chapter gospel gives us a larger vision about what God intends to do in his creation. 
The four-chapter gospel also gives us meaning and context for our work. God created man with 
a purpose: to help cultivate the earth and bring it to full restoration and glory. The work that 
you do plays a role in this grand story. Your work as a baker, a student, a taxi driver, a marketing 
specialist, an IT consultant, a gardener, a pastor, or a missionary is equally significant. It serves a 
role in God’s plan to further creation, to propel it forward in progress as an act of worship of the 
Creator. 

reading assignments
1. Hugh Whelchel, How Then Should We Work?, pp. 8–13

We will read this whole book in a later section on work, but we will give you a foretaste in 
this module.

2. Jeremy Treat, “Kingdom and Cross: What God Has Joined Together, Let Not Man 
Separate” 

3. Taylor Barkley, “The Four-Chapter Gospel in Our Work” 

4. Christina Fox, “God Writes a Great Story” 

5. Os Guinness, The Call, Ch. 11 

2. N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (New York: 
HarperOne, 2008), 208.
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oPtional reading
•	 Anne Bradley, “Three Reasons You Shouldn’t Be Content”

•	 Art Lindsley, “The Meaning of Work in Life—and Death” 

•	 Albert M. Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical Basics for a Reformational Worldview

•	 N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope

•	 Randy Alcorn, Heaven

•	 Tim Keller, Every Good Endeavor

•	 Michael Wittmer, Becoming Worldly Saints

•	 Michael Wittmer, Heaven Is a Place on Earth

•	 Cornelius Plantinga, Engaging God’s World

stUdy qUestions
In a few sentences, answer each of the questions below after completing the assigned reading.

1. How does each chapter of the gospel affect our response to personal, corporate, and cos-
mic relationships? 

2. How does the prospect of renewed heavens and a renewed earth affect the way we live?

3. Tim Keller says that when we neglect this story of Creation, Fall, Redemption, and 
Restoration, “we lose the power of the gospel for cultural transformation.”3 Why?

4. How are the cultural mandate (Gen. 1:26–28), the Great Commission (Matt. 28:19–20), 
and the Great Commandment (Matt. 22:36–40) related to each other?

5. How does this larger vision affect what we are called to do?

6. We live in the chapter of redemption, which means we can see God redeeming his crea-
tion. Where do you see glimpses of redemption? Think particularly about your relation-
ships with God, others, and creation.

groUP or Family aCtivity
We often think in images. Have each group member or family member draw the four chapters of 
the gospel. Take turns sharing your drawings and explaining the significance of each chapter.

3. Hugh Whelchel, How Then Should We Work? (Bloomington: WestBow Press, 2012), 10. 
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sUmmary
The story of the Bible can be told in four overarching chapters. Understanding these chapters 
gives us context for our calling. The four-chapter gospel helps us see that our work matters to 
God because it is part of God’s redemptive plan to restore all of creation to his intended glory. In 
the next module we will take a look what it means to be image-bearers of God.
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