A Deeper Dive: Gospel Fluency and the Four Gs

The idea of a "gospel-centered” sanctification asserts a foundational theological premise:
the gospel is not merely the entry point into the Christian faith, but the very mechanism for
ongoing transformation, sanctification, and daily living. Among those leading the
conversation on this idea, are Jeff Vanderstelt's concept of "Gospel Fluency,” Tim Chester’s
"Four Gs" of God'’s character, Timothy Keller's analysis of "Counterfeit Gods,” and David
Powlison’s diagnostic approach to “Idols of the Heart."

When synthesizing these concepts for congregational instruction—specifically for
addressing the root causes of daily struggles, anxiety, and sin—the fundamental premise
is that all behavioral and emotional dysfunctions stem from functional unbelief in the
character of God. Believers routinely slip into behavioral patterns where they fail to trust
that God is Great, Glorious, Good, and Gracious. Consequently, they manufacture surface
idols to fulfill deep idolatrous drives for control, approval, comfort, and power.

The Historical and Theological Genealogy

To fully grasp the nuance of these frameworks, it is essential to trace their theological
lineage. The contemporary emphasis on applying the gospel to daily sanctification finds
its immediate historical roots in the late twentieth century, representing a recovery of
Reformation theology applied to modern psychological and emotional realities.

Jack Miller and the Paradigm of Sonship

Dr. C. John "Jack” Miller, a professor of practical theology at Westminster Theological
Seminary, catalyzed a massive shift in evangelical discipleship by observing that many
orthodox Christians lived as functional orphans rather than adopted children of God.
Miller’s "Sonship" course, born out of his own periods of pastoral burnout and spiritual
exhaustion, emphasized that believers must “preach the gospel to themselves every day.’
This concept pushed back against prevailing models of sanctification that relied heavily
on behavior modification, legalism, or sheer moral willpower. Miller posited that ongoing
repentance and a deepening awareness of one’s adoption and justification were the true
engines of spiritual growth. The assertion that Christians never graduate beyond their
need for the gospel formed the bedrock upon which subsequent pastoral theologians
would build.

David Powlison and the Idols of the Heart
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Building upon Miller’s foundation, David Powlison and the Christion Counseling &
Educational Foundation (CCEF) integrated the concept of "gospel-driven sanctification”
into the discipline of biblical counseling. Powlison shifted the focus of behavioral struggles
from mere external actions to internal motivations, popularizing the concept of “idols of
the heart” based on Ezekiel 14. Powlison developed a series of diagnostic "X-ray questions”
designed to penetrate the surface of human behavior and expose the functional gods
operating in the human heart. Powlison demonstrated that human beings do not simply
break abstract rules; they commit spiritual adultery by seeking refuge, meaning, and
salvation in created things rather than the Creator.

Timothy Keller and the Architecture of Deep Idolatry

Timothy Keller expanded Powlison’s counseling framework into a broader cultural and
missiological context. In his seminal work Counterfeit Gods, Keller argued the human heart
is an "idol factory.” Keller made a critical distinction between "surface idols” and "deep
idols." Surface idols are the tangible objects of human pursuit: money, sex, career,
romance, political success, or family. Deep idols, however, are the foundational
motivational drives: power, approval, comfort, and control.

Keller demonstrated that two individuals might pursue the exact same surface idol (e.g.
financial wealth) for entirely different deep idolatrous reasons. One person might hoard
money to satisfy the deep idol of control, seeking a buffer against the unpredictability of a
fallen world. Another person might spend money lavishly to satisfy the deep idol of
approval, seeking validation and status among their peers. Addressing the surface
behavior of greed is ineffective if the underlying idol of control or approval remains
unchallenged by the gospel.

Jeff Vanderstelt and Tim Chester

Jeff Vanderstelt and Tim Chester inherited this rich theological genealogy and adapted it
for grassroots, missional church environments. Vanderstelt coined the term "Gospel
Fluency" to describe the communal process of learning to speak these gospel truths into
"the everyday stuff of life,” recognizing that deep theological concepts nheeded to be
translated into daily vernacular. Simultaneously, Tim Chester distilled the complexity of
deep idolatry and functional unbelief into a highly accessible matrix known as the "Four
Gs,” providing a direct theological counter-narrative to Keller's deep idols.
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Theological Primary Contribution to the Gospel-Centered
Contributor Concept Framework

The necessity of "preaching the gospel to
Jack Miller Sonship oneself’ daily to combat functional orphanhood
and moralism.

The diagnostic tools (X-Ray questions) to trace
Idols of the d ( Y4 )

David Powlison Heart external behavioral sins to internal affectional
idolatry.
, Differentiates between surface idols (money,
. Counterfeit ,
Timothy Keller Gods career) and deep idols (power, approval,
comfort, control).
Gospel Popularized the language metaphor, tracing
Jeff Vanderstelt P “Fruit to Root,” and applying the gospel to
Fluency

mundane, everyday situations.

Points to four specific truths about God's
Tim Chester The Four Gs character (Greqt, Glorious, Good, Grocious) to
combat Keller's deep idols.

The Construct of Gospel Fluency

In Gospel Fluency, Jeff Vanderstelt utilizes a linguistic metaphor to describe the process of
spiritual formation. For many Christians, the gospel operates as a secondary or tertiary
language; it is understood intellectually and assented to propositionally, but it is not the
‘native tongue’ through which reality is instinctively interpreted. To become fluent in a new
language, an individual must be immersed in it until they naturally think, dream, feel, and
perceive the world through its unique lexicon and syntax.
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The Paradox of the Believing Unbeliever

A cornerstone of Vanderstelt's framework is the provocative and intentionally disarming
assertion: "Everyone is an unbeliever.” While an individual may be eternally justified
through saving faith in the finished work of Jesus Christ, they continue to experience
moments, days, and prolonged seasons of functional unbelief in their daily lives. When a
believer experiences acute anxiety over a financial crisis, relational conflict in a marriage,
or a return to addictive coping mechanisms, they are temporarily slipping out of a posture
of belief regarding God's promises, sufficiency, and character.

Rather than viewing sin merely as a failure of the human will or a breach of divine law, this
paradigm frames sin fundamentally as a failure of faith. True repentance, therefore, is not
primarily about stopping a bad behavior through white-knuckled discipline; it is about
turning away from a wrong belief about reality and reorienting the heart toward trust in
the character of God and the finished work of Christ. As Tim Chester notes in You Can
Change, sin is a suicidal action of the will upon itself, stemming from a belief that God is
withholding something good.

Immersion in a Missional Community

Fluency cannot be achieved in isolation, nor can it be mastered solely by attending a
weekly lecture. Vanderstelt emphasizes that gospel fluency is cultivated within a "Jesus-
saturated community.” The local church, operating through micro-communities or
"missional communities” (such as the SOMA model), provides the essential environment
where believers routinely hear the gospel spoken into mundane situations—workplace
frustrations, parenting exhaustion, neighborhood interactions, and marital conflict.

Confession in these communities moves beyond merely admitting wrong behaviors
(confessing the "fruit”) to confessing the underlying lack of trust in God (confessing the
"root").

The Diagnhostic Mechanism: Tracing Fruit to Root

To speak the gospel fluently into the "everyday stuff of life,” one must accurately diagnose
the underlying unbelief causing the distress. Vanderstelt developed the "Fruit to Root”
exercise, a diagnostic tool that visually and conceptually traces visible behaviors down to
invisible theological convictions.
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If human life is metaphorically understood as a tree, the external behaviors, acute
emotions, and spoken words are the "fruit.” Traditional moralism attempts to tape good
fruit onto a diseased tree or prune away bad fruit without addressing the toxic root
system. This results in temporary behavior modification, eventual exhaustion, and
profound hypocrisy, rather than genuine gospel transformation. The process requires
asking four sequential, deconstructive questions to trace the symptom to its theological
origin, and then reversing the process ("Root to Fruit") to apply the cure of the gospel.

A Case Study in Pastoral Diagnosis

Vanderstelt frequently recounts a deeply personal interaction with his wife, Alisa. Alisa was
experiencing profound anxiety and fear regarding the safety and future of her children.
Rather than merely instructing her to "stop worrying” or quoting Philippians 4:6 out of
context—a form of behavioral modification—Vanderstelt engaged in the Fruit to Root
process.

He helped her trace the bad fruit of anxiety and the intense desire to control her
environment down to a functional mistrust in God's love and presence. The root of her
panic was a subtle, internal lie that God was either not powerful enough to protect her
children or not loving enough to care for them as much as she did. By identifying the
specific unbelief, Vanderstelt was able to speak the specific truths of Jesus into her precise
area of doubt, reminding her of Christ’s sacrificial love as the ultimate proof of God's
trustworthy character, thereby replacing the root of fear with the root of faith.

The Unbelief Trajectory (Fruit to Root)

When struggling with a specific sin, emotional breakdown, or relational conflict, a believer
is guided through four deconstructive questions:

Tree Metanhor The Diagnostic Example Application
P Question (Anxiety/Overwork)
, : "An individual is working 80 hours a
The Fruit What s being week, is physically exhausted, and
, , experienced or done 9P y Y ’
(BehGV|or/Emot|on) right now? lashes out in anger when

interrupted.”
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The Diagnostic

Tree Metaphor .
Question

In light of this, what
The Trunk (Functional = does the individual
Identity) believe about

themselves?

What is believed
about what God is
doing or has done?

The Branches
(Functional Narrative)

What is believed
about what God is
like?

The Root (Functionall
Theology)

The Belief Trajectory (Root to Fruit)

Example Application
(Anxiety/Overwork)

"The belief is that they are an
orphan, the sole provider, and
entirely responsible for their own
survival and worth.”

"The belief is that God has left them
to their own devices and expects
them to earn their keep and secure
their own future.”

"The belief is that God is distant,
demanding, stingy, and weak. He is
not a provider.’

Once the root of unbelief is exposed, the gospel is applied to reconstruct the believer's

worldview from the ground up:

The Reconstructive

Tree Metaphor .
Question
The Root (True ,
Who is God?
Theology)

The Branches

) What has God done?
(True Narrative)

Example Application (Gospel Truth)

"God is an omnipotent, loving Father who
owns the cattle on a thousand hills and
cares for the sparrows.”

"God gave His own Son to secure eternity;
He will certainly provide for daily needs
(Romans 8:32)."
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Tree Metaphor

The Trunk (True
Identity)

The Fruit (True
Behavior)

The Reconstructive
Question

Who is the believer in
light of this?

How does the
believer get to live?

Example Application (Gospel Truth)

"The believer is a deeply loved, fully
secure, adopted child of the King. Worth is
imputed, not earned.”

"The believer gets to work diligently but
rest completely, sleeping peacefully,
knowing God sustains the world.’

By moving through this matrix, the mind is renewed (Romans 12:2), and behavior changes
organically as a byproduct of a newly saturated, faith-filled heart.

Deep Idolatry and the X-Ray of the Human Heart

When individuals reach the "Root" of their struggle using Vanderstelt's diagram, they
invariably encounter idolatry. Human beings do not sin in a vacuum; they sin because
they are seeking salvation from unauthorized sources. Keller notes that the human heart
takes unequivocally good things and elevates them into ultimate things. The heart deifies
them, placing them at the center of existence, under the delusion that these objects can
provide significance, security, safety, and fulfillment. An idol is anything so central and
essential to a person’s life that, should they lose it, their life would feel hardly worth living.

Diagnostic Questions for the Believer

To help identify these deep idols, David Powlison created "X-Ray questions.” These bypass
the superficial layers of religious language and pierce the core affections of the individual.
Keller adapts these questions in Counterfeit Gods:
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Diagnostic Question

What does the individual
characteristically daydream
about?

What is most feared?

What fills the individual with
irrational anger or
despondency?

Where is wealth effortlessly
spent?

Whose approval is sought
before acting?

Pastoral Purpose and Implication

Uncovers where the mind naturally gravitates
when unhindered. Daydreams reveal the heart's
functional heaven and ultimate hope.

Exposes the idol of control and the specific object
that the individual believes is absolutely
necessary for their survival.

Differentiates between a desire and an idol. A
blocked desire leads to sadness: a blocked idol
leads to explosive rage or suicidal despair.

Reveals the functional treasure of the heart.
Where the treasure is, the heart follows (Matthew
6:21).

Exposes the fear of man and the idol of human
validation, indicating whose judgment carries
more weight than God's.

When applied effectively, these diagnostic questions invariably reveal that the heart is
driven by Keller's four deep idols: Control, Approval, Comfort, and Power/Performance.
These counterfeit gods are dismantled not by sheer willpower, but by presenting a
superior, more beautiful reality: the Four Gs.

The Four Gs: Deconstructing Deep Idols with Divine Character

In his work You Can Change, Tim Chester categorized the vast, incomprehensible
attributes of God into four liberating truths, known as the "Four Gs." These four attributes—
God is Great, Glorious, Good, and Gracious—serve as the specific, targeted theological
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antidotes to Timothy Keller's four deep idols. By understanding the character of God, the
deep idols are starved of their oxygen.

1. God is Great: The Antidote to the Idol of Control

The Conceptual Truth: God is Great, so believers do not have to be in control.

The Root Unbelief: The fundamental belief that the universe is chaotic, that God is
either absent, disinterested, or impotent, and that the individual must therefore
manage, orchestrate, and ruthlessly control their environment and future to ensure
survival. It is the exhaustion of playing God.

The Deep Idol (Control): This idol dictates that life is only worth living—and safety
only guaranteed—if absolute mastery over circumstances is achieved.

The Symptoms: Chronic, paralyzing anxiety and worry. When control is threatened,
the individual experiences panic or erupts in anger against those disrupting
carefully laid plans. This leads to manipulative behaviors, insomnia, workaholism,
and profound physical and psychological exhaustion.

The Gospel Fluency Application: Speaking the gospel into the idol of control
involves rehearsing the doctrine of God's absolute sovereignty and meticulous
providence. It requires reminding the anxious heart of the Creator who spoke the
cosmos into existence, who measures the universe in the span of His hand (Isaiah
40:2), and who holds all thrones, dominions, and authorities together by the word of
His power (Colossians 1:16-17). Crucially, this omnipotent God is also an intimately
loving Father who numbers the hairs on the believer's head and tracks the fall of
every sparrow (Matthew 10:29-31). The believer is invited to resign their exhausting
position as the "general manager of the universe.” When it is grasped that a Great
God is orchestrating all things for the ultimate good of those who love Him (Romans
8:28), anxiety is replaced with profound peace.

2. God is Glorious: The Antidote to the Idol of Approval

The Conceptual Truth: God is Glorious, so believers do not have to fear others.

The Root Unbelief: The belief that human beings possess the ultimate authority to
validate, judge, or destroy one's worth. It is a catastrophic failure to perceive the
transcendent majesty, holiness, and absolute supremacy of God's opinion over the
fickle opinions of humanity.
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« The Deep Idol (Approval): This idol dictates that an individual's value is derived
entirely from the applause, acceptance, or admiration of peers, spouses, cultural
groups, or authority figures.

« The Symptoms: This unbelief manifests biblically as the *fear of man,” which
Proverbs 29:25 describes as a snare. Symptoms include chronic people-pleasing, an
inability to establish healthy boundaries, cowardice in sharing faith, lying or
exaggerating to save face, and crushing devastation when criticized. The individual
becomes a chameleon, constantly shifting convictions to match the social
environment.

« The Gospel Fluency Application: The cure for the fear of man is the fear of the Lord.
When the believer's eyes are opened to the blinding, unapproachable light of God's
glory—the majestic holiness that causes angels to cover their faces and cry "Holy,
Holy, Holy" (Isaiah 6)—the opinions of mere mortals shrink to their proper, finite
proportions. Furthermore, the gospel declares that in Christ, the believer already
possesses the absolute approval of the only Being whose opinion ultimately
matters. If the Glorious God of the universe has justified and accepted the believer
through the blood of Christ, the rejection or scorn of the world loses its paralyzing
sting.

3. God is Good: The Antidote to the Idol of Comfort
« The Conceptual Truth: God is Good, so believers do not have to look elsewhere.

« The Root Unbelief: The ancient lie, originating with the serpent in Eden, that God is
stingy and is withholding something desirable. It is the belief that God's boundaries
are restrictive rather than protective, and that ultimate joy and relief must be
scavenged outside of His will.

« The Deep Idol (Comfort and Pleasure): This idol demands that life be free of
suffering, tension, and difficulty, and filled with sensory, emotional, or psychological
ease. When immediate comfort is not provided, the heart pivots to functional
saviors to numb the pain.

« The Symptoms: The behavioral fruit of this unbelief includes all forms of addiction
(chemical, digital, or behavioral), escapism, sexual immorality, gluttony, laziness, and
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rampant consumerism. When the idol of comfort is threatened, the emotional result
is deep despondency, chronic boredom, and a sense of aching emptiness.

« The Gospel Fluency Application: Speaking truths into the idol of comfort requires
proclaiming that God Himself is the fountain of living waters, and all other pursuits
are broken, leaky cisterns that can hold no water (Jeremiah 2:13). Every earthly joy—
whether a sunset, marriage, or a good meal—is merely a faint shadow of the
ultimate joy found in the Creator. The gospel demonstrates God's goodness most
clearly at the cross, where Christ endured ultimate discomfort, agony, and
forsakenness to secure eternal joy for His people. As Augustine famously articulated,
the human heart is restless until it finds its rest in God.

4. God is Gracious: The Antidote to the Idol of Power/Performance

« The Conceptual Truth: God is Gracious, so believers do not have to prove
themselves.

« The Root Unbelief: The deeply ingrained human default toward self-atonement and
works-righteousness. It is the belief that love, worth, and standing before God must
be meticulously earned through moral, professional, or religious performance.

« The Deep Idol (Power, Success, and Performance): This idol demands that an
individual maintain an impeccable record to justify their existence. They must be the
smartest in the room, the most successful in their career, or the most orthodox in
their theology.

« The Symptoms: This root yields two distinct types of toxic fruit. If the individual feels
they are succeeding, the fruit is pride, arrogance, judgmentalism, and suffocating
self-righteousness. If they feel they are failing to meet the standard, the fruit is
shame, self-loathing, imposter syndrome, and despair. Both extremes represent a
failure to grasp grace.

« The Gospel Fluency Application: The antidote to performance-driven idolatry is the
radical, scandalous grace of God in justification. The gospel declares that human
beings are fundamentally broken and utterly incapable of saving themselves, yet
they are unconditionally loved and accepted based entirely on the imputed, perfect
righteousness of Jesus Christ. Gospel fluency here means resting in finished work,
reminding oneself daily that the ultimate verdict on one’s life has already been
pronounced at the cross. The declaration "It is finished" renders all frantic human
efforts to "prove” oneself entirely obsolete. Grace decimates human boasting
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(destroying pride) and simultaneously destroys human despair (because worth is
given, not earned).

Putting It Into Practice: Moving from Diagnosis to Freedom

Bridging the gap between high-level theological concepts (justification, sovereignty,
idolatry) and visceral, lived experiences (Monday morning anxiety, marital spats,
workplace burnout) requires intentional, communal practice.

Normalizing Unbelief and Embracing Vulnerability

The first step in any community is to disarm defensiveness by normalizing the struggle.
Because "everyone is an unbeliever” in various moments of the day, believers must model
vulnerability. Sharing how a mundane trigger—a critical email from a boss, a child's
sudden iliness, or a financial setback—plunges the heart into functional atheism helps
individuals see that the gospel is the daily oxygen for the believer, not just a doorway for
non-Christians.

Using the X-Ray Questions for Diagnosis

Believers must learn to use the X-Ray questions to locate their specific idols. This requires
profound introspection:

« Anindividual exhausted from trying to manage everyone's perception of them is
likely suffering from the idol of Approval.

« Anindividual lying awake at night, consumed by scenarios they cannot control, is
likely worshipping the idol of Control.

« Anindividual turning to a screen, a bottle, or a bank account to numb the pain of a
fallen world is bowing to the idol of Comfort.

These emotions are not merely psychological quirks; they are theological alarms signaling
that the heart has drifted from the true God.

The Gospel Pivot: Applying the Cure

Once the disease is diagnosed, the breathtaking character of God must be applied as the
ultimate, satisfying answer to the heart's idolatrous cravings:
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The
Theological
Truth

1. God is Great

2.Godis
Glorious

3.God is Good

4.Godis
Gracious

The Struggle & The
Target Audience

The anxious, the
worried, the
controlling, the
exhausted.

The people-pleasers,

the cowards, the
image-obsessed.

The addicted, the
empty, the
consumer, the
escapist.

The exhausted
achievers, the
legalists, the shame-
filled.

The Gospel Proclamation

An individual can resign as the manager of
the universe. The God who holds the
galaxies holds tomorrow. Rest in His
sovereignty.

An individual is already approved by the
only King whose opinion matters. The
applause of men is a whisper compared to
the roar of His grace.

Stop drinking from broken cisterns. Come
to the fountain of living water. Christ
endured the ultimate discomfort to secure
eternal joy.

A human resume is irrelevant. Christ's
perfect record has been imputed to the
believer. There is absolutely nothing left to
prove.

Liturgical and Communal Practice: Spiritual Breathing

Gospel fluency requires vocalization and repetition. Believers can practice "Spiritual
Breathing'—an exercise in applying the gospel in real-time.

. Exhale (Repentance): Confessing the specific idol and the functional unbelief. (e.g.
"Lord, | confess | am terrified of the future and | am trying to control my life.")

« Inhale (Faith): Breathing in the truth of the Four Gs. (e.g., "But | remember that You
are Great, and | do not have to be in control. | trust Your sovereign goodness.")
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When a friend confesses anxiety, the fluent response is not trite, moralistic advice like "Try
not to worry,” but rather, “Let's remember together that God is Great, and because of
Christ, He is holding all things securely.”

Conclusion

The intersection of Gospel Fluency, the Four Gs, and the diagnostic unmasking of deep
idolatry provides a robust, psychologically astute, and theologically grounded framework
for spiritual formation. By tracing the historical evolution of these concepts—from Jack
Miller’'s recovery of Sonship, through David Powlison’s and Timothy Keller's exposing of
human idolatry, to Jeff Vanderstelt’'s and Tim Chester’s intensely practical missional
implementations—it becomes overwhelmingly evident that mere behavior modification is
a catastrophic failure of pastoral care.

True sanctification occurs only when the deep, subterranean roots of human unbelief are
excavated and exposed to the radiant light of God's character. By recognizing how
mundane anxiety, explosive anger, and quiet despair are intimately linked to a failure to
trust that God is Great, Glorious, Good, and Gracious, individuals are empowered to stop
managing symptoms and start experiencing true transformation. As believers immerse
themselves in this vocabulary, the church ceases to be a weekly event marked by moral
performance, and becomes a vibrant, Jesus-saturated community where the truth of God
relentlessly dismantles the idols of the heart, resulting in profound freedom, deep rest, and
genuine holiness.

Appendix: Recommended Reading for a Deeper Dive

« Gospel Fluency: Speaking the Truths of Jesus into the Everyday Stuff of Life by Jeff
Vanderstelt

« You Can Change: God's Transforming Power for Our Sinful Behavior and Negative
Emotions by Tim Chester

« Counterfeit Gods: The Empty Promises of Money, Sex, and Power, and the Only Hope
that Matters by Timothy Keller

« Idols of the Heart: Learning to Long for God Alone by Elyse Fitzpatrick (Building upon
the diagnostic models of David Powlison).
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« Sonship by Jack Miller (A foundational curriculum exploring the transition from
functional orphanhood to adopted child).
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