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St Ronan’s – Sermon 135

Rev Reuben Hardie

“Power of the gospel”

It will make a weak man mighty

It will make a mighty man fall

It will full your heart and hands

Or leave you with nothing at all

It is the eyes for the blind

It is the legs for the lame

It is love for hate and pride for shame

That’s the power of the gospel

The gospel on the water

The gospel on the land

The gospel in every women 

And the gospel in every man

The gospel in the garden 

The gospel in the trees

The gospel that is inside of you

The gospel inside of me

Now that’s the power of the gospel

That’s the mighty mighty power of the gospel

These are words from Ben Harper’s great song The Power of the Gospel. You might have heard of him – then again you might not of. He doesn’t put himself out there as a Christian singer – and yet the theme of this song and many of his others have a very clear message. 

In the mainstream music industry he pretty big – his concert in Wellington later this month is almost sold out. Lot’s of people will listen to that song who have never heard the gospel, really heard the gospel before. And so how is it that these words normally preached from a pulpit come to be accepted in modern music. 

Is there a power of the gospel that we don’t see or understand?

This morning I want to talk a bit about the gospel. It seems to me there are a good number of misconceptions out there about the gospel. 

If some one were to ask us about it we would probably direct them to the New Testament and one of the four books, which are called gospels. Like the gospel of Matthew – or the gospel of Mark that we heard from this morning. 

However before these books were written the gospel was actually already being preached wasn’t it. None of these books were written until at least 20 years after Jesus death. And yet Paul before this time spoke of gospel. 

The power of the gospel is greater than what is contained in the passages of the New Testament I think that’s why John at the end of his gospel says. Look there are so many other things that happened in Jesus time – if I tried to write them all it will fill up the world.

So what is the gospel?

Well we are much more ready these days to confess that whatever it is it can’t be reduced to a statement or a formula that we can reel off, such as Jesus is Lord,  – or Christ died for our sins – there is more to it than these statements they are just the beginning.

There is no one nugget of pure gold to which we can point peoples attention and say “This is it” I’ve got it. The gospel is…. “  ”. In many respects the gospel is like beauty – there are beautiful things there are beautiful people but there is nothing we can point to and say right – that is the definitive – that is beauty.

So how do we know when we are hearing the gospel?

Should it make us feel good? Or not?

When we dislike what we hear are we rejecting human error or the Word of God?

What is the power of the gospel?

This morning I would like to present five marks, which I believe distinguish the gospel and set it apart. These marks are like a test. If the gospel needed a warrant of fitness then this would be it.

The first test is: Is it new? The gospel is good news and it should always have the quality of novelty about it – If you find yourself thinking – I had never thought of that before then that is a good sign. 

This will not be because you haven’t necessarily heard it before but because you may have forgotten it, or ceased to think about it. The gospel is only received or held for a moment. Not many people know this. The gospel is only held for a moment.

When the gospel is spoken about then it is received afresh, once again like beauty. You don’t say as the leaves of autumn start to fall. Oh how dreadfully boring it is the same as last year, all over again.” We are astounded at the beauty. And so one essential test of the gospel is – is it new?

The first mark is that it is new.

That is why people said of Jesus that he spoke with a new teaching. 

That is why Paul talked about the old covenant of Israel’s law – a discription no Jew would ever have used – it is because the gospel is a new thing. I remember during my study we weren’t allowed to call the Old Testament the Old testament – we had to call it the first. 

But it is old- and for Christians it has been replaced, by a new testament, which both fulfils and surpasses the old way. 

The second test: Does it offend? The gospel is an affront to the way we live, and upsets the things we take for granted. If it doesn’t challenge our lives in anyway then it is not the gospel. 

Anything, which seems to be in line with the way we automatically tend to think outght to make us suspicious as to whether it really is the gospel.  That is why Jesus was rejected from his hometown and in the end crucified. That is why Paul believed the cross was a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Greeks. It takes faith to receive. 

The third test. Is it excessive? The gospel is greater than our hopes, and worse than our fears. It exceeds our expectations in all directions; to good to be true, and too bad to be true. It demands that we grow in order to receive it, because it is more than we can take in. It seems incredible, and it demands the maximum of trust. It goes beyond what seems reasonable and fair and demands of us more than we can do.

Jesus instructs the rich man to sell what he has and give to the poor

Jesus invites his disciples to lose their lives for the sake of the gospel

In the same way nothing could surpass his promises; to inherit the earth, to see God

The excess of the gospel is apparent in the saints and monastics who lived extremely austere lives – like Francis of Assissi in his life of poverty and love, or Joan of Arc in her courage. Saints are extraordinary people, because the gospel that they live by leads them to excess.

The fourth test is Does it bring joy? The gospel is not just news, it’s not just offensive, it’s not just excessive, it is also good. If we believed it, we would be set free from everything that makes us sad: from fear and dismal thoughts. That is what it says of Heaven in revelation. “He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain.” (Rev 21:4)

If there is no joy in what we hear, then what we hear is not the gospel. Remember the man in the parable of treasure sells all that he has for joy. Paul puts joy second only to love in his fruits of the Spirit. The Christians in Acts hear the gospel are baptised and go away rejoicing. There have of course been forms of Christianity, which have been utterly miserable, but they have been an aberration, the genuine article is distinguishable by the presence of joy and maybe even sometimes laughter.

The last test of the gospel is simple – maybe the simplest of all– does it promote love? The gospel frees us self-centredness, it opens up the possibility of living for others. It is freedom to love – which is what we are made for. Anything that claims to be the gospel but does not promote love, is nothing – as Paul’s says it is clanging symbol of a resounding gong – both quite unpleasant noises. Jesus made it clear he wants us to love – Love one another as I have loved you. This is God’s desire.  Mark 12:28, Paul said exactly the same in Rom 13:8. Augustine of Hippo said “Love, and do what you will.” It doesn’t matter how you do it, what technique or method you employ bottom line – love – that is what the gospel should inspire.

So there they are the five marks of the gospel – it’s new, it’s offensive, it’s excessive, its brings joy, it promotes love

Let me be honest with you this morning – because the season of Lent is all about honesty.

Take away this pulpit, take away this cassock, take away this Church and I have huge struggles speaking about the gospel with others.

We all do – and we don’t just struggle talking about it, more to the point we struggle living it. 

That the power of gospel it both depends on us and it will continue on in spite of us.

It will make a weak man mighty

It will make a mighty man fall

It will full your heart and hands

Or leave you with nothing at all

It is the eyes for the blind

It is the legs for the lame

It is love for hate and pride for shame

In the hour of richness

In the hour of need

All of creation

Comes from the gospel seed

You may leave tomorrow

You may leave today

But you’ve got to have the gospel when you start out on your way

Now that’s the power of the gospel

That’s the power of the gospel

That’s the mighty mighty power 

That’s the power of the gospel

