
Sunday 21st March 2021 
The Gospel 

 
Romans 1.16 

‘I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for salvation to 
everyone who believes…’ 

 
Last week I began this consideration of the Easter message with the song of the angels 
to the shepherds at the birth of Christ. I did so because it is important to have our hearts 
gripped with the vastness of God’s plan of salvation. It was not a knee-jerk reaction to 
the fall of man, it was something that had long been settled in the mind of the Trinity. 
We are used to politicians and others telling us when something bad has happened in 
the land that the inevitable enquiry that follows will ensure that lessons are learned to 
ensure that such an event will never happen again. You may accuse me of being a 
cynic, but committees and enquiries usually achieve nothing other than requiring the 
felling of a small rain forest to publish the thousands of pages of these investigations 
when they are published. It is always easier to be critical and wise after the event, but 
even 20/20 hindsight is rarely foolproof. God’s plan of Salvation was birthed in God’s 
mind before the beginning of time, it was the very opposite of a knee jerk reaction. 
 
God did not cobble up a quick fix which he wrote down on a scrap of cardboard or a 
napkin. God was not interviewed by a committee of high ranking angels to ask Him what 
went wrong and what was He going to do about it and had He thought of resigning. God 
knew exactly what He would do, and it would be a restoration of the race of Adam, but 
not only that, there would be something even more glorious that would come out of what 
He had determined to do. This something more glorious even than the creation and 
formation of Adam is what constitutes the Gospel. 
 
Over all the centuries, Christian people have attempted to write down in as few words 
as possible definitions of the Gospel. This has given rise to confessions and creeds and 
all manner of statements of fundamentals. I have several collections of these wonderful 
historical documents on my shelves. Many of them were composed with particular 
doctrinal issues that were current in the church at the time of composition, and others 
were composed to answer serious errors that threatened the church at different times. 
All of them are valuable, and together compose a very weighty gathering of deeply 
considered material. It is often difficult for us today to grasp the genius of these works 
because we do not understand the issues at hand and the culture of those days. It 
would take a great deal of study to be able to read and appreciate the creeds in this 
light and that, I think, is probably a life’s work for the historical theologian. 
 
It is probably fair to say that if we think we can summaries the gospel in a handful of 
words that we are sure to cut it way down below the bare bone and produce a 
caricature and not a true likeness. I suppose it is like when witnesses to a crime give a 
description of the assailant. Ten people would possibly give rise to ten different looking 
photo fit pictures of the suspect. Not only would we end up with Snow-white and the 



seven chums, but Santa Clause, the Jolly Green Giant and someone that looks a lot like 
your old uncle Jim would be presented as suspects!  
 
The worst/best, most inadequate yet true, brief statement of the Gospel is this, 
 

‘God made it. 
Man broke it. 
Jesus fixed it.’ 

 
All true, but horribly inadequate. Therefore in every attempt to define or encapsulate the 
Gospel, there will be common major themes, commonality of important elements, and 
things that are of special relevance to us and our generation. In defense of what may 
appear to be a disclaimer in advance, I would present this thought. If we are correct in 
saying that the Gospel, the plan of God for salvation flowed from, as it were, eternity 
past and into eternity future, if this plan and purpose was conceived by the Eternal, 
Infinite, Boundless, I AM, then we should not be surprised if His plan is vast beyond our 
complete seeing, deep beyond our delving, broader than what we can be imagined, and 
having more facets in its glorious fullness than every diamond that has ever or will ever 
be held up to the light. 
 
Let me go off on a tangent here. I believe that if we ever reach a point where we think 
we have thought every possible thought about the Gospel and examined every facet in 
every light, then we have probably, in fact, certainly, failed to properly begin to look at it. 
Next thing we will be claiming is that we have comprehended all of God! I think that we 
are beginning to think spiritually, and by this I mean looking at the Gospel through the 
eyes of the Holy Spirit, when we fall on our knees and gasp at its beauty and perfection. 
I think we are beginning to perceive the Gospel when we find such words of the hymn 
writer begin to astonish our hearts, 
 

‘With faith’s warm finger through the veil, 
I seek to touch thy hand, 

I feel the imprints of the nails, 
And partly understand. 
And partly understand.’ 

 
The Gospel is vast, because it is the Gospel, the Good News, as the angels sang, of 
Jesus Christ who came to earth as a man. In the Gospel of Matthew, we are told that 
Jesus came preaching a message of repentance because the Kingdom of Heaven is at 
hand. The other Gospel writers say the same thing, but word it differently, ‘the Kingdom 
of God is at hand.’ Both are the same truth.  
 
Last week we included Romans 5.1 where an explanation is given of how God makes 
peace with humankind. In the first instance, I have pointed out, this is God dealing with 
His justified and holy hostility to sinful mankind. This must be addressed before we can 
have peace with God and indeed peace with each other. This is where a great step is 
often missed out in present day messaging of the Gospel. So often today the 



impression is given that God is so desperate and so needy that He ‘loves us so much,’ 
that He will take us back under any terms.  Not so. Yes, He loves even His fallen 
creatures, but He is not going to un-God Himself, compromise His holiness for any 
reason. Such a thought is unthinkable! If we come to God, we must come in His way 
and on His terms. Being part of a church is not something we do and should expect to 
be congratulated for. That would be like expecting people to give place to us because 
we breathed in and out! If we don’t breath, we die. If we are not part of the Church, that 
is the Body of Christ, then we have no place or participation in the Salvation of God. We 
must repent. There is no other way to partake of the good news of God’s rule and 
kingdom than this.  
 
So let us look at the one pivotal verse in Romans 1 verse 16 which heads this essay. 
Paul makes a statement about the Gospel, he approaches a definition, but it is so much 
more than that. He then goes on over the next eight chapters to unpack elements of the 
Gospel and what it does and how it works. I would point out that while logicians study 
Romans as a master class of logical presentation, that this is not Paul’s purpose. He 
writes, and while the plight of humanity is clearly addressed and God’s response to this 
is spelled out, the underlying foundation on which all is laid is God. What God has done, 
that God is holy. That God is the One who must have all righteousness upheld. The 
God who alone saves. The God who saves for His glory and for His pleasure. The God 
who structures and enacts salvation in the Gospel to His satisfaction. This does not 
mean that God is not interested in us, but He is meticulous to do all in such a way that 
there is not even an uneven stitch in the tapestry never mind a loose thread. This 
salvation will be secure and effective for all eternity because all of God is fully given to 
it, His perfections of justice, righteousness, holiness, mercy, love and grace.  
 
The Gospel is the power of God. This is a central fact of the gospel which is sadly 
missing in the thinking of people in the church today. We bewail the disinterest of 
people in the church today, the way most people dismiss Christianity as a serious 
contender for loyalty today. We see the world being critics of the church and calling on it 
to embrace its standards. I noticed the Pope has come under the frown of the world for 
refusing, I believe, to bless gay ‘marriage.’ The world looks on the church in the West 
today and rebukes it for not getting up to speed on the world’s agendas and values. It 
calls on the church to get with the program for social change by the surrender of archaic 
and out of touch Old and New Testament doctrines. Why is all this happening? A major 
reason is because we are not experiencing ‘the power of God for salvation.’   
 
If you read books of the older sort about revivals, some of the recorded testimonies are 
from those who were, ‘notorious sinners’ before they heard the gospel and believed it. 
Where are the lives which are being transformed before the eyes of the community? 
Where are the ‘Saul the persecutor’ becoming the ‘Paul the apostle’? The gospel is the 
power of God for salvation, and if we know nothing of a power at work within to change 
us and change our way of thinking and living, then it would not be unloving of me to ask, 
are you sure you have believed? This is not unkind because if you are taking sugar pills 
in mistake for antibiotics, your illness may yet kill you. Check the label on the bottle, is it 
Gospel or just some other pill. Is there a power there even if it be ever so weak?  



 
Here is a test. Do we have a desire for God? Do we desire to please Him? Are we 
beginning to see that this will require that we forsake sin, seek God for Himself and 
follow after holiness? I am not asking you how well you are doing in this, but do you at 
least have a desire after this, because  desire for a desire is still desire, and that is the 
working of the power of God in our souls.  
 
There are other manifestations of God’s power. It said that Jesus worked His miracles 
by the power of God. However, the greatest power is required to convert a rebellious 
heart and will to conformity to Christ. It takes a more glorious power to raise a spiritually 
dead soul than it does to raise a physically dead body, and this is the power spoken of 
here as regards salvation. So, the gospel is power. 
 
It is not power that arises from ourselves. We receive power by means of reading and 
digesting Scripture by meditation and prayer. This engages us in the Holy Spirit who 
takes the word and causes it to have its effect in us. It is the Holy Spirit who does this, 
not us or our own willpower or activity. There are people who know a great deal about 
the Bible, but it never has a saving effect on them. The power comes from God. Outside 
of ourselves, but enters into us by the Holy Spirit, but the power is still God’s not ours.  
 
Salvation means complete safety and rescue. This does not mean that we will never fall 
into the sea and drown, though I have been rescued from this likelihood when I was a 
young child. It does not mean we will not die of Covid or the next virus that confronts us. 
It does not mean that we will not grow old, or even if young, have some event occur 
which will change our lives and expectations forever. This salvation is for this life in part, 
but it is an eternal salvation, and eternity is a much longer time than these three score 
years and ten. This is about what is lasting, our souls, not about these present bodies 
because we are going to get new bodies as part of salvation! 
 
The gospel is the power of God for salvation because we will never know the extent of 
power God expended to save wretched, fallen, hostile man. We are aware in part of the 
cost of salvation. The cost was the Incarnation, the rejection, and the death and burial of 
Christ. It took His death and the shedding of His life-blood, it took His surrendering His 
life into the hands of the Father in death and that bearing our sins upon Himself. All this 
is easy to say, but how does a soul that has never been slimed by sin and guilt carry all 
of it? How does the Christ who has never known a frown from His Father bear the 
absence of His Father’s smile and the unleashing of the Fathers wrath upon Him? It 
was for us He suffered and bled, and we will never know the depth of grief, pain and 
horror which the perfect Lamb of God experienced. 
 
At that moment, whenever it was that the sins of the world were laid on Christ, what 
powers were being unleashed upon Him in wrath and judgment?  How fierce was the 
condemnation of the Law against Him who took our place in the dock and took the 
sentence of death in our place? What power was revealed in raising Christ from the 
dead on the third day? All we can do is stand at the foot of the cross and be in wonder 



at the depth and strength of the tides of salvation that flowed in those moments or 
hours. This is the power of God for salvation. 
 
The power of God for salvation is that which changes a guilty, hostile sinner to become 
a child of God. The Power of God has been expended so that the God who was 
rejected, disrespected and cursed by mankind, and so had every reason to regard us 
with hostility, has now removed those reasons. The result of God dealing with the 
offences we were guilty of is that He now offers us terms of peace. Once peace has 
been offered and its terms accepted by us by believing, a great change occurs. Romans 
8 verse 32. 
 

‘He who did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for us all – how will He not also, 
along with Him, graciously give us all things?’ 

 
God has given His greatest and most costly gift, His Son Jesus, for us. In comparison 
with this gift, everything else is lesser. If God has given the best first, He will give the 
lesser also. This is the peace God gives, not just a disinterested peace, but a peace of 
compassion, interest, caring. It is a peace to restore us to the home of God, just as the 
prodigal son was brought back into the father’s home as a son, and not a slave.   
 
What then does this mean? It means that the relationship which a believer has with God 
now because of the Gospel, because of what has happened through the Cross is much, 
much more wonderful than that enjoyed by Adam in the garden. God walked with Adam 
in the garden in the cool of the day. There was intimacy and friendship and Adam was 
innocent of sin and knew that God had great affection for him. Adam and God were 
close friends. Because of the fall, Adam died inside, his soul died, he became a sinner 
and found himself hostile and fearful of God, and God became his enemy in that Adam 
was now subject to the sentence and wrath of a broken law. 
 
However, God as it were, now initiates His great plan of salvation, covering Adam’s 
nakedness with animal skins. This indicates that until Christ came, it was the sacrificial 
blood of animals that averted the wrath of God against sin. In Christ the perfect sacrifice 
is accomplished, and the great event of the Gospel occurs, God comes not to walk with 
us in the cool of the day, but to dwell with us and in us by the Holy Spirit.  The 
relationship changes between man and God from friendship to union with Christ, 
communion, fellowship, a partaking together of God and man. This means that because 
of the Cross, those who believe are born again, become united with Christ and this is 
expressed in the picture of each believer becoming a part of the Body of Christ. Paul 
summarizes it as, ‘Christ in you, the hope of glory.’ 
 
In other words, the state of a Christian is immeasurably greater than that of Adam. 
Adam knew the love of God, but forgiven sinners know more of the depth of God’s love, 
because it has been demonstrated as a love stronger than death. Why did God give 
Christ and send Him to the Cross? To save the lost because of His love. How far was 
Christ prepared to go to do this? He was even prepared to give up His life for us. That is 
love, that is the Gospel, and that is where the power of God lies towards us. 



 
The Gospel is the power of God to save, it is what Jesus has done on the Cross, and 
we need to have this power restored to the Church. The power of clever people, of 
business methods, even the power of unlimited funds will not do for the Church what 
needs to be done. If we look back at the birth of the Church in Acts, it was when the 
power from on high fell on the 120 in the upper room that it all began. Sadly today, as at 
many times in the past, the Church thinks that we can do God’s work in our way and by 
our means. The evidence I would suggest tells us the very opposite. Despite tech and 
bands and resources and courses beyond number, the Church in Scotland and the 
Church of Scotland has been in decline. The church has been trying to make itself as 
much like the world as it can and so has lost year by year any divine power it had. It is 
the power of God which we need to see restored, and this power of God is the 
empowering of the person of Christ and the presence of Christ. 
 
There is nothing else profitably to do but to repent and seek God for Him to come and 
do in us what only He can do. We need to do this urgently before it is too late. Our 
nation has taken great strides in the last decade or two towards even greater 
wickedness and evil, and I suspect that we are close to a point where the decline is 
about to increase its pace even more. A powerless Church, a powerless people, will 
effect no one and nothing, and that is where we are today. All I can do is call on anyone 
who may read this to read the Scriptures and see what they say, and then to give 
ourselves to prayer. How much prayer? I don’t know, but certainly much, much more 
than is presently found in our, and many congregations of, our denominations.  
 
Prayer is both the first thing for the Church to engage in and it is also the last hope for a 
declining Church. It is the way to gain gracious favour from God, and having received to 
maintain and increase it. It would be good if someone coined the phrase that we ought 
always to pray and not give up. Oops, sorry, someone did say that, Jesus, in Luke 18 
verse 1.  
 
Let me close with this. The Gospel is only the Gospel when it is believed, and it is only 
believed when it is acted upon. This call to prayer is the application of the duty we owe 
to God for His Gospel. Let me give a couple of quotes from an old writer from the 
1800’s. E. M. Bounds. In his little book ‘The Weapon of Prayer’ he says referring to all 
the stuff churches do, 
 

‘It is better to let the work go by default than to let prayer go by neglect.’ 
 

‘The most efficient agents in disseminating the knowledge of God, in prosecuting His 
work upon the earth, and in standing as a breakwater against the billows of evil have 

been praying church leaders. God depends upon them, and blesses them.’ 
 

As we approach the re-opening of our buildings, if all continues to go in a good 
direction, this is a thought which we need to grapple with and come to firm decisions. 
What are essential church activities and what contributes nothing to its purpose and its 
stated vision. If all we want is to open up as we were before, then we are choosing to 



walk on in a path that leads to a dead end. The Gospel is the power of God. Where is 
this power to be found for today, and how do we recover it, that is the question. Let me 
point to an Easter related hint. Do you remember what happened shortly after Easter? 
Pentecost, this is where the Early Church began and it is to the Cross and Pentecost we 
must return without delay. 
 

 
 
   


