
Sermon for 2019-01-13 

Being Gospel People in 2019  

It may well be that this will be the last sermon that I get to preach from this pulpit, 
at least as a pastor of Christ Community Church.  I thought that this might be a good 
opportunity to share the wisdom that I have accumulated from 25 years of ministry.  
SO here goes, “Trust God and listen to your wife.”  I’ve worked this out and I think 
that will leave us with about thirty four minutes.   I have a sermon at the ready.    

Here at Christ Community Church we use the term “evangelical” to describe 
ourselves. “Evangelical,” is the English transliteration of the “euanglion,” the Greek 
word for “good news.” The old English word for good news is “gospel.”  
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Now there are all kinds of gospels or good news – but when we use “evangelical” we 
think immediately of that supreme good news that Paul so aptly expressed in 1 Cor 15 
– that “Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures, that he was buried, and 
that he rose again according to the scriptures.”  The apostle tells the Corinthians and 
us “this is the very same good news that we preached to you, which you received, and 
it is the gospel by which you are saved.”  

I like that word “evangelical.”  When we say that we are evangelical, we mean that 
this gospel, this good news, defines who we are and what we are trying to do. We 
are those who have heard, understood, and accepted this good news. Moreover, we 
consider it to be our most important mission to tell this good news to others. We are 
“gospel people” both in our identity and our mission.  

We know how precious this message is on a personal level.  We know what is was like 
to be under the weight of our sins, to be burdened by guilt, to feel all  the holiness of 
God bearing down on us.  We know what it is like to be out of accord with others and 
with the rest of God’s creation.  It feels hopeless, like slavery, like sorrow and death.  
It feels like being lost. We also remember what it was like when we first really heard 
and understood, the gospel – when the Spirit of God assured us that we were forgiven 
and accepted by God.  It is like being born again, being newly created, being raised 
from the dead.   We who have experienced this would say that it is the single most 
significant event in our lives. 

Our world, however, does not value the gospel nearly so highly. To those who have 
never experienced its power – the gospel is at best a quaint story, a security blanket 
for guilt-ridden souls who need to feel better about themselves. Even worse some 
may consider the gospel to be a distracting falsehood which hinders us from 
addressing the world’s REAL problems: overpopulation, pollution and environmental 
decline, border security, terrorism, global economic disparity, the trafficking of illegal 
drugs and even of people. They ask “How can the wishful thinking of some first 
century Jewish zealots be relevant in 2019?  What did Paul know, after-all, of the 



internet and multinational corporations, quantum mechanics, Mars exploration, 
globalism, autonomous vehicles, genetic engineering, artificial intelligence?”  And 
even those of us who follow Christ can feel on the defensive.  Does the gospel have 
any claim in the world of 2019?  Is it just a salve to our conscience, a matter of 
personal piety and no more?  

This morning I’d like to briefly explore one of the wider implications of the gospel 
that I think is especially relevant in our times.   
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I have 2 points to make: 1) Today there are trends that are eroding and undermining 
not just Christianity’s influence but our world’s sense of what it means to be human.  
Broad, deep, and powerful social, scientific, technological currents are threatening to 
overwhelm and overturn our ideas about humanity itself.  2) Our experience of God’s 
redeeming grace in the gospel is the last and best defense against these dehumanizing 
forces.  There has been no time in history in which it has been more important for us 
to grasp firmly and proclaim clearly the gospel of grace - no time or place more 
important for us to be salt and light, for us to let our light shine among men, than 
here and now.  

The Bible gave to world, especially the western world, some of the most exalted 
ideas we have about man and man’s nature: the soul, morality, the value of the 
individual, racial equality, gender equality, love, beauty, justice, human rights. All of 
these ideas are summed up in Genesis 1, in the expression that man created in the 
image of God. Since the sixteenth century, and especially in the past two hundred 
years, the movement known as humanism adopted these exalted concepts about man, 
but rejected the idea that God created man and the universe. Humanism also 
rejected the concept of original sin. Man may be imperfect, but he is perfectible, 
given time and opportunity. God was (not in reality but in man's opinion of himself) 
elbowed aside, and in His place, man was installed as the center of the universe. But 
here something interesting happens. Having been divorced from their source those 
exalted, biblical ideas about man and man’s nature have lose some of their vitality 
and clarity.  The eternal soul gets watered down into the “self,” “consciousness,” or 
the “mind.” Reason which has a distinctly moral essence, is reduced to intelligence – 
the having and processing of information. The will, instead of being the means to 
serve God, has become the license to do anything one can find a way to do. Morality, 
love, fear, beauty, even justice and human rights have been redefined as nothing 
more than vague recollections of survival strategies, evolved under the pressures of 
natural selection on the ancient African savanna.  No matter, however, humanism 
insists that “Man is the measure of all things.”  And for quite a while we moderns 
have managed to feed ourselves upon the illusion that we might find meaning in 
ourselves and then by force of will impress that meaning on the universe around us.   

In ethics:  if it feels good, we give ourselves permission to do it.  



In Love: Who should I marry? What about this affair that I involved in?  A counselor or 
friend is much more likely to ask, “What does your heart tell you?” than 
analyze the right or wrong, the sense or non-sense of the situation.   

Economics: Is it a good car? Computer? Watch?  The customer is always right. 

Education’s highest aim is “to teach students to think for themselves.” We can't say 
why it is more important to think about A than B or even why it is more 
important to think than not think.  

In art, we have set aside the laws of perspective, blind ourselves to the beauty in 
creation and instead insist that “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”    

In government - Instead of the divine right of kings we believe in the infallible will of 
the voters.  

There is more than a little insanity here – like a dog chasing its tail.  Just this week 
the American Psychological Association announced that “traditional masculinity” is 
harmful. Brian McDermot, who helped write this guideline explained, “What is gender 
in the 2010’s? If we can change men we can change the world.” One wonders - How 
can we tell boys how to be men if we can't even tell them which restroom to go to?  

Trying to find one's meaning in oneself is like trying to anchor your boat by leaving the 
anchor in the boat.  You may have a fine new boat, a strong line well attached to the 
boat and to your fine new anchor. But if your anchor remains in the boat it doesn’t 
help in the least – the boat will go wherever the wind and current take it.  The 
picture Jesus provided is still better -  “everyone who hears these words of mine 
and ignores them is like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. The rain fell, 
the flood came, and the winds beat against that house, and it collapsed – it was 
utterly destroyed.” The humanist vision of who man is and of man’s central place 
in the universe is an impressive house – and even includes biblical ideals and 
concepts - but has no foundation and is on the verge of collapse.  

Some of the strongest winds and currents beating on humanist house are 
developments in science and technology – notably computerization and bio-chemistry.  

Consider just a few developments that threaten to drastically change how we think 
about ourselves:  

1) Better, faster, smaller computers have demonstrated that, for many purposes, 
intelligence (the ability to store and process information) is more important 
than consciousness.  In 1994 IBM's Deep Blue computer beat grand-master Gary 
Kasparov at chess. No one would have claimed that the computer was 
“conscious” or could contemplate the mysteries of the universe. But Deep Blue 
didn’t need to be conscious or contemplate the mysteries of the universe.  For 
us to trust a computer to do a task for us, the computer doesn't have to do the 
task perfectly. It only needs to do it better than we can. Today we trust 



computer algorithms to choose our travel routes, tomorrow they will drive the 
car. Today they tell us who to date; perhaps tomorrow who we should marry. 
We rely on computers to read our medical test results and prepare 
prescriptions. What if you had a sensor in your contact lens that continuously 
checked for disease markers in your tears. When it detects such a marker, your 
phone or watch would let you know that you should take the medication that 
the pharmacy has prepared and delivered to you. And by the way, the 
medication will be specifically formulated not just for the kind of disease you 
have, but also for your genetic makeup.  Computers becoming more “human 
like,” mimicking human expressions, inflections, emotions.  They already 
produce art – symphonies, poetry, visual arts - that is indistinguishable from 
human creations.   What all these marvelous developments subtly imply is that 
contemplating the universe or cultivating relationships are over-rated.  

2) How do we make choices? No matter how we treat this subject theologically or 
philosophically, we usually think of choice in personal, practical terms.  We 
think “I can do what I want to do. Therefore I have free will.” But the issue 
being raised by the new technologies is not “Can I do what I want to do?” but 
“Can I, or someone else, choose my moods, wants or desires?”  New 
developments suggest that we can. Since 1986 Prosac and many related drugs 
have proven to be very effective in treating depression. More recently at 
Hadassah Hospital in Jerusalem, doctors have implanted electrodes into the 
patient’s brain and wired them to a small computer implanted in the patient’s 
chest. On receiving a command from the computer the electrodes transmit a 
weak electric current that temporarily disable the area of the brain responsible 
for depression. Some patients report the feeling of dark emptiness that 
tormented them disappeared as if by magic. One patient relapsed because the 
battery had died. New battery, depression disappeared.   In 2013, it is 
estimated that almost 2 billion doses of Ritalin were taken by people in the 
U.S. to treat Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. A company called 
PlatoScience now offers headset for enhancing cognitive performance and 
increasing productivity. “Backed by +15 years of clinical research, neuro-
stimulation lets you take control of your brain and release your full potential in 
a safe and simple manner.” You want to learn play the saxophone, but when it’s 
time to practice you prefer to watch TV. No problem. Put on the helmet and 
you will be aching to practice the saxophone. Such developments confirm that 
“We do what we want to do,” but they go the next step and actually 
manipulate what we want to do.  

3) What about physical modifications of our bodies?  I have two artificial knees 
that I’m very thankful for. Organ transplants are a long and well established 
practice. Artificial hearts, artificial pancreas. Obiwan Kinobi “He’s more 
machine than man, Luke.” What about a face transplant as reported in NG. To 
a larger degree than knees, my face is “me.” Does giving a person a new face 



make them a different person? What about changing our DNA?  There is a 
process for editing genes, known by the acronym CRISPR - “Clustered Regularly 
Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats.” It has recently been reported that a 
Chinese researcher has altered the genes of twin girls in the hope of giving 
them resistance to the AIDS virus.  All of these developments to some degree 
raise the question “Who is the real person?” “Is there a single person?”   

These trends are forceful: There is a kind of “technological inevitability”  “If we can 
do it, it will happen.” Chekov’s rule “If a gun appears in the first act of the play, it 
will be fired in the third act.”  They are incremental: There doesn't seem to be any 
single, great decision, a dark line that we cross here, a sudden surrender of our 
humanity. Rather little by little, step by step, with little fanfare or awareness of what 
is happening, our world and with it our sense of self, is being challenged.  These 
trends are pressed upon us by the world. You may not be sure whether to give your 
child Ritalin to help him concentrate in class, but what if the other students in his 
class are taking performance enhancing supplements? What if the Chinese or North 
Koreans are giving it to their kids?  How will our kids keep up? 

Please understand that I’m not saying that we should cut our internet connections,  
burn our computers, and swear off modern medicine. None of these advances is evil 
in itself.  In fact most could be considered as blessings, wonderful discoveries that 
God has allowed smart people to make for our good.  Taken together, however, they 
seem to subtly suggest that  – man is nothing more than the (now increasingly well 
understood) physical, material processes of which his material being is composed.  
None of them blatantly denies the existence of God, morality, or the soul. But by 
increasingly filling our lives and claiming our attention, they subtly, by degrees, 
persuade us that the realm of the spirit, if it exists at all, is unimportant, beside the 
point.   

But we, and here we come to our second point, we who have experienced the 
gospel, the  power of God for salvation, know better.  

No matter what science and technology offers us, no matter how seductive and 
convenient, these novelties can not convince us there we are matter and nothing 
else. We know God. And even better - We are known by God. We have heard God’s 
voice, His Word in Christ, in the gospel, saying “I forgive you. You are mine,”  and it is 
the most certain and convincing voice that we have ever heard.  

During our last visit, I got to read C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia to my grandson – at 
least the first of those books, The Magician’s Nephew.  There is that marvelous scene 
in that book where Aslan the Lion (who represents Jesus Christ) sings the world of 
Narnia into existence. His culminating act of creation is to select two of each of the 
higher animals and give them a special place and privilege in that world. Aslan speaks 
to them and says “I give you yourselves. I give you myself.”  Jesus said, “The Spirit 
gives life, the flesh is of no help at all. The words that I have spoken to you are spirit 
and are life.” John 6:63.  



God, in giving us His Son, who is our life, has given us ourselves. This experience is a 
rebirth, a resurrection, and new creation.  We know that the greatest reality is not 
matter at all, but Spirit – the Spirit – our Father who is heaven.  It is this central 
certainty of our soul that makes us certain of everything else.  He has made us 
permanently immune to voices that would try to convince us  that we have no soul, 
that there is no right and wrong, that there is no beauty, no love, no greater purpose 
or meaning.  And above all people in the world – we are uniquely qualified to witness 
to man’s humanity, man's nature as God’s image bearers. 

Our Christian faith and experience is not merely relevant today, it is essential as a 
defense against the dehumanizing forces that are at work in our world.   

Stephan Hawking’s assertion that  

“I regard the brain as a computer which will stop working when its components 
fail,” he told the Guardian. “There is no heaven or afterlife for broken 
down computers; that is a fairy story for people afraid of the dark.” 

Now Stephen Hawking was brilliant man. There are few people in the world who 
saw and understood the physical universe better than he did. But Jesus said, 
“What shall it profit a man if he gains the whole world but loses his soul?”  

We know something that Stephen Hawking didn't didn't. And it is no credit to us.  
“Blessed are you, flesh and blood have not revealed this to you but my Father 
who is in heaven.”  

God has placed in our hearts and mouths the good news of the gospel. As Paul 
says “we are debtors – both to the Greeks and the barbarians, to the wise and to 
the foolish.” We have a charge to keep, a debt to pay.    

Let us Be thankful, Stand firm, Be consistent, Be Gospel People in 2019 
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