
“The Power of the Gospel”  

 

 

The Apostle Paul of all people was deeply aware of mortality and sinfulness 

and the shame of the human dilemma before God. But of the solution he 

says, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for 

salvation.”  

 

This morning I want to speak of the power of the gospel. But first, why 

might we be ashamed of the gospel? For most of us it is probably the 

cultural associations the gospel carries in our late-modern era. We might 

each have our own list of reasons: 

Crazy uncles of Christianity 

Sexual-abuse scandal 

Narrow mindedness  

Politicizing the gospel 

Association with nationalism and imperialism 

Increasing cultural scorn in post-Christian America/West 

Perhaps no two of our lists would be the same.  

 

•  Let’s break away from our own cultural scene and imagine a scene in 

ancient Corinth in the middle of the first century—Corinth, a thriving 

seaport at a crossroads of the Mediterranean world. A city notorious for its 

wealth and its cultured coarseness. And among students of the NT, it’s 

known for its church beset with shameful problems (see 1 Corinthians!): 

dissension in the church, scandalous sexual behavior, wayward theology, 

spiritual excesses. Paul had to write at least two large letters to deal with 

their problems! 

 

But on this day the morning sun shines brightly against the blue 

Mediterranean sky as Paul sits down with Tertius, his trusted secretary. Paul 

is beginning a three-month stay in Corinth, and his missionary vision is now 

directed toward Rome and beyond. Unlike his previous 18-month stay, when 

he had earned his way with Priscilla and Aquila in their tentmaking shop, set 

on a busy Corinthian street, Paul is now in the comfortable home of Gaius, a 

man of social stature and means. The voices of the marketplace and the 

clatter of carts and hooves on the cobbled pavement are now subdued to a 

comfortably patterned white noise outside the walls. Second to his project of 

organizing the collection for the church in Jerusalem, Paul’s major goal is a 

substantial letter to the churches at Rome, setting out his understanding of 



the gospel. Tertius, his secretary, sits across from him, his stylus poised over 

the wax tablet on which he will take shorthand notes for an initial draft.  

 

“Now, where was I, Tertius?,” Paul asks. 

 

Tertius replies: “I am a debtor both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the 

wise and to the foolish—hence my eagerness to proclaim the gospel to you 

also who are in Rome.” 

 

“Right,” says Paul. And closing his eyes, he picks up where he had left off 

before a brief break. 

 

“This sets the theme for the whole letter, Tertius—ready? Here we go: For I 

am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to 

everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the 

righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.” (Rom 1:16-17 NRSV) 

 

We’ll leave Paul and Tertius to continue working on this magisterial letter to 

the Romans.  

 

Recently I have spent a lot of time thinking about Paul’s statement that he is 

“not ashamed of the gospel.” Why? Because “it is the power of God for 

salvation.” Paul was writing from a context—Corinth-- full of memories of 

shame!  

 

And Notice: He does not say that the gospel is aligned with the power of 

God or is accompanied by the power of God. He says the gospel IS the 

power of God that works salvation.  

 

The gospel come from outside ourselves, from God. It is good news that 

addresses individuals, the church, society and the entire cosmos! It is a 

powerful divine Word.  

 

Paul reflects this there elsewhere in his letters: 

1 Thess 1:5: “Our message of the gospel came to you not in word 

only, but in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction.” 

Col 1:6: ”[the gospel] is bearing fruit and growing in the whole 

world.” 



1 Cor 2:4-5: “My speech and my proclamation were not with 

plausible words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of the Spirit and 

of power, so that your faith might rest not on human wisdom but on 

the power of God.” 

 

It is this powerful word of the gospel—framed in a letter—that Paul is 

addressing to the heart of the Roman Empire—to Christians in the city of 

Rome. Rome was the capitol of the empire, the throne of the emperor Nero.  

 

Would Paul have been surprised to learn that while he himself would arrive 

in Rome in chains as a Roman prisoner, the gospel would indeed overtake 

the empire so that one day an Emperor would call Jesus Lord? Would he 

have believed that some day people would call their dogs Nero and their 

sons Paul? (T. R. Glover) That this gospel would indeed bear fruit and grow 

far beyond the world as he knew it? 

 

 

In the imperial world of Rome euangelion, “gospel,” often referred to the 

good news of the “salvation” associated with the emperor’s rule. And in the 

OT book of Isaiah, it refers to the coming assertion of the reign of God, the 

Kingdom of God. Jesus proclaimed the “gospel of the Kingdom,” the good 

news that the grand story line of Israel, the OT, has come to its 

consummation in Jesus the Messiah and Lord of the world. At the heart of 

the gospel is Jesus the Christ, Jesus the Lord—not Jesus the moral teacher 

or Jesus our therapist or a Jesus that can be recovered from behind the four 

Gospels or other gospels, or Jesus the common denominator of the best 

features of all religions. It is a scandalously particular claim—that this 

people Israel, whose story is told in Scripture, holds the key to 

understanding history and to the salvation of the world, and that what Israel 

was to be and do is fulfilled and consummated in Jesus the Son of God who 

died on a shameful cross. It is the powerful word of God’s victory in Jesus 

Christ that redeems individuals, peoples, societies and eventually the entire 

created order. 

 

Now travel back in time over 125 years ago. 

 

It was a sunny fall day as Jimmy and Sophie Graham climbed the hill from 

Water Street on the Port Townsend waterfront to the uptown district. It was 

early November of 1889, and their ship, having left Seattle the day before, 

had made a stop in Port Townsend, its last port of call before heading out the 



Strait and across the Pacific. The Grahams were a young Presbyterian 

missionary couple, headed via Tokyo and Shanghai for the interior of China. 

Inquiring on the waterfront about churches in town. People did things like 

that back in that day. And particularly Virginians, one the son of a 

Presbyterian pastor and the other daughter of a Presbyterian theologian. 

Making their way up from the seedy waterfront to the uptown district, they 

found the rising structures of First Presbyterian and First Baptist. The 

buildings displayed the comfortable presence of Christianity in American 

culture even at this far northwestern reach of the nation. These were 

churches that the Christians in Port Townsend could take pride in. There was 

no shame in the gospel. And to be a pastor was to take your place alongside 

the respected professions of law and medicine. Even today, from Port 

Townsend Bay you can see a church steeple or two floating above the 

rooftops. 

 

Now, whether the Grahams actually stopped in Port Townsend is a matter of 

sheer conjecture. But I like to think my bit of fiction has at least some 

historical plausibility! The Grahams did leave for China in 1889, and our 

family tradition has my maternal great grandparents leaving from Seattle. So 

the people and the year are factual—very real—even if the events of that day 

are not. But I imagine them sailing through Admiralty Inlet, past Point 

Wilson, and out into the Strait—catching sight of Port Townsend, a town 

glowing with promise on the Northwestern edge of our country.  

 

As Jimmy and Sophie Graham left their culture of relative privilege and set 

out as Presbyterian missionaries to China, they may have had grand visions 

of seeing the gospel advance in China by heroic bounds. But at the 

beginning of what would develop into fifty years in China (with only 

occasional visits to their homeland), they had no idea just how much their 

world would be turned upside down.  

 

It was a life and ministry that would bring them hardships that we would not 

put up with—but also joys like which we know too little. In those early years 

of their ministry Jimmy would go out on weeks-long journeys, sharing the 

gospel in village after village on the roads extending out from their home 

base of Tsingkiang Pu. As he traveled, he would talk with fellow travelers 

along the roads. He would spend nights in public inns (filthy by our 

standards), where he was the object of fascination. Sometimes he was 

reviled, beaten, spat upon, chased outside the gates and stoned. He speaks of 

one occasion when he came to consciousness on the ground after a well 



aimed rock hit him in the head. But he continued on. And for years he saw 

none to little fruit from his effort. It must have seemed like the power of the 

gospel was waning. 

 

Plus there were all kinds of difficulties in daily life. One day, just after 

starting out from home on one of his journeys, he realized he had forgotten 

something and returned home within an hour or so, where he found his 

young wife dissolved in tears over his departure. She had always presented a 

brave front when he departed on these trips, so he had been unaware that this 

was a regular episode for her. Then there was their first child dying from 

dysentery at a young age. There were the terrors of the Boxer Rebellion in 

1900, when 20,000 Christians lost their lives. There were times when 

threatening crowds gathered outside their home. At least once, on returning 

to China from the U.S. they found their home in shambles and had to piece 

things together again. But they carried on in quiet persistence and 

confidence in the power of the gospel. They loved the Chinese. And the 

Chinese came to love them. Eventually many Chinese came to faith in 

Christ. Small churches were established and grew. A mission hospital was 

built. The power of the gospel was having its way through word and deed.  

 

Here is a letter from James Graham, written back to the US, 100 years ago: 

 
Tsingkiangpu, Via 

Chinkiang, China, 

                                     April 27
th

, 1917 

 

Dear Friend: 

 

 We have had busy times since I wrote last and it is often hard to 

get time for a letter. 

 

 The winter here was one of the hardest we have ever known in 

my nearly thirty years out here.  The Grand Canal—you know we live 

on the banks of this canal and all traffic for the south has to be carried 

on over it—was frozen up tight for about six weeks, all traffic being 

stopped in that time.  On top of that, comes the fact that we have had 

no rain to speak of (possibly half an inch) in seven months, with the 

result that the canal is now so low that practically all traffic is stopped 

again and will be until the summer rains.  This probably means a 

failure of crops, and those of us who have lived through several 

famines out here cannot think of it without a panicky feeling; it is one 



of the very worst experiences that one can go through with.  Of 

course, we do not suffer personally, but to see the suffering is about as 

hard a thing as I have ever been called on to pass through.  The 

Chinese are terribly worked up over the prospect and, for weeks now, 

have been having idolatrous processions, praying to their idols to send 

rain.  They are getting desperate now and also angry with their gods 

and, only yesterday, I saw one set out in the field, exposed to the full 

rays of the sun and wind, the people saying, “You won’t send us rain 

and we will just let you sit out there for a while to see how you like 

it.”  During this week, we have been having prayer meetings every 

day, praying for rain.  These people are so constantly breaking every 

command of God that one does not know just what to expect in the 

way of answer to such prayers, but we are leaving that part of the 

problem to Him.  He has the power to send the rain if He sees best, 

and I guess that is about all that concerns us. 

 

 For the last five weeks, Mr. Talbot and I have been visiting our 

out-stations for the purpose of examining inquirers and holding 

communion services.  Up to this time, the examination and the 

Communion services have all been held here in the main station, but 

we thought the time had come to go to the various out-stations for this 

purpose, as the women, and many others, were finding it hard to get 

into this city at the appointed time.  It meant, often,  a three-days’ trip 

each way, and staying here for several days besides, and they were 

beginning to find it a burden.  We have been to six of the out-stations 

and have one other yet to visit.  It has been a very encouraging 

experience, in some ways; we have examined about 280 people, more 

than half of who came up for the first time.  We are quite careful 

about admitting to membership and, in all these places, including the 

central station, we only baptised fifteen men and women and nine 

children.   

 

 It has been, to me, quite a striking proof of the changes that 

have taken place since the early days here when I would travel for 

weeks at a time and not meet a single Christian or a single person who 

had ever heard of the Gospel.  I well remember the first visi t I paid to 

one of the towns visited on this last trip.  I was probably the first 

foreigner they had ever seen, and the crowds gathered about me in 

such numbers that no Inn would take me as      

    

 

a guest.  As I stood by my barrow in the street and talked the Gospel 

to the people crowding and hustling me around and not very polite or 



respective in their remarks, either, I remember wondering if the Lord 

could have anything good in store for that section.  It certainly did not 

look very promising but, of course, it was my business to sow the seed 

and leave the results to God.  I tried to do it with a prayer for His 

blessing on the Word, and then passed on my way.  I went back there 

many times afterwards before there was much difference.  They were 

cold and indifferent.  But on this last visit, we conducted a 

communion service in the little chapel we have fitted up.  There were 

probably eighty or a hundred people in the room; at any rate, not 

another one could get in.  Most of them were inquirers or church 

members.  On the front bench sat the head man, as well as the 

wealthiest man, of the whole section of country.  The attention and 

behaviour was practically as good as you have in your own church 

today.  We examined about sixty inquirers, but only baptised one 

person; however, twenty-odd of us sat down together to the 

communion table.  In another town, a few miles away, we had a 

similar experience.  I had been treated pretty roughly there twenty 

years ago and not a man interfered for me.  This time, we had a good-

size room, packed with listeners, baptised one man and examined 

about forty others.  We have a school there.  The teacher is a young 

high school graduate who came to us eight years ago, a ragged little 

orphan, but is now a quite gentlemanly young fellow, as well educated 

as the average member of your congregation, who is doing a good 

work for the Lord.  I hope that, later on, he will go through college 

and seminary.  Sitting quietly and unobtrusively in the congregation 

was a man who, six years ago, was an opium eater, but he broke it off 

and has been instrumental in bringing nearly half of the Christians and 

a large number of the inquirers in that station to Christ.  I was passing 

through that town some ten years ago, selling tracts and preaching on 

the street, when an old gentleman, one of the well-to-do merchants of 

the town, came out and said that he had read some of the books and 

wanted to hear more, and would I kindly come into his courtyard and 

talk it over quietly.  You may know I almost jumped down his throat 

in my eagerness to do so.  He invited a dozen or two of his friends in 

and we sat around the enclosed a brick courtyard and talked back and 

forth, they asking all the questions they wanted to.  At that 

communion table the other day, this old gentleman and his son and 

several of those who were in the yard that day, were among those who 

sat with us at the table, and the grandson of the same old gentleman 

was baptised as an infant that day, thus making three generations in 

that one family.  

 



 At still another of these out-stations, a couple of weeks ago, we 

examined sixty-odd men and women, baptised one man, one woman 

and four children.  The people are all—most of them, at any rate—

peasant farmers, but they have built their own chapel with no help 

from us.  They have a good primary school there where the Gospel is 

taught every day, along with other studies.  The man largely 

responsible for this work is one of our old school boys, a young fellow 

who has really done a good work.  Among those who stood especially 

good examination was a young man of 33, who, as a boy eight or nine 

years of age about 24 years ago, attended a small primary school, 

which I had soon after coming to China.  He left the school before he 

was ten years old and, seemingly, had passed entirely  

out of the influence of the Gospel until, last fall, he came up for 

examination.  He had come into contact with a Christian somewhere 

and, as soon as he heard the Gospel, the old teaching all came back to 

him with force and conviction and he seemed to be almost forced to 

believe.  He is an educated, intelligent young farmer, well-to-do, too, 

and I think will be baptised at our next communion in the coming 

summer.   

 

 Well, I fear I have wearied you with all this, but you can take it 

in small doses if you want to.  It has all been very interesting to me 

and I thought it might interest you if I passed it on. 

        

 

Cordially yours in 

His service,  

         

James. R. Graham 

  

 

When the Grahams first arrived in China in 1889 they worked beside 

another Virginian family, the Sydenstrickers, who were their senior 

missionary associates in China. The Sydenstricker’s children, including their 

daughter Pearl, grew up with the Graham children. In time two of the 

Graham children would return to China as missionaries, and so did Pearl. 

She married Lossing Buck, and together they served as Southern 

Presbyterian agricultural and educational missionaries in Nanking. But over 

time Pearl grew increasingly uneasy with and ashamed of the missionary 

enterprise--and of the gospel. In the summer of 1922, in her parents’ summer 

cottage, immediately next door to the Graham’s cottage in the mountain 

town of Kuling (that summer my own mother was a newborn infant in the 



Graham cottage in Kuling) Pearl Buck began to devote herself to writing 

seriously about China. By 1931 she had published her book The Good Earth 

(Pulitzer Prize 1932). Overnight she was a publishing sensation who had 

opened the eyes of the West to the daily life of peasants in China. But to this 

she joined a growing and steady criticism of Western missionaries 

(including her father) and of the gospel.  

 

With the success of The Good Earth Pearl Buck left the Presbyterian 

mission board amidst a storm of controversy. She had aligned herself with 

Ernest Hocking, who had led The Laymen’s Inquiry into Foreign Missions, a 

group that had traveled the world studying the Western missionary 

movement and published a book called Rethinking Missions: A Laymen’s 

Inquiry After One Hundred Years (1932). It was severely critical of the 

Protestant missionary enterprise. As far as The Laymen’s Inquiry and Pearl 

Buck were concerned, it was time to stop preaching the gospel and focus 

only on educational and other social ministries. Her opinions appealed to 

Christianity’s cultured critics, and for a while she was the toast of NYC, 

where at the Astor Hotel (to a crowd of around 2,000) she gave a speech that 

was stingingly critical of the Western missionary movement. Meanwhile her 

missionary colleagues back in China felt deeply betrayed and chafed under 

the shame of their new reputation as narrow-minded bigots.  

 

In 1940 Sophie Graham died in Shanghai, and with the clouds of war and 

civil strife descending on that land, Jimmy soon retired to the States 

permanently and died in 1943. By 1950, as the bamboo curtain fell over 

China, the status of the church in China was largely obscured from the 

West—other than that they were severely persecuted. Many churches were 

burned, tens of thousands of Christians were arrested, thousands were 

executed, many Christian leaders were imprisoned for years and suffered 

torture. But some thirty years later, when the bamboo curtain was lifted, the 

power of the gospel was unveiled.  

 

Estimates were that some 100,000 to 200,000 Christians now lived and 

worshiped just in the area where the Grahams and other Presbyterian 

missionaries had ministered. These Chinese were not ashamed of the gospel, 

for they found it to be the power of God unto salvation. And the Graham 

home had been well used all those decades, as a place of worship. Today 

there is a very large church not far from that home and the old Graham home 

is used as a medical clinic. The power of the gospel had weathered and 

prospered—through deep suffering, emptiness, humiliation—under the cruel 



hand of Mao, the Cultural Revolution and Communism’s scorn for 

“imperialist Christianity.” And now there are intriguing indications that the 

Chinese government is showing an uncommon interest in Christianity. The 

Graham home is being preserved as a historical site. The power of the Lord 

Jesus Christ had not been suppressed by Lord Chairman Mao, and the gospel 

had prospered.  

 

The Laymen’s Inquiry and Pearl Buck have been shown to be sadly 

mistaken. The modernization and liberalization of Christianity had very little 

appeal in China, and little staying power under the howling winds of 

atheistic tyranny. For it was the power of the gospel of Jesus Christ—that 

gospel that seems to excite blushing shame for some moderns—planted and 

nurtured and growing in the lives of Chinese—that had prospered. Today it 

is estimated that there are as many as 67 million Christians in China (Pew 

Forum on Religion and Public Life). 

 

 

I want to emphasize that the kind of story I have told you this morning could 

be replicated a thousand times over many different places around the world. 

This just happens to be the one I know. And I tell it in the hope that you will 

keep your eye on the ball—the power of the gospel.  

 

Today, as we worship in this Victorian-era church building, we can be 

thankful for our mothers and fathers in the faith who built this structure. But 

we cannot dress up and act like we live in that era. If we are paying 

attention, we will see that the church in Europe and now in North America 

has suffered decline and is steadily losing it cultural traction. Western 

Christendom is in its twilight. The percentage of population in Port 

Townsend that calls Jesus Lord is a fraction of what it was when this church 

was built in 1889, though the power of the gospel is still having its way in 

people’s lives and bringing transformation. And if we pay attention, there is 

evidence of spiritual questing throughout our community. 

 

Are there things to criticize about Christians and missionaries who have 

carried it around the world? Sure. Pearl Buck wasn’t entirely wrong. They 

were/are like us--humans, people of their time, who made mistakes big and 

small. I see those things when I read my great-grandparents’ letters. But the 

far bigger story—the one that never seems to make the six-o’clock news—is 

that the geographic center of Christianity has shifted from its old heartlands 

of North America and Europe to the Global South of Asia, of Africa and of 



Latin America. As the African scholar and Yale professor Lamin Sanneh 

writes,  

 

“In 1900, 80 percent of all Christians lived in Europe and North 

America; currently, more than 60 percent reside in Africa, Asia and 

Latin America. The total number of believers in Africa has grown 

from 9 million in 1900 to an estimated 380 million today, with some 

estimating that the figure will increase to 600 million in the next 

twenty years.
1
” 

 

The migrations from the Global South that now have Western nations on 

edge, including our own country, are bringing with them a vast number of 

people of Christian faith, missionaries of the gospel. And they are re-

evangelizing the West. Build a wall and stop the missionaries!  

 

A few years ago a book called God Is Red was published. It is written by a 

Chinese man—not a Christian—who became curious about the strength of 

Christianity in China and interviewed Chinese Christians, many of them 

very elderly, in contemporary China. Their testimony of and appreciation for 

the work of Western missionaries who brought them the gospel is clear and 

resounding. One of those Chinese puts it this way: 

“When the Communist government rose to power, they rewrote 

history and portrayed Western Christian missionaries as monsters and 

saboteurs. Many missionaries who had worked and lived in China for 

decades were forced out of the country. All their charity work was 

used as evidence against Western countries, which the government 

claimed attempted to colonize and enslave the Chinese people. 

Christianity is thriving again in China. It is the job of historians and 

writers to uncover the historical truth and explain it to the public.” 
[Yiwu, Liao (2011-09-13). God Is Red (p. 212). Harper Collins, Inc.. Kindle Edition.] 

 

And also the job of the church! 

 

It is still as it was in Paul’s day 2,000 years ago, when he wrote, “I am not 

ashamed of the gospel, for it is God’s power of salvation.” This is the 

mysterious power of the triune God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—that 

                                                 
1
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Eerdmans, 2003, p. 41.  



transforms hearts and lives today into new creations and will one day 

transform the entire world into a new creation. 


