The Lost Gospel: A Better Story
Pastor John Rosensteel

Big Idea: The gospel is bigger and better than we could ever imagine.
Purpose: To enlarge the gospel.
Passage: 1 Corinthians 15:1-28

Verse: Mark 1:1

Opening
We have a problem

-We have a problem. By “we”, I mean the church. The church has
a problem. The data seems to suggest this problem has rapidly
increased over the last 20 years. Gallup just reported that for the
first time in 8 decades of surveys less than 50% of Americans
now participate in a house of worship. In 1999 that percentage
was 70%. It is now 47%. For perspective, that number only
declined by 3% in the six decades before 2020. Since 2020, it
has declined 23%. This drop is even more pronounced in the
younger generation. Only 36% of millennials and Gen Z regularly
attend church.
-Many pundits attribute this drop to the rising affiliation between church and politics. That
has certainly played a role. But the problem is much deeper than that. Followers of Jesus
increasingly don’t look much like Jesus. There was a recent article in Salon magazine
using data to argue that stanch atheists have higher morals than people who are
committed Christians. It contended that while most committed Christians remain
committed to protecting life in the womb, they consistently align with positions that are
pro-death once humans emerge from the womb. It was a difficult article to read.
On top of that, Christian leaders seem to be falling right and left to moral failure, followers
of Jesus are spewing unkind and vitriolic rants all over social media, we are dividing over
race and masks and vaccinations, and in a recent survey, most Christians admit their
allegiance to their political party is higher than their allegiance to the Kingdom of God.
Well, that was depressing. Thanks for coming. Let’s pray. (just kidding)
-We have a problem. To be candid, I have been deeply troubled by the state of the
church. I have been a pastor over these last 20 years. Thus, I am part of the problem. I
have been doing lots of praying and soul searching and crying out to God on the state of
the Church, on the state of our church. While I am deeply discouraged at the state of the
church, I am also entirely committed to figuring out the problem and, by God’s grace,
helping the church become the beautiful bride of Jesus.

The church is still the hope of the world. There is no Plan B. I hope to give the rest of my
life to seeing the Church restored. I am part of the problem. I hope to be part of the
solution.
Honey, I Shrunk the Gospel

-I think I know what the problem is.
Does anyone remember the movie Honey I Shrunk the Kids?
I think it came out in 1989. Rick Moranis plays this eccentric
scientist who creates an electromagnetic laser that shrinks
things. The plot revolves around him accidently shrinking his
kids and the neighbor’s kids to a ¼ inch in size. We watched
it a few years ago with our girls. It held up o.k. I think there
were a few sequels as well.
I think our problem is that we have a shrunken gospel. We
will spend ample time today defining gospel. The gospel is
our main message as followers of Jesus. It is the heart of
what we believe and are called to live out. And I think we
have a shrunken gospel which has profoundly affects just
about everything.

-When I came to this realization it actually gave me a lot of hope. People are not leaving
churches because they are rejecting the true gospel. People are leaving churches because
they find the shrunken gospel to be insufficient. And the shrunken gospel is insufficient.
There is hope. If we can rediscover the true gospel then maybe, just maybe, followers of
Jesus will begin to look like followers of Jesus and the church can once again become the
church. We have a problem. But I also think we have an answer.
Series overview

-What is the true gospel and how should it affect our lives? We are going to essentially
spend the next 12 weeks exploring that question. Our communication team told me that 12
weeks was too many weeks for a series, so we split it into two series. The first series is
called The Lost Gospel. We thought about calling it The Shrunken Gospel but that it a
really weird title for a series. Over the next 3 weeks we will deep dive into exploring the
nature of the true gospel. My goal is by the end of these three weeks, we will know the
true gospel and be able to spot false or shrunken gospels. We will then spend the next
9 weeks engaging with how the true gospel shapes and transforms things like
relationships, politics, race, money and even death. You
will be stretched and challenged during this series to see
things in a new way.
If you are looking for a most excellent little resource to
complement the series, I highly recommend the book The
Gospel Precisely by Matthew Bates. Ultimately my hope
and prayer is that this series transforms our church into

becoming the church God desires us to be. Pay attention. Those who think they know the
gospel best often know it the least. Buckle up. Are you ready?
The Lost Gospel
What is the gospel?

-What is the gospel? In a way this first message will feel like an extension of our last
series where we explored the proper meaning of significant Bible words. When you see
the word gospel in the New Testament it is almost always translating the Greek word
euangelion. In Greek, when you see the eu at the beginning of a word it usually means
good. In this sense it is a good messenger or more precisely a good message. Or, we
often say the gospel means good news.
-When the shutdown happened at the beginning of the pandemic, there wasn’t a lot of
good news. Everyone was stuck at home and a little bored. Actor John Krasinski from The
Office and many movies decided to do something about that. From home, he began to
create a little show that appeared on YouTube called Some Good News with John
Krasinski. The first episode premiered on March 29,
2020. John self-funded and produced each episode.
The stage was his living room and his wife Emily
Blunt and many other actors pitched in. It caught
fire because people were desperate for good news.
Amazing stories poured in from all other the
country. Our family gathered in our living room to
watch the episodes. I think I cried every time
because I was so desperate for some good news. Some of the episodes were viewed by
as many as 16 million people. Along the way, John raised millions for charity. We are
desperate for good news. At its heart the gospel is good news.
-But what exactly is that good news? This is where the problem begins. Over time the
gospel has shrunk.
False Gospels

-This is not a new phenomenon. Paul warned of false gospels in the NT. (2 Corinthians 11:4;
Galatians 1:6) In Paul’s day, he was being followed by Judaizers who were visiting
churches Paul planted and telling the Gentile believers that they needed to also be
circumcised. That is definitely not a church growth strategy. Thanks for coming. After your
baptism take the second door to your right for your circumcision. Why is church
attendance falling?
-False gospels are almost always rooted in self instead of rooted in Jesus. False
gospels turn us inward instead of outward. False gospels are reliant on our work and
not God’s work. By and large I think the church does a decent job of recognizing and
confronting false gospels.

Shrunken Gospels

-Our main problem is not false gospels but shrunken gospels. If I randomly selected 100
followers of Jesus from across our country and asked them ‘What is the gospel?’, how
would they respond? How would you respond? Author Lisa Harper sums up how most
people would answer: God loves us but we are sinful. As a result, we’re separated from
God. Jesus died to pay the penalty for our sins. All we have to do is believe that that His
death was enough and we get to go to heaven.
Here’s the problem. That is not wrong but it is incomplete. It is not the full gospel.
It is shrunken.
I also assume some people would respond that the gospel entails inviting Jesus into our
hearts. Can we just stop using that phrase? It is a weird and no one really knows what it
means. I think it comes from Revelation where Jesus is pictured as knocking on the door
of our hearts. But that letter is written to people who are already Christians. It makes no
sense in relation to the gospel. So, let’s stop using that line. Whew. I feel better.
-Here is another way to think about it. We often shrink the gospel according to our
ideology, or political affiliation, or church background. Followers of Jesus who trend more
progressive often reduce the gospel to a call for economic justice and liberation from
poverty. This gospel is centered on improving social conditions in our society. But you
hear hardly anything about personal sin, repentance and atonement. This shrunken gospel
leads to a gospel with no need for the cross.
-Followers of Jesus who trend more conservative often reduce the gospel to making a
decision to accept Jesus as our personal Savior so we can go to heaven when we die. But
you hardly hear anything about collective sin, caring for the poor, or stewarding creation.
This shrunken gospel leads to people who pray to be saved but never become agents of
salvation.
-The full gospel, the true gospel, the gospel Jesus and the apostles preached includes
both of those incomplete gospels and so much more. Here’s what I hope we realize today:
The gospel is bigger and better than we could ever imagine.
The True Gospel
Old Testament

-Let’s turn to Scripture so you can see I am not making all of this up. To understand the
gospel, we must start with the Old Testament. The good news starts in the Old Testament.
And the Old Testament consistently talks about the good news. God’s people were often
in exile and enslavement. To God’s people in the Old Testament, the good news involved
God keeping His promises by rescuing, redeeming and restoring them. They looked with
expectation to God for salvation. They awaited a Deliverer.
-The book of Isaiah is filled with references to the gospel. Here is one example from Isaiah
52:

How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news,
who proclaim peace, who bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation, who say
to Zion, “Your God reigns!” Listen! Your watchmen lift up their voices;
together they shout for joy. When the LORD returns to Zion, they will see it
with their own eyes. Burst into songs of joy together, you ruins of Jerusalem,
for the Lord has comforted his people, he has redeemed
Jerusalem. The Lord will lay bare his holy arm in the sight of all the nations,
and all the ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God. (Isaiah 52:7-10)
-Note that this gospel is not about personal salvation, although it would include that. It is
about so much more. It is also not about the afterlife. It is about the here and now.
Greco-Roman

-How is this idea of the gospel carried over into the New Testament? To properly
understand that we must consider the Greco-Roman context of the New Testament. The
Bible was not written to us but it was written for us. To understand it, we must
understand who it was written to. When the writers of the New Testament used the word
euangelion it would have immediately brought up images of the Roman empire. It was
very much a political word.
-We don’t have to guess about this. We have ample archaeological evidence to inform us.
One inscription written in A.D. 9 mandated that the birthday of emperor Augustus would
mark the beginning of the Asian new year.

This inscription celebrated the birth of Augustus as a renewal of the natural order and a
source of life for all the people in the Roman Empire: ‘Since Providence which created all
things and is deeply interested in our life, has set in most perfect order by giving us
Augustus, whom she filled with virtue that he might benefit humankind, sending him as
Savior, both for us and for our descendants, that he might end war and arrange all things,
and since he, Caesar, by his appearance (excelled even our anticipations), surpassing all
previous benefactors…the birthday of the god Augustus was the beginning of good tidings
for the world…(Priene inscription) There are many other inscriptions talking this way about
other Caesars as well.

-This is the lens through which the original writers and readers understood the word
gospel. The Roman Empire had its own gospel: Caesar was Lord and Savior of the world.
It had political overtones. It was about Kings and rulers and salvation for empires. With
this in mind, let’s explore what the New Testament tells us about the gospel.
New Testament

-The New Testament uses the word euangelion 77 times. Let’s do a brief survey to see
how it is used, keeping in mind what we have learned. We are going to look at a lot of
Scripture in rapid order. I want you to continually be asking yourself, How would Jesus
and the writers of the New Testament described the gospel? Here we go.
-How did the gospel writers define the gospel? Mark wrote our earliest gospel. That is
what the four eyewitness accounts of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus are called –
gospels. They are good news. Mark starts his gospel with these words which serve as the
big idea for idea book: The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah,[a] the
Son of God…(Mark 1:1) Mark and the other gospel writers believed that the gospel was
good news about Jesus, the Messiah, the Son of God.
-How did Jesus define the gospel? Let’s return to Mark’s gospel. These are the first words
Mark records Jesus saying: “The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God has come
near. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15) Six times Matthew and Luke describe
Jesus as traveling around proclaiming the good news of the Kingdom. (Matthew 4:23;
9:35; 24:14; Luke 4:43; 8:1; 16:16)
Jewish people in Jesus’ day likely understood the phrase Kingdom of God (Kingdom of
Heaven) in a similar way to Isaiah’s audience. Isaiah’s audience was in exile under
Babylonian rule. Jesus’ audience was subjugated to Roman rule. They would have
understood the arrival of the Kingdom of God as God liberating His people from bondage
and restoring them to Yahweh’s rightful rule as promised in the covenant. Many Jews in
Jesus’ day expected this Kingdom of God would arrive through a Messiah. Jesus’ gospel
was the announcement that the Kingdom had arrived and that He was the King. Jesus was
not asking people to invite Him into their hearts. Jesus was asking them to recognize Him
as the long-promised King who was about to inaugurate the Kingdom of God on earth.
-This idea of the gospel is reflected in the writings of the other writers of the New
Testament as well:
But when they believed Philip as he proclaimed the good news of the kingdom
of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and
women.
(Acts 8:12)
They arranged to meet Paul on a certain day, and came in even larger
numbers to the place where he was staying. He witnessed to them from
morning till evening, explaining about the kingdom of God, and from the Law
of Moses and from the Prophets he tried to persuade them about Jesus.
(Acts 28:23)

This is during Paul’s imprisonment in Rome. We are told Paul stayed there two years
proclaiming the Kingdom of God and teaching about Jesus.
-Finally, let’s consider 1 Corinthians 15:1-5. This portion of Scripture is the earliest creed
that we have from followers of Jesus. It was likely repeated in churches just a few years
after the resurrection of Jesus. It gives us a great idea how the earliest Christians
understood the gospel.
Now, brothers and sisters, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to
you, which you received and on which you have taken your stand. By this
gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you.
Otherwise, you have believed in vain. For what I received I passed on to you as
of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according
to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, and then to the Twelve. (1
Corinthians 15:1-5)
-I want to note a few things. Paul’s gospel is passed on from Jesus and the original
apostles. Paul says it is according to the Scriptures or based in the Old Testament. That
means it includes the covenant promises of God and the expectation of the Messiah. The
gospel saves. We will get to that. It means more than you think. The culminating storyline
of the gospel is Jesus died for our sins, was buried, was raised on the 3rd day, again
according to the promises of the Old Testament, and Jesus appeared.
-But note also that Paul refers to Jesus as Christ. Christ is not Jesus’ last name. It is not
another way to say Jesus. It is a title. Christ is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word
Messiah. The Messiah was the long-promised King that Israel was expecting. This King
would bring the Kingdom of God. Paul, in line with the earliest followers of Jesus, was
proclaiming that Jesus was that long-promised King.
-Most scholars believe the oral creed that Paul was repeating continues later in the
chapter. Paul writes:
For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also
through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive…
Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father
after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. For he must
reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be
destroyed is death. (1 Corinthians 15:21-22;24-26)
If you missed the emphasis on Jesus, the King, inaugurating the Kingdom of God in the
earlier verses, it is impossible to miss in this section.
-Let’s summarize. What did our brief survey of euangelion in the New Testament teach
us? How would Jesus and the other New Testament writers have defined the gospel? How
might this understanding of the gospel be different than our shrunken gospel?

The gospel is much more than a theological formula for our personal salvation. It is much
more than a roadmap to heaven. The gospel is a story that begins with God’s promises to
His people in the Hebrew Scriptures. It is a story that fulfills those promises and
culminates in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, the Messiah. The gospel proclaims
that the cross is not just a place of sacrifice, it is the inauguration of a King. The gospel is a
royal announcement that Israel’s long-awaited King is also the King of the world. The
gospel announces that the Kingdom of Jesus is invading and transforming all earthly
kingdoms. The gospel issues a direct challenge to Caesar and any other pretenders to the
throne—Jesus is the one and only King. The gospel is an invitation to enter and participate
in that Kingdom. The gospel is bigger and better than we think it is.
Definition
-It is time for a working definition. What is the gospel?

The gospel is an invitation for anyone and everyone to trust Jesus the Christ
as life-giving King and enter his Kingdom where all things are made right.
-The story is an invitation to anyone and everyone. The gospel doesn’t play favorites. The
gospel is fueled by grace. We don’t earn life; we are invited to receive it. This life is only
experienced by trusting King Jesus. King Jesus is the only source of true life. We don’t
have to wait to experience this life. It is a present reality.
The Kingdom of God is the place where all things are made right. This is the definition of
the Hebrew word Shalom. Shalom is the reversal of the fall. It is a state of righteousness. It
is how things once were. It is how things will one day be again.
This state of righteousness is made possible through Jesus’ death and resurrection. The
cross is the place where Jesus became King and triumphed over sin, evil, and death. The
cross is ground zero in God’s worldwide restoration plan. The gospel is bigger and better
than we could ever imagine.
-That is a brief sketch of what I am calling the full gospel or the true gospel. How does this
full gospel compare to the shrunken gospel?

Shrunken Gospel

Gospel

Individual

Collective

Transactional

Transformational

Decision (one time)

Discipleship (ongoing)

Obligation

Invitation

Saved from

Saved for

Humanity

All things

Life later

Life now

Story to believe

Story to enter

Life Lessons

We need to tell a better story

-A few practical thoughts. We will dig into each of these more throughout the series. First,
we need to tell a better story. We get our English word gospel from the Old English word
godspell which meant good tale or good story. A simple yet effective way to see the
gospel in a new way is to embrace it as a good story. We present the shrunken gospel as
a set of statements to believe. The full gospel is a story. That is why the 4 eyewitness
accounts of the life of Jesus are called gospels. They are the story of how Israel’s
long-awaited King is really the King of the world. This King of the world is set on making
all things right and has invited us to join Him in doing so.
-There is nothing like a good story. Some of the world’s greatest storytellers like C.S.
Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien were followers of Jesus. They knew the gospel could only be
understood as a story.
Our family has been reading stories together since our girls were babies. Eden and I read
Chronicles of Narnia and The Lord of the Rings together. Now Jubilee and I are reading
Chronicles of Narnia together. Our entire family read the Wingfeather Saga and we are
presently reading the Harry Potter series. There is nothing like a good story.

There is no better story than the gospel. It is the good story that shapes every story.
That is why John Krasinski’s little at home project went viral. It was filled with stories that
were good. There is nothing like a good story. Our world is absolutely desperate to hear a
good story. And there is no better story than the gospel. Instead of sharing the gospel
with 4 points someone needs to believe, we should say, Let me tell you a story…
Eternal life starts now

-The full gospel reveals that eternal life starts now. The shrunken gospel promises life
when we die. That is true. But it is only partially true. The full gospel promises life right
now. The full gospel is not about dying and going to heaven, but about experiencing
heaven on earth.
-We see this revelation in the very definition of the words - eternal life. The most popular
verse in the Bible is John 3:16. It reads: For God so loved the world that he gave his one
and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. (John
3:16) The Greek word translated eternal means lasting for an age. In John 3, Jesus is
explaining to Nicodemus how someone can enter the Kingdom of God. Jesus promises
Nicodemus that he will begin to experience eternal life or life that is found in the Kingdom
the moment he looks to Jesus the King for life. Eternal life is life in the Kingdom of God.
And that life is meant to be experienced starting right now on earth. The better translation
is that whoever believes in Jesus will begin to experience life that will never end.
-This all reminds me of fire insurance. Most homeowners have fire insurance. It is a wise
thing to have these days. The shrunken gospel is like someone gifting you with fire
insurance. If your house burns down, you will be covered. That is a nice gift. It is good
news. But the gospel is so much bigger and better than fire insurance. The gospel is
someone giving you a new house.

-We need pictures. The shrunken gospel envisions death as an abrupt end to our life on
earth as we enter life in heaven. This is why so many followers of Jesus fear death. They
picture death as the moment we are abruptly teleported into heaven. (left image)
The full gospel
envisions the
experience of
heaven to begin on
earth the moment
we begin to look to
King Jesus for life.
(right image) Discipleship entails progressively entering deeper and deeper into the
Kingdom and experiencing more and more of heaven even while we live on earth. The full
gospel presents death as entering a reality that we have already become well acquainted
with on earth.
-One of my favorite authors and thinkers is the late philosopher/theologian/author Dallas
Willard. Dallas passed away some years ago from cancer. When Dallas got his terminal
diagnosis, he asked a good friend to journey with him in writing until his death. Dallas
would often remark that he so wanted to experience Kingdom life on earth that when he
died it would take him awhile to realize he had died. Dallas was once asked to define the
gospel. He responded, “The gospel is how to get into heaven before we die.” The gospel is
bigger and better than we could ever imagine.
Followers of Jesus should be gospeling

-Finally, followers of Jesus should be gospeling. There is not a verb form of gospel in the
English language. But there is in the Greek. We see it in the first verse of the passage we
read earlier – Now brothers and sisters I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to
you…(1 Corinthians 15:1a) The most literal translation of this phrase is I want to remind you
of the gospel I gospeled to you. I don’t think gospeled is a word, but my friend Scot
translates it this way and I love it. Paul didn’t just remind the Corinthians of the gospel,
Paul gospeled the gospel, Paul lived out the gospel.
-It makes me think of the famous quote that is usually attributed to St. Francis of Assisi:
Preach the gospel at all times. Use words if necessary. The church is not just meant to
proclaim the good story with words, although we should be doing that. The church is
meant to enter the story and embody the story for all the world to see. When the world
observes and interacts with communities of followers of Jesus, they are meant to get a
sample, a preview, a foretaste of what it will be like when heaven finally and fully invades
earth. Churches are meant to be little pockets of Kingdom life; colonies of heaven on
earth. We are to bear witness of the Kingdom of God is here.
-Here’s what I have come to realize: the shrunken gospel does not adequately empower
followers of Jesus to provide the world with a foretaste of heaven. This is why most
churches are just minor revisions of the kingdoms of the world instead of colonies of
heaven. We desperately need to experience the full gospel to become the church God has

created us to be. The gospel is not just praying a prayer to invite Jesus into your heart
and be your Savior so that you can go to heaven when you die. The gospel is the
invitation for anyone and everyone to trust Jesus as their life-giving King and enter His
Kingdom where all things are made right. The gospel is bigger and better than we could
ever imagine.
Closing
Repent and Believe

-Let’s return to Jesus. What did Jesus ask people to do? We don’t have to guess. Mark the
eyewitness tells us: Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. “The time
has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good
news!” (Mark 1:14b-15) What does Jesus want us to do? Jesus wants us to recognize that
the Kingdom has come and that He is King. Jesus wants us to know anyone and everyone
is invited to enter His Kingdom. How do we enter His Kingdom? He tells us. We repent and
believe. Repent simply means to turn around. Jesus wants us to turn away from following
false gods and bending our knee to imposter and pretender kings. Jesus wants us to
recognize Him as the King of Kings. And Jesus wants us to trust Him for life. Not just life
after the grave, but life now. And our trust is not just mental assent. It is allegiance to
Jesus and Jesus alone.
-It doesn’t matter where you are in your spiritual journey. The invitation is the same. Trust
Jesus with your life. This is not a one-time decision. This is a daily decision. This is an
hourly decision. Give Him your allegiance as your King. Enter the Kingdom and begin to
experience life now that will last forever. And join the King as He is making all things right.
The gospel is bigger and better than we ever imagined.
Communion

-The Scriptures tell us that one day we will gather with other Kingdom dwellers from
every tribe, language, people and nation around a table with King Jesus. As we celebrate
the Lord’s supper, we are holding a dress rehearsal for that day. As we gather, we are told
Jesus is with us. We remember that our King was victorious on the cross as He conquered
sin and death and He offers life to all who look to Him. We remember the resurrection that
seals the promise that all things will be made right. We remember we are people of the
good news or people of the good story. We remember that the gospel is bigger and
better than we could ever imagine.
Benediction

-How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news, who proclaim
peace, who bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation, who say to Zion, “Your God
reigns!” Listen! Your watchmen lift up their voices; together they shout for joy. When the
LORD returns to Zion, they will see it with their own eyes. Burst into songs of joy together,
you ruins of Jerusalem, for the Lord has comforted his people, he has redeemed
Jerusalem. The Lord will lay bare his holy arm in the sight of all the nations, and all the
ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God. (Isaiah 52:7-10)

