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 There is a Roman temple inscription dating to about the time of Jesus that 
reads, “the birthday of Emperor Augustus was the beginning of the Gospel for the 
world. Actually, we would more commonly translate it, “the beginning of good 
news for the world.” The Greek word for “Gospel” is euvagge,lion.  It is also the root 
word for evangelism. It means an “announcement” of something very positive and 
good. Good news. 

 We are so accustomed to hearing the word “Gospel” applied exclusively to 
the Christian faith, and particularly to the story of Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection, that when we hear it used in reference to a worldly leader it sounds 
very strange — as though someone has “stolen” our sacred word from us. 

 But the fact is, it is just a word, and a fairly common one at that – a word that 
means “good news” — or in its more Christmas-like version, “glad tidings.” It is 
what the angel said to the shepherds, out in their fields: “Behold, I bring you good 
news of a great joy.” Euvagge,lion. Gospel. 

 The Romans believed that the birth of their great emperor Augustus was the 
beginning of “good news” for the world, because he was a great leader, and ruled a 
vast empire. His birth clearly represented prosperity, at least for Roman citizens. 

 The gospel. The good news. The “glad tidings” of great joy which 
(according to the angels) “will come to all the people.” What is it? And what is 
good about it? It certainly doesn’t seem to be “good news” in the same way that 
the birth of Augustus was good news. While a few people through the years have 
managed to get rich off of Christianity, its “benefits” have been generally less 
“tangible” — and sometimes have appeared to be downright elusive. 

 William Barclay has compiled a nice list of “Gospel meanings” . . . based on 
Paul’s writings. At various points in the apostle’s letters, Paul specifically refers to 
the Gospel as the good news of truth, the good news of hope, the good news of 
peace, the good news of God’s promise, the good news of immortality, the good 
news of the risen Christ, and the good news of salvation. 
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 The good news. What is it? We might describe it in different ways, or 
highlight different “aspects” of it. But at its core, the good news has to do with 
God’s involvement in our midst — the fact that we are not alone. It is our 
affirmation that God exists, and not only exists but cares, and doesn’t just care, but 
is actually involved in the world, guiding the course of human events, and that 
awareness begins with the celebration for which we are preparing – the event we 
call the “incarnation,” when God’s presence and care was demonstrated in His act 
of actually joining the human race in the person of Jesus Christ. 

 And so Paul can speak of the Gospel in terms of the destination or goals of 
the Christian life . . . of peace, and salvation, and immortality. But those are goals 
exist because God cares – and cares enough to join with us in the journey. 

 “The beginning of the Gospel . . . the good news . . . of Jesus Christ, the Son 
of God,” begins Mark’s account. And what did he identify as the “beginning,” the 
starting point? The birth of Jesus? No, as I said last week, he didn’t even mention 
that. Jesus’ baptism? Well, yes, he gets around to that event very quickly. But he 
doesn’t start there — because in order to understand that event, you have to look 
back into Israel’s history. 

 “As it is written in Isaiah the prophet, ‘Behold, I send my messenger.’ ” 

 And with those brief words, Mark affirms the truth of the two thousand 
years of experience and tradition that preceded him — the history of the people of 
Israel, as they struggled to understand who God is, and what God expected them to 
do. 

 The “beginning” of the Good News — the beginning of the Gospel — is 
God at work in the world preparing for its actual arrival, so that the “Christ event” 
would not be “isolated” and “unnoticed,” but would rather be recognized as the 
fulfillment and completion of a long preparation. 

 So now, what does that mean for us? 

 Well first of all, it means that our best “proof” of God’s activity in the world 
comes not from our expectations about the future . . . or our own (or anyone else’s) 
ability to predict it . . . but rather from our assessment of how our own past has 
“prepared” us for what we are now experiencing in our lives. 

 If we believe that God is truly guiding the world, including the course of 
human events, then we, too, should be able to find connections between our past 
and our present. 
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 And just as in ancient times, when “recounting” the great and mighty deeds 
of God strengthened and encouraged the Israelites in their times of trouble, and 
gave them hope and even a sense of peace in their present circumstances and about 
their future, so too will we become more thoroughly convinced of the good news of 
God’s presence and care . . . as we look back over our lives. 

 Isaiah, before even mentioning the one who is coming to “prepare the way” 
states in no uncertain terms the effect of the good news that is coming: “comfort, O 
comfort my people.” The good news is comfort for the afflicted – the afflicted in 
body, the afflicted in spirit, the afflicted in mind and heart. Because comfort is the 
result of not being alone. Comfort requires a “Comforter.” 

 That’s what Isaiah proclaimed was about to “burst forth” in Israel – God’s 
Comforting presence: “He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the 
lambs in his arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep.” 

 Isaiah, of course, thought that “Comforter” would be Israel’s next earthly 
leader – a great new king (not unlike a great Roman emperor) who in Israel’s case 
would win their freedom from bondage and re-establish them as their own 
kingdom. We Christians proclaim that the actual fulfillment, in Jesus Christ, 
transcends earthly kingdoms altogether – whether Israel’s or Rome’s, or 
America’s, or any other.  

 Because Christ came to rule out hearts. The good news that was coming into 
the world was the message that all people everywhere can not only know God’s 
comfort, but they can share it, in community and communion with others. 

 It’s what we are here on this earth to do – to comfort each other. We even 
say as much in our services of commitment, like our marriage service: “to comfort 
each other in sickness, trouble, and sorrow.” Our Presbyterian Book of Order 
proclaims: “God sends the Church to show compassion in the world: feeding the 
hungry, caring for the sick, visiting prisoners, freeing captives, sheltering the 
homeless, welcoming strangers, comforting those who mourn, and being present 
with all who are in need.”  

 Of course, the challenge of God’s comfort is coming to terms with why it is 
needed in the first place – with why we “live in darkness,” and feel abandoned and 
alone. And that reflection is what this Advent season of “preparation” is all about. 
Advent is about waiting. It is about learning how to wait. Learning how to live 
with patience. We are a people who want “instant gratification” in every aspect of 
our lives — including our faith. 
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 And for reasons that on this side of life we will simply never know, God just 
doesn’t work that way, most of the time. God knows the span of our lives, and sees 
us as on a journey. We need to do the same. We need to be patient, take small 
steps, wait for God’s time, and have trust that the fulfillment will come. 

 As Peter put it in our Epistle lesson this morning, “with the Lord one day is 
like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day. The Lord is not slow 
about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting 
any to perish, but all to come to repentance.”  

 Waiting . . . patiently . . . has always been the hardest part about Christmas 
— which is probably why we start celebrating it long about Thanksgiving weekend 
. . . and advertising for it well before that. 

 But I ask you to remember that “the beginning of the good news” was God’s 
work of revelation long before the events in Bethlehem. And also, that the end of 
the good news — the glorious time of complete fulfillment and restoration — lies 
still far ahead. 

 So wait. And watch. Practice patience, and trust. And most importantly of 
all, learn to appreciate the present moment. God is at work, here and now. You 
might not see it. You might not understand until you are looking back on this 
moment in time from the perspective of more time, but God is at work. And we are 
all a part of that work. And that is truly good news. 

 To God be the glory. 


