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Last week, we began our look at the gospel of Mark, noting that Mark was convicted that he was sharing good news about Jesus Christ, the Son of God. This week, we pick up where Jesus begins his ministry.

Mark 1:14-28

There are four different episodes in this short little section. Jesus proclaims. He calls. He teaches. He acts. What comes through most clearly in these episodes is Jesus’ authority. He is doing some highly remarkable things and it is kind of overwhelming to his first audiences.

Likewise, it would be overwhelming to Mark’s audience. Remember, as we talked last week, it is important to consider why Mark is writing this gospel to understand what he is saying. If he is writing to believers in Rome who are being persecuted; and even if he has an eye on the rest of the churches to which the news of persecution would be traveling, Mark is answering the question, “Is belief in Jesus Christ worth it? Who is this that I should be willing to die for him?”

We will take these four episodes in order: the proclamation, the call, the teaching, and then the action. In each, consider the question, “Who is this?” and what the answer to that question means.

First, the proclamation: there are two declarative sentences and then two imperative sentences. The declarative sentences are an announcement: “The time is fulfilled, the Kingdom of God is near.” The imperative, ordering statements: “Repent, believe in the gospel.”

The declarative sentences would have been eye openers to Jesus’ audience. Jesus was building on John the Baptist and, thus, his message would be even more shocking than John’s. You have to trace this through a little bit, but follow along if you would: 

For generations, there had been hopes and prayers for a Messiah. When John the Baptist began ministering in the wilderness, there was great excitement and anticipation. But John was about preparing the way. When Jesus comes, there is no more waiting. The time is now, Jesus says. The time is fulfilled. The kingdom of God is at hand. 

It is important to note that Jesus’ ministry and proclamation begins after John was arrested. John’s life – coming from the wilderness, proclaiming the word of the Lord, and then being arrested and handed over to be killed – is a preview of Jesus’ life. Yet in everything that happens, Jesus is greater and more significant than John. 

Jesus’ proclamation that the time is fulfilled was a profound statement: it meant that God is faithful to the promises he has made. What God promises actually happens. It may not be in the time we like or in the way we like, but that does not change the reality that what God promises he will actually make happen. 

Further, the word Jesus uses to say “time” is very precise. Jesus says it is a “kairos” moment. This is different than saying a “chronological” moment. Chronological time is like filling up a balloon with water drop-by-drop. A kairos moment is a catalytic moment, it is a pivot moment, it is a turning point. 

Chronological moments you can see coming – anniversaries, deadlines, holidays. You mark them ahead on your calendar. Not so with kairos moments. You can’t predict kairos moments. You can only recognize them when they happen. They are “aha!” moments that change everything. 

Think of this in terms of athletics. Athletes study, they train, they practice, they reflect on their experiences in order to prepare for the unexpected moment in the game that will transform the outcome. In that moment, everything changes. A great example for football fans is Franco Harris’ “Immaculate Reception” which changed not only the game and the Pittsburgh Steelers’ season, but the entire city of Pittsburgh. Why is it called the Immaculate Reception? The ball was thrown in desperation, it was overthrown, it bounced about ten yards backwards from a receiver and defender, and was picked up inches off the ground by Franco Harris and run in for a touchdown. Even the announcers had a difficult time figuring out what had happened.

But that catch, that touchdown, that win revitalized a city that had long-suffered the loss of its collective soul as the steel mills closed down. In that moment, they realized that there is hope and joy possible even in the most hopeless and joyless situation.

Imagine yourself now as a Jew, living under Roman occupation. This kairos moment is a transformative moment. Jesus is telling them, “You do not have to wait any longer for the promised One who was to come. I am he. I am the guy. I am the One whom God has been promising.” It was shocking. It was jolting. Jesus was announcing to them the God was on the move within history, within their hearing, within their lifetimes. They expected that the Messiah would deliver them from the Romans; Jesus had something much bigger in mind.

Imagine yourself now as a believer in Rome, suffering persecution and the threat of death for your belief. Mark’s report to them says that Jesus knows what he is doing. Jesus is telling them, “God is faithful to his promises. See, I am the One who was promised.”

Imagine yourself today. What are the things that worry you? What are the things that occupy your mind, your time, your energy? Jesus is saying, “I am here. I am here. Come and know me.” He is not preaching a religion, he is commanding a relationship. He is issuing an invitation to become a part of the Kingdom of God. It is a command to a relationship.

That invitation comes in the form of the two imperatives: Repent and believe the good news. Turn around from relying on yourself for salvation and security, trust in God. That’s the message. Frankly, it is a message of judgment. That Day, the day when the promised One came, was understood to be a day of judgment. Jesus commands them “repent and believe in the good news.” Those are invitations but they are also commands. 

This takes us to Jesus’ call on the first disciples.  There are a couple of things to note here. Obviously, the first thing is the authority with which Jesus speaks and that his command yields immediate obedience. Simon (who would become Peter) and Andrew are fishermen who leave their business to follow. James and John leave their father and their fishing business in order to follow Jesus. Jesus speaks and they obey.

Why does Mark tell believers about these calls? It is precisely because he wants them to have the same reaction that you and I have. “Who is it that could call and make people drop every other priority: business, family, loyalties? Who has the authority to make everything else secondary in comparison?” As we read this, if you are at all like me, you try to think, “Well, they must have known who he was. They must have been thinking about this for a while. There must be something more to this than simply a command and their obedience.” 


There’s not. Mark does not allow us to go down that road. “Immediately they left their nets and followed him.” “Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men, and followed him.” Mark is saying that they obeyed his command and that there was nothing – nothing – that was more important than that response. Simon had a wife (as we will find out next week). James and John left their father. These were businessmen who abandoned their livelihoods on the spot in order to respond to the call that Jesus gave. To believers in Rome, the message must be that these disciples considered the hardships to be minor in comparison to the benefit of following Jesus. 

What do we need in order to follow Jesus’ commands? This is where our Old Testament reading is a great challenge. Naaman is a great man, but he was afflicted with a terrible problem: leprosy. That usually marked a person to be ostracized and avoided. He hears through his wife (a smart man always listens to his wife) that there is a prophet who could cure him. That prophet happened to be Elisha. Elisha tells Naaman to go and wash seven times in the Jordan. Naaman is irritated because it seems too simple. 

Ever feel that way? “Receive Jesus as your Lord and Savior and believe that God raised him from the dead.” Is that it? Shouldn’t there be more to it?

Then, look at the wise advice the servants give Naaman. “If the prophet had commanded you to do something difficult, would you not have done it? How much more, when all he said to you was, ‘Wash, and be clean’?”

Like Naaman, we want to earn our salvation. Our great movies and national stories are quests and adventures. Difficult obstacles must be overcome by heroes who then receive the reward they sought. Salvation does not work that way. We cannot earn it. It is a gift.  Repent and believe the good news. Go and wash in the blood of Jesus.

Returning to Jesus’ call to Simon and Andrew; here’s the other part of the call we may have missed as we have taught this episode to our children; I remember a little song about being “fisher of men, fisher of men.” It was cute and the idea was that it was a fun way for children to understand that it is good to share Jesus with others. That’s true, by the way. However, Jesus was not simply being clever and using wordplay with these early disciples; he was calling them to participate in a bigger part of God’s eternal plan and promise. 

You see, the “fishers of men” refers back to several Old Testament prophesies dealing with the coming judgment. For example, Jeremiah 16:16 says, “I am now sending for many fisherman, says the LORD, and they shall catch them…” and this is why, “For my eyes are on all their ways; they are not hidden from my presence, nor is their iniquity concealed from my sight. And I will doubly repay their iniquity and their sin, because they have polluted my land with the carcasses of their detestable idols, and have filled my inheritance with their abominations.” So also with Ezekiel 29:4; Amos 4:2; and Habakkuk 1:14-17. 

So, in both Jesus’ initial proclamation and his first call to the disciples, he is pronouncing that he is the promised One through whom the Kingdom of God will be ushered in. He is, in his person, judgment. His coming is “that day.” His words have authority and his command demands obedience. 

Is it worth believing in Jesus? Who is he that commands attention? He is the promised One of God and the one through whom judgment will come upon all nations – powerful and weak, large and small – and it is his truth and his word that will prevail. Again, to those suffering persecution, the knowledge that Jesus is the promised One, and that his life and command is more powerful than even the most powerful government or nation on earth, would be an affirmative answer to the question, “Is belief in Jesus Christ worth it?”

Third, Jesus goes to the synagogue and teaches with authority. Mark does not give us the substance of Jesus’ sermon, but it seems fair to assume that it would have been consistent with the message he has been giving in Galilee, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent and believe the good news.” 

Mark’s report here turns from Jesus to the reaction of the people. Here, he is more interested in the people than in quoting Jesus. “They were astounded.” That’s more than simply a “how about that” kind of response. It is one of alarm, of fear, of astonishment. His pronouncement of the nearness of the Kingdom of God – and the attendant judgment – is what we now call a “come-to-Jesus” moment. We call those moments of accountability and veil-piercing clarity “come-to-Jesus” moments because they provoke in us a hard, honest look at our own lives and we see – sometimes with great chagrin – where we have failed to measure up. 

With conversion as the goal, evangelists in the 19th Century employed a new set of tactics, called “new measures.” According to these tactics, revival meetings were often held outdoors. They were intentionally long and went late into the night. Those in need of conversion were mentioned by name in spoken prayers and sermons. To further goad these wayward souls towards a conversion, they were sometimes seated on the “anxious bench” where everyone's attention could fall on them.

Yet, in the gospel of Mark, it was the entire congregation on anxious benches and it was Jesus’ presence and teaching that made them nervous. 

When you think of being brought into the presence of complete holiness, what is your reaction? For me, that thought immediately surfaces in my mind times and places where I have said things in anger, where I have avoided things that would embarrass me, where I tried to hide from accountability. 

You probably read in the Celtic about how I was an attorney before God called me into ministry. When I was in my first year of law school, I had two semesters of contracts. Now, many of you have seen the movie “The Paper Chase” where the Smith-Barney guy was a law school professor who scares the pants off the first year students. Rest assured, we all saw it, too. In law school, they use the Socratic method in which the Professor calls on a student and you have stand up and answer the questions. Well, in this class I made it through the entire first semester without being called upon. Midway through the second semester, it started to circulate that I had not been called on again. People to my left and to my right, just in front and just in back were all getting called on for the second and third time. As the second semester drew to a close, I continued to dodge the bullet. As the last class finished and I had not been called on, I walked out and was congratulated as a victor. 

Ahh, but the story does not end there. A not-so-voluntary review session was held. The professor walked in and began with, “It has come to my attention that I have made a grievous error. I have been informed that one of my students has not had the opportunity to engage in dialogue with me. So, Mr. Davis, having attended every class for two semesters, would you please share with all of us what you have learned this year?” The moment of accountability. 

There was much laughter and a good spirit about that moment. Many other students came up afterwards and remarked how they wondered what they would have said if they had been put in a similar position. Yet, the people to whom Jesus was speaking were not in that same festive mood. It was not, “tell me what you have learned;” instead, it was, “show me your life.” They were all in that position of sensing the judgment of God entering the room. 

Fourth, Jesus manifests his sovereignty over things which humans cannot control.

While Jesus is teaching with this authority, a man with an unclean spirit heckles him. We are just going to touch on this, though the encounter between Jesus and the unclean spirit is thick with drama. The spirit attempts to control Jesus by identifying him by name, “Jesus of Nazareth.” The spirit attempts to draw the crowd onto his side by identifying with them and the fear of the judgment that comes along with the promised One. The spirit asks rhetorically if Jesus was there to destroy them all. Then, the desperate attempt to control Jesus by identifying him as “the Holy One of God.”

Yet Jesus was not controlled by the spirit’s efforts. Instead, he rebukes the spirit, “Be silent, and come out of him!” The spirit does not do so willingly, but does so regardless because it is powerless to stand against the command of Jesus. 

The silencing and expulsion of the demon is the proof of the judgment Jesus has come to initiate. Further, that Jesus did not use any kind of incantation or special ceremony or specific technique – but had simply issued a command – was a tangible demonstration of his authority to speak in judgment day terms.  No wonder they were astounded and asked, “What is this?” 

Jesus’ call to “repent and believe the good news” means that he is calling us to follow him and grow as citizens of the kingdom of heaven.  

Bringing this home to us: most Americans want to go to heaven. Yet many people would prefer to not have to believe in Jesus and still get into heaven. Friends, there are no illegal immigrants in heaven. Jesus’ call to obedience is an obedience to him personally. He is personally calling you and me.

So why don’t we trust him? Right up front, Mark is showing how Jesus has the authority to say and do what he does – and that Jesus is trust worthy. What is it that you and I hold onto because we do not trust him? What is it that you are waiting to see before you will trust God to be faithful to the promises he makes in Scripture? 

· If you have never had a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, what is it that you are waiting for? What has to happen in order for you to believe? If God is convicting your heart this morning for the first time and you are ready to receive Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, I invite you to come forward during the offering or after the service to meet with our Gardener Minister Margaret Smith for a time of prayer. 

· If you are a believer, what is binding or constraining your faith? Is it the fear of what others will think? Is it concern over the time that being a disciple of Jesus might take? Are you willing to be honest with yourself and with others and with God about your finances? About your ambitions and desires? What is holding you back from following?

Conclusion

Jesus’ first preaching, his first calling, his first teaching, his first action all declare that the promised One of the LORD has arrived, that judgment day is near, and that the people are called to a relationship with him. Mark is demonstrating Jesus’ complete authority and trustworthiness: Jesus knows who he is, he knows the message he has to proclaim, he issues commands with the (realistic) expectation that his word will be obeyed, and he begins the process of ushering in the Kingdom of God within history. He encourages them, “Yes, belief in Jesus Christ is worth it.”

So, as you go forward from this place today, I invite you to have a “come-to-Jesus” moment: look at your life and consider what it means to know that in Jesus, “the time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news.” As Mark points out, knowing Jesus personally is good news.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. 
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