The Beginning of the Gospel

Mark 1:1-13

1:1 – The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

The prayer for Mark’s gospel study is to tune our ears and our hearts to what the author Mark is saying.  May God help us to speak, know, and testify like Mark through our personal study and message writing.  Amen.

The introduction of Mark’s gospel states, “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  Mark is writing with deductive reasoning.  He starts with the conclusion and continues with the premises that support this conclusion.  But what is different between his deductive reasoning versus so many writers’ in the world who do the same thing?  It is a singular, bold declaration that denies all things.  It is like a supernova which forever changed reality.  He is proclaiming that there is the beginning, that there is the gospel, and that this gospel is about Jesus Christ who is the Son of God.  There is no hint of any doubt or shame in this declaration.  It stands as it is.  So what does the beginning imply here?  The beginning implies that the new has come. The beginning is the opening to the new reality.  It is where God is, who is reigning, who has revealed himself through the gospel.  The gospel is what caused the beginning.  It has made everything new. What is the significance then of this gospel, or story?  The book of Mark is simply the story of the person named Jesus Christ.  It records what Jesus said and did.  Yet, this narrative unequivocally testifies from the beginning to the end that he is the Son of God.  He has become the new beginning for us, as those belonging to God.  Because of him, we are bound to God who is forever new.  When Mark saw and heard what Jesus did, his only conclusion, his only confession, could be verse 1.  May God bless us to dwell in the beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ that our own lives may always be new, may always testify to him, the Son of God.  Amen.

After declaring the beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, Mark immediately proceeds to support this claim from the Scriptures.  “2It is written in Isaiah the prophet:  "I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way"— 3"a voice of one calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.'”  God himself spoke these very words through his prophet Isaiah 700 years before Christ came.  He did so to guide the Israelites and us to the Christ, to be awakened to him.  Here, the beginning of the gospel signifies God himself.  The gospel is God initiated, not man made.  God himself is the very origin, the very beginning.  So for millenniums, he has been declaring the coming of the Lord and he would do so when he sent his messenger to prepare the way.  The prophesy by Isaiah reveals the living God and the unrelenting faithfulness of God who had been preparing the way ever since he called Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, when he formed the nation of Israel, when he foretold that the Lord would come from David’s line.  The messenger God sent would himself be a sign of the beginning, of the new.  The messenger would make straight paths for the Lord.  He would make straight the hearts and souls of the people to await the Lord.

Who then is this messenger?  “4And so John came, baptizing in the desert region and preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”  The words “and so” show that God appointed John to be this messenger of the Lord.  He is the voice of the one calling in the desert as is prophesied about him.  This voice was preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  That was how he prepared the way for the Lord.  He made the hearts of the people fertile ground for the Lord to do his work.  And that work, as is revealed here, is the repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  The Israelites, until this time, had been following the sacrificial system prescribed by God through Moses.  Each person was atoned of their sins by the sacrifice of a bull, ram, or dove.  This was the practice ever since the establishment of the nation of Israel.  Very few, like David, discovered the blessedness of being forgiven of their sins, whose transgressions the Lord would never count against them.  Others settled down in the sacrificial system, not realizing that it testified to the Lord in the forgiveness of sins.  But now, this blessedness is declared to all people who were blind to it though God had been declaring it through his prophets like Isaiah.  It is the new.  It is the Life.  The beginning of the gospel is the coming and ruling of the Lord by the forgiveness of sins to give Life to his own.  Amen.  

What was the response of the people to John’s message?  “5The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went out to him.  Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River.”  The fact that so many people came to John showed the deep seeded problem of even the Israelite people, those chosen by God.  They were helpless in sin.  Though they had the synagogues, the religious structure, they were dead to God.  But when they heard the message of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, they became alive to God.  They heard their Lord calling them to repentance through the messenger.  The message of the Lord worked mightily in them.  Everyone alike, young and old, rich and poor, religious and secular, came before God and confessed their sins openly.  Nothing like this ever happened before.  It must have been quite a scene!  The coming of the Lord became the reality to them, not mere words spoken long ago.  Through the message of John, they witnessed, heard, and underwent the concrete, real deliverance by the Lord.  They were baptized with the full assurance and anticipation of the coming of the Lord and his salvation.  They were eagerly waiting to be baptized into the Lord’s forgiveness of sins.  We learn here to prepare the way for the Lord as John did.  Many times, we want to make UC students to obey, to follow.  I admit that I have done that myself with students, to use the Bible to convince them to obey.  However, that is not making straight paths for the Lord. 

The Lord came to forgive sins.  Like John, as the Lord’s messengers, we ourselves should seek first the Lord until he is real, as real as you and me, and the forgiveness of sins is real.  Then, we are indeed the Lord’s messengers, like John, to be used by him for the repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  The message is to help students to be awakened to God who has called them to belong to the beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ.  May God especially help us now in the new direction for the student ministry led by student shepherds.  May the gospel of Jesus Christ be the gospel of the Son of God for us that we may prepare the way for the Lord at UC.  Amen.

According to verse 6, “6John wore clothing made of camel's hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey.”  At first glance, some may think that John wanted to be close to nature.  Others may admire him for his simplistic lifestyle.  However, when keeping in mind that he is God’s servant, we rather see a free person.  His life shows that he was not worried about what to eat or what to drink or what to wear.  He knew God gave such things.  He was not a slave to the struggles for survival like so many others during his time were.  In this brief description of him, John depended on God for his provision.  He was bound to the Lord for whom he was serving, for whom he was going ahead to preach a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  For me personally, my life has only gotten busier and it will continue down that course.  But indeed, it is God who provides and he has opened the way for me to seek him in the midst of being busy with many things.  That is where I am learning who the Lord is and what his faithfulness is.  It is a life of continual repentance before God.  The labor for survival, which was a curse in Genesis 3:17, will become a blessing because of my Lord Jesus Christ and the hope which has been produced in me through his Name.  John’s message in verses 7 and 8 shows that his life is solely for the seeking and revelation of God and his kingdom.  He said, “… After me will come one more powerful than I, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. 8I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”  John did not use the attention he received from so many willing listeners to speak of anything other than what the Lord had given him to say.  The description John gives of the one who would come after him reveals a kingly status.  For even John, the top servant, was not worthy to stoop down and untie the thongs of his sandals.  John may have come first, but as he freely testified, he is the unworthy one.  He baptizes with water but the one after him baptizes with the Holy Spirit.  And thus, it is the Lord whom John is testifying and whom Isaiah prophesied who has the power and authority to baptize with the Holy Spirit.  We see that the Lord who forgives sin is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.  He is creating a new person by the baptism of the Holy Spirit.  Thus the forgiven sinner begins a new life.  He is also included in the beginning of the gospel which will created many who belong to God as a new person created of the Spirit.

Who then is the person John speaks of in his message?  “9At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.”  Why did Jesus, the more powerful, for whom John served, come to John to be baptized?  Shouldn’t it be the other way around?  After all, Jesus has the better baptism.  But Jesus’ own baptism was his preparation and testimony that he submitted himself to God the Father.  Though he is the greater in comparison to John the Baptist, he came like John, as a servant of God.  Though he is the Son of God from the beginning he submitted himself to God as his servant.  That was truly the beginning of man’s submission to God.  He had been waiting in Nazareth of Galilee for his right time.  When the time came, he received John’s baptism as the preparation to serve.  He, too, was baptized into the repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  It is the submission of mankind by him as a representative of all people.  He brought to God the condition of man as a mortal to ask for help as their representative, as their Champion.  God would deal with the issue of all mankind in Jesus.  No one before and no one after Jesus had ever done that before and no one could except Jesus.  He became the representative of the people of Israel and through that of all mankind on behalf of Israel which was chosen to present all mankind as a high priest for their salvation.  Thus it was through his baptism that he is revealed as the Promised One as prophesied by Isaiah.
What signs were given to confirm this?  “10As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. 11And a voice came from heaven: "You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased."”  The Spirit was eager to come to Jesus, so much so that the Spirit tore open the heaven to come to Jesus immediately.  This shows that God did not wait a second longer than the time he had designated for his Son to appear to John and the people.  When the time came, the Spirit descended on him in haste.  How many of the people in the Bible had looked forward to this day?  We see the glorious picture here of the unity between the Spirit and Jesus, the Man, for he is the Son God.  Not only so, the Father showed his approval of his Son whom he loved.  There has never been one who pleased God this much.  Jesus is unique in that aspect.  And thus, through Jesus, the Spirit would now come and descend on many, creating the sons and daughters of God in the line of Jesus.

After such a glorious account of Jesus’ entrance and baptism, what happened next?  “12At once the Spirit sent him out into the desert, 13and he was in the desert forty days, being tempted by Satan. He was with the wild animals, and angels attended him.”  This part is still the beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ.  The very Spirit which descended on Jesus followed by the Father’s praise of the Son is the same Spirit which led him to be tempted.  These seem like two opposing realities.  Why did the Spirit do such a thing?  Isn’t Jesus who is revealed as the Lord beyond temptation?  Isn’t he too holy and divine?  He was.  However, he was subjected to temptation and the suffering that accompanied it.  This shows Jesus’ humanity.  He became like man in every way.  By being tempted, he bound himself to his own, making himself one with them.  He bound himself to the suffering of his own making himself to be subjected to suffering. He took the burden of the creation on himself.  In this way, he became their beginning and salvation!!!  What a wonderful way to open a new beginning of life for us!  There indeed is no other way of salvation of mankind, no other name by which we can be saved.  Praise Jesus!

Not only was he being tempted by Satan, Jesus was also in physical harm.  There were no other humans there in the desert with him.  His companions, however, did include wild animals like lions.  During these forty days, he fasted.  He was subjected to the extreme both spiritually and physically.  So where were the Spirit and the Father during this time?  Did they look away?  No, the fact that angels attended Jesus meant that God was with him during those forty days and nights.  The presence of God did not exempt Jesus from all the suffering he had to undergo like the temptation.  However, Jesus was not alone nor was he lonely.  Rather, God was undergoing the temptation with Jesus.  The Spirit who had led Jesus to the desert did not go away as a hired hand would do.  He was with Jesus.  How do we know?  Didn’t he come down onto Jesus?  He did.  That is what God does with us by his Spirit as we suffer in temptation.  He is suffering along with us.  We should hear his groaning in our minds. We should hear in the gospel narratives their broken hearted conversation on behalf of us for Jesus revealed all those sufferings of God while he was on earth.

He gives us the victory.  Jesus’ preparation before his earthly ministry began would not have been complete unless he was first led into the desert to be tempted.  His temptation is a part of the beginning of the victory by the gospel, the victory which has come upon us through him.  This truth sheds light into the next passage.  Jesus did not begin preaching until John was put in prison.  He appears as numb to John’s situation or has a kamikaze attitude that no matter what happens, the show must go on.  But because Jesus himself suffered, we see that he joined John in the seemingly hopeless situation but not with pity or sorrow but with the presence of God as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God.  That is why he said what is recorded in Mark 1:14-15. Let’s read those verses. “After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. ‘The time has come,’ he said. ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!’” Amen.  I’m learning now the enigmatic message and the puzzle some attitude of Jesus.  We are in the new beginning and that we are always in the new beginning.  Indeed the New has come and the Old has gone.  Amen.  Thank God that we are called into the beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ.  Thank God who brought the forgiveness of sins through him.  Thank God that this beginning included the temptation of Jesus.   May God have mercy on us and help us to listen to the words of Mark each week as we offer ourselves to him through personal study and message writing while we go through temptations and sufferings. May Jesus be the Son of God to each of us and to many through us. Amen.
Let’s pray.

