THE BEGINNING OF THE GOSPEL

Mark 1:1-20

Key Verse: 1:1

“The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God. “

Mark begins his writing with the message of the beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ the Son of God. He sets the tone for the book by establishing that it is about the gospel. Through this, we can have a hope of beginning through the gospel. It is the hope of the beginning of life, the beginning of being awakened and opened to God through the gospel. This seems like a good prayer topic for me, for us, for this ministry and for our times as we begin the study, that the gospel may make us alive to God through the study.
I.  The Gospel as Beginning (1-8)

What is Mark’s gospel about? Verse 1 says, “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” Mark begins with the words, “The beginning.’ It is reminiscent of the opening of the book of Genesis, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” The gospel message is the beginning. The word of the gospel is the word of God. Just as God spoke into the darkness, “Let there be light,” so the gospel message is the light of God. The gospel is the new awakening to God, the new hope, the hope for a new creation of this world. As it was in the beginning when God spoke, when the gospel speaks, there is no darkness, for the gospel is the ever good news, which speaks eternally, and makes new and alive every time it speaks.
Then what is the gospel? Look at verse 1 again. “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” The gospel is the good news about Jesus Christ, the Son of God. The coming of Jesus is the advent of the eternal gospel—God’s gospel. There is a sure sense of the absolute from this perspective. And who is Jesus? According to Mark 1:1 he is “Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” This is one of the few times in Mark’s gospel that Jesus is referred to either way. First, when Jesus was confessed as the Christ for the first time, he immediately changed the direction of his ministry. He was revealed in his heavenly glory on the mountain. The term “Christ” had such significance. Second, he is referred to as the Son of God, a term that Mark does not use to describe Jesus in his gospel, using the term Son of Man instead. But in 1:1 Mark speaks of Jesus as Christ and Son of God. The beginning of the gospel is based on this truth, that Jesus is different and unique among men. He is the one who links the eternal God, the ever new beginning, to this world. By his coming he makes this world have to do with God.
What should we learn here? I learn that first and above all, the gospel is a holy thing, that is, the gospel has to do with God. It is not a human thing, but it is the expression, the voice, the entry of the eternal truth of God, into this world. The gospel makes this world have something to do with God. It is the single point of entry to the eternal. How? It is because Jesus Christ, the Son of God, came. It is easy to think of the gospel as a tool for our use, given by God to help us in this life, because it is the help for us. But according to 1:1, we are more helped if we receive the gospel first and foremost, as of God, and instead of making the gospel a human thing, the gospel is given to makes us, as we are, to be of God. That is the power of the gospel. That is the inherent and eternal hope contained in the message, “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” 

Now look at verses 2-3. What are the prophecies, especially Isaiah, about the beginning of the gospel? “It is written in Isaiah the prophet: ‘I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way’—‘a voice of one calling in the desert, “Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.”’” These are the prophecies, actually taken from both Malachi and Isaiah, about the coming of the messenger, one who would prepare the way for the coming of the Lord. The gospel, which is of God and of eternity, has existed in history as well. In fact, the word of God was given through prophets like Malachi and Isaiah for example, in order to prepare the coming. The gospel is not something that just dropped in unexpectedly. From an historical perspective, it is the work of God in history from the beginning, prepared through the word of God continually, and pointing toward the coming of the Lord. Mark is saying that the one to whom all the prophets and all history have been pointing to is Jesus Christ, the Son of God. It is his coming that required the necessary preparation of the word of God in the prophets, and especially Isaiah. And it is his coming that required the necessary preparation of the messenger of God.
How did John the Baptist fulfill the prophecy? Verses 4-5 say, “And so John came, baptizing in the desert region and preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” The words, “And so,” tell us a clear testimony from the author. This John who came, came in the line of the eternal gospel, which became the historical message through the prophets, and is now here. He is the messenger who comes to fulfill the prophecy of the coming of the Lord, the herald of the one to come. We might expect his coming to be on a white horse, with long trumpets and a proclamation on a scroll that begins with the words, “Hear ye, hear ye…” Then how did he prepare the way for the Lord? Look at verse 4 again. “And so John came, baptizing in the desert region and preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” The first thing to notice is where he came. He was in the desert region around the Jordan River. He didn’t come to the most populated area, nor did he come to the spiritual center in Jerusalem, the temple. He was in the desert region. Second was his preparation. The very first thing the messenger John did as a preparation was preach a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. This is how he as a messenger prepared the way for the coming of the Lord. This is how he served God’s purpose to make straight paths for him. The Lord’s coming is not by demand. It must be prepared in a spiritual sense. The Lord doesn’t come to the unprepared. The Lord comes to those who are prepared in their hearts by the practice of repentance. Think about it. For whom is the gospel good news? For whom is the message of the coming of the Lord good news? It is for sinners, which includes all people. The message is incredible, for it is not burdensome. It is the message of the hope of the forgiveness of sins. It is God’s message regarding the coming of the Lord.
How did the people respond? According to verse 5, “The 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.” This is amazing, and itself a testimony that the message is of God. How could the people of Jerusalem, the capitol city, the spiritual center, ever go all the way out into the desert to listen to John? Why would these people ever confess their sins to John? How could these people ever submit to being baptized by him in the Jordan River? But this happened. When John spoke the gospel message of God, the hope of God, the hope of new beginning and new life, worked in them. The gospel could begin for them when they heard the message of hope from John, the hope of the forgiveness of sins by God, and when they immersed themselves in that hope from wherever they were, whether the Jordan area or even Jerusalem. In fact, the gospel message cracked the well protected life of the people of Jerusalem, who were protected in every way, by the city life and by their religion. We wonder how we can call anyone out of the life as a UC student, well provided and insulated in this Christian culture, to this ministry, which is comparatively barren, which we even call the “Mustard Seed Fellowship.” But that is not the point. The preparation begins in the message of the forgiveness of sins. This is the message that becomes the awakening to God for all who accept it. This is the message that literally prepares people for the coming of the Lord. When we seem awakened to everything else, what can we do? We learn from John’s message and the response of the people the secret of repentance, the awakening to God.
Verses 6-8 describe how John lived. “John wore clothing made of camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. And this was his message: ‘After me will come one more powerful than I, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.’” John’s life, his clothing and his diet for example, were remarkable. He lived an ascetic life, without the creature comforts we are associated with, or even the comforts his hearers were familiar with. Certainly we can learn from him the life that is not consumed with material possessions. But why did he live this way? Look at his message in verses 7-8 again. John spoke of the coming one. If he lived a humble life, even to the extreme, it was to serve the purpose of his message more clearly. John was not enamored with the ascetic life, he was only illustrating that the one who was coming was none other than the Lord himself. The baptism of John was with water, but the baptism of the coming one was with the Holy Spirit. John’s message had power to awaken others to the Lord, but the coming one has power to give life and is worthy to be praised and worshipped as Lord forever. If we connect the message of John from verse 4 with the message in verses 7-8, then we can understand why John lived this way. This is how the messenger sent by God and prophesied by God lived in continual repentance before God and ultimately worshiped God. It was not just an alternative lifestyle, but it was repenting, and thereby worshiping God moment by moment, ever beginning, ever new.
What can that mean for us? This is the gospel. It is the beginning for us, the message that is always calling us back to the worship of God, to be opened to his glory more and more, day by day, to have hope and joy and life. The gospel is given by God, out of eternity, down through history, and met us in this reality today. May this gospel meet us in Mark’s gospel study, may it be the beginning for us, call us to repentance, to the worship of God, and give us eternal life.
II.  The Kingdom of God is Near (9-20)

Verse 9 says, “At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.” It was only at that time that Jesus came, after the preparation of the prophets in history and by John at that time. In this way we can understand that Jesus came himself as a servant of the gospel of God from this standpoint. Think about how Jesus fulfilled the prophecies of Isaiah and John. He is the coming of the Lord, the powerful and worthy one. But he came down from Nazareth in Galilee to meet John by the Jordan River. Why did he do this? He did so in order to be baptized by John in the Jordan. His coming was announced by John, and his revelation came through John. 

How did the Spirit support Jesus’ revelation? Verse 10 says, “As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove.” This is the description of the inauguration of Jesus’ ministry and his coming, according to verse 1, as Christ, the Son of God. How did God support this revelation? Verse 11 says, “And a voice came from heaven: ‘You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.’” This is how the gospel ministry through Jesus began. We can learn here that the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, which is the focal point of the gospel history, amounted to his bearing the torch that previous to him had been carried by the prophets and John. Jesus is without a doubt the key of this redemptive history of God. But at this time we see that the anointing of Jesus by the Spirit and by God happened through John, and it happened in the desert region by the Jordan. This is how the gospel ministry and history had its beginning in the ministry of Jesus.

So the gospel ministry of Jesus had its beginning. Then what was the beginning?  What did the Spirit do after descending on Jesus like a dove? Verses 12-13 say, “At once the Spirit sent him out into the desert, and he was in the desert forty days, being tempted by Satan. He was with the wild animals, and angels attended him.” What happened to Jesus? He was sent by the Spirit into the desert for forty days for the purpose of being tempted by Satan. The Spirit treated the Son of God as a man. From this point on Jesus is referred to by Mark—or refers to himself in Mark’s gospel—as the Son of Man, not the Son of God. This was how the gospel—the good news—began for Jesus when the Spirit descended on him. Jesus was sent by the Spirit, by God, to be tempted by Satan as a man. Why should the Son be tempted? Why should the Spirit send the Son to be tempted by Satan? But this is the beginning of the gospel. This is how the gospel begins for Jesus and for us, with the temptation by Satan of the Son. 

Then why did God send angels to attend him? Here we learn something very important. When the Spirit sent Jesus into the desert to be tempted by Satan, it was not the rejection by God or being forsaken by God. Meeting temptation is not an indication of being given over by God with no hope. Rather, through the angels who attended him, God was with his Son. When was he with his Son? He was with him at the very time he was being tempted by Satan in the desert. This too is how the gospel began, in the temptation in the desert. This should awaken us to God in the very experience of our lives which are always subject to temptation by Satan. Mark doesn’t specify the temptation Jesus underwent, nor the victory Jesus won. This is interesting. The point is that God was with him and sent angels to attend him in the midst of the temptation. For Mark, the beauty of the gospel is where it begins, in God who is with his own in all of the unbearable temptations. What should we see when we meet the truth of temptation? Mark helps us to see God, who attends us, who is with us, who sent his Son to bear all of the temptations, so that the gospel may be the beginning for us in those things.
What happened to John at this time? Verse 14a says that he was put in prison. And what did Jesus do at that very time? Verse 14 says, “After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God.” Jesus proclaimed good news when the news didn’t seem good. He proclaimed good news right after he spent forty days in the desert being tempted by Satan. He proclaimed good news when John was out in prison. Then what is the good news? Good news has to do with God. For Jesus the news was good news, for there was God, who attended him in the desert, who sent Jesus now into Galilee with the word of proclamation. 
Look at verse 15. “The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” What did Jesus mean, “The time has come?” In this case it was the time when the gospel came, when the Son came, when the proclamation of good news came. From God’s perspective, when the gospel begins, there the time has come. It is the time of God. From the rest of verse 15 we can also see the time as having to do with the nearness of the kingdom of God. How could Jesus say that the kingdom of God is near? By the fact that John was put in prison, it would seem that the kingdom of Herod was near in a practical sense. But Jesus proclaimed that the kingdom of God is near. Jesus saw the nearness of the kingdom of God when he saw the good news of God given. When the gospel has its beginning, right there the kingdom of God is near. Jesus teaches us to see God in the proclamation of the gospel, whether John is in prison. The times were certainly poor. But Jesus said, “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news.” Therefore how could they have the kingdom of God in such times? Jesus teaches us the truth of repentance. It is not the denial of the obvious. If John is put in prison, then he is in prison. But the gospel is here, and Jesus speaks. “Repent and believe the good news.” Jesus’ words awaken us to the nearness of the kingdom of God in all times. This is how the gospel begins in a practical sense. There is no gospel apart from Jesus. There is no good news when we dwell in bad news. The fact of the matter is, if John is not put in prison, does that make everything good? If my situation improves, is it good? If I have everything I desire in this world, will my life be good? But we see the difference in Jesus. He saw the nearness of God. He lived in the good news and proclaimed it. His message is the absolute beginning of the gospel for us, who always seek goodness or happiness in other things. “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news.”
Verses 16-20 are a good practical example of Jesus’ ministry on an individual level. What else did Jesus do to proclaim the good news? Verse 16 says, “As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen.” Where did he call the first disciples and who were they? Jesus called a few fishermen as his disciples, near the Sea of Galilee. He called them with the words, “Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” Later Jesus saw James and John and called them as well. How did they respond? Each of them followed Jesus at once. James and John went so far as to leave their father in the boat. Their response was immediate and sudden. They responded to the message of Jesus and left basically everything. What could the message have been? If we relate this to verse 15, it was the message that the kingdom of God was near. Was it near Galilee? It was near Jesus, who proclaimed to them the good news. Jesus is the proclamation of good news. It is not bad to fish and good to follow Jesus. In fact, Jesus promised to make them better fishermen, for he promised to make them fishers of men. Their response is wonderful, because they cast their line completely with Jesus. They put all their hopes and trust in him when they followed him. Theirs is the example of repentance. They solved nothing in their life. But they turned toward Jesus as the source of good news and life. They sought the nearness of the kingdom of God in him when they had to live as fishermen of fish. We learn from their response how the gospel can ever be the beginning for a man in this world. It is the truth of repentance, which is the continual turning to God, which for these disciples meant the following of Jesus, seeking God and the nearness of his kingdom in all things.

The gospel is the good news. It is the beginning, the newness and nearness of God, which we experience as Jesus’ followers as much we invest. May God bless this Mark’s gospel study to be the invitation to the newness and nearness of the kingdom of God, and the awakening to God’s beauty—the beginning of the gospel—for us.
