THE BEGINNING OF THE GOSPEL ABOUT JESUS
Mark 1:1‑20

Key Verse: 1:15
"The time has come," he said. "The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!"

Mark, the author of this gospel, grew up in Jerusalem. He accompanied Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey, but the hardships of the missionary journey proved too much for him, so he left them and came home. Later, when his cousin Barnabas wanted to take him on the next journey, Paul refused; Paul and Barnabas split up over this issue. Later, Mark came to know Jesus personally through Peter. Peter called Mark, “my son Mark.” (1 Peter 5:13) Mark’s relationship with Peter seems to parallel Luke’s relationship to Paul. Mark recorded this gospel based on Peter’s eyewitness accounts of Jesus. Mark 10:45 is the key verse of this gospel, which says, "For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ran​som for many." Through Mark's Gospel study, we want to learn Jesus’ servantship. Today’s passage begins with verse 1, “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” In this pas​sage we learn how Jesus began his earthly messianic ministry.

First, John the Baptist prepares the way for Jesus (1-8). The gospel of Jesus began with Old Testament prophecy. Look at verses 2‑4a.  "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."’ And so John came." In the Old Testament God had promised that he would send his one and only Son Jesus as the Savior of the world (Gen 3:15, Isa 9:6). God had also promised that before the coming of Jesus, he would send his forerunner to the world in order to prepare his way (Isa 40:3-5, Mal 4:5). Since God spoke through Malachi, the last prophet in the Old Testament, 400 years had elapsed. It seems that God forgot about his promises. But when the time drew near, God broke the silence. God sent his forerunner John according to his promises. Verse 4a says, “And so John came.” What a magnificent statement it is! This means that God is living; he did not forget his ancient promises but is faithful to keep all his promises. 

As was prophesied, John the Baptist came to prepare for Jesus' gospel work by preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (4b). Preparing people’s heart to accept and welcome Jesus is not easy at all. It is humanly impossible. People may look good outwardly, but inwardly people’s hearts are like the desert. How wonderful it will be if there is a highway through the desert. But the desert is not like that. It has hills, valleys, rough places and crooked paths. Likewise, each person has different kinds of hearts. People’s heart can be as proud as hills, as depressed and hopeless like valleys, as angry, impatient and unkind as rough places and as crooked and dishonest as crooked roads. John was sent In order to help people be ready to welcome Jesus as their Savior and Lord. This was John’s preparatory work. It required John to have a deep understanding of sinful humanity as well as God’s merciful divinity. One person told me that he really wants to help his friend but he does not know how. Often we feel helpless to help others and even ourselves. Let us see what John did and learn from him.

John preached a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. In other words, John told people "Repent!" Repentance is not as bad as we think. In the Bible the word, “repentance,” appears about 21 times in the New Testament. Acts 11:18 says, “repentance unto life,” Acts 20:21 says, “repentance toward God,” 2 Corinthians 7:10 says, “repentance that leads to salvation,” Hebrews 6:1 says, “repentance from acts that lead to death.” Therefore, repentance means 1. Acknowledging that we are sinners before God, 2. More practically, throwing away acts that lead to death and God’s righteous judgment, 3. Positively turning toward God in order to receive his grace of forgiveness of sins, life and salvation. There is no such thing as being too late to repent. As soon as we realize that something is not right with us, we must humbly confess that we are wrong and turn toward God for his forgiveness. In Acts 3:19, Peter exhorted the people, saying, ”Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord.” Repentance is God’s invitation for all kinds of sinners to put an end to old lives of sin to begin a new life in Jesus.
How did the people respond to John’s message of repentance? Look at 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." There was a nationwide movement of repentance. This shows that people were suffering greatly under the burden of their sins. John’s preparatory work had a lasting fruit as we see throughout Mark’s gospel we can see that people came to Jesus one by one with hearts prepared to welcome and accept Jesus. 
Look at verse 6. "John wore clothing made of camel's hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey." John the Baptist lived in a most simple way as a servant of God. His humble and pure life was his power source of being a servant of God. His life and message went together. This was true with our Lord Jesus as well. As God’s people, we must watch out whether our life and word go together or not. If we speak the word of God and do not live according to it, we do great disservice to God and become speechless before God and people. We must speak the word of God with our lips and speak even louder with our actions and lives. 
Though John’s life in the desert without simple food, like locusts and wild honey were admirable, John did not advocate for such ascetic lifestyle or diet. He knew who he was and why he came. So John pointed people to Jesus. Look at verse 7. "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.'" John the Baptist was the most influential man of his times who ignited the national movement of repentance. Still, he did not become high. He did not brag about himself as the most spiritual man on the face of the earth. Instead, he humbled himself to the position of a servant to magnify Jesus as the Son of God. John the Baptist also testified that Jesus baptizes people with the Holy Spirit. Look at verse 8. "I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." John’s water baptism was a ceremonial cleansing. The real renewal of our hearts comes when Jesus baptizes us with the Holy Spirit.  The main work of the Holy Spirit is to glorify Jesus (John 16:14) One renown theologian, J.I. Packer, called it the floodlight ministry of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit convicts us of our sins, open our spiritual eyes to see and believe in Jesus and imparts new life in us. Through the work of the Holy Spirit, we are born again and begin our journey of spiritual growth into the likeness of Jesus as well as toward the eternal kingdom of God. The Holy Spirit empowers us to be bold witnesses of Jesus to others. (Acts 1:8) May the gospel of Jesus begin in our hearts as we humbly repent, accept Jesus and be baptized by the Holy Spirit. 
Second, Jesus prepares himself for his gospel ministry (9‑20). Jesus did three things to prepare himself for the work of God; he was baptized by John, with the Holy Spirit and defeated Satan’s temptations. Look at verse 9. "At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan." We know that Jesus was born in Bethlehem, Judea and grew up in Nazareth, Galilee until he became 30 years old. When the whole nation woke up at John the Baptist’s loud cry for repentance, Jesus also came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. It was not because Jesus had something to repent, for he was sinless. (Heb 4:15). John himself was surprised at Jesus’ coming to him and tried to deter him, saying, "I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?" Jesus replied, "Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness." Then John consented. (Mt 3:14,15) Here all righteousness means in particular God’s way of doing his work and history.  Jesus humbly acknowledged and thanked God for what John was doing. He received the baton of the work of God from John, succeeded it and continued to carry on. Here we learn that we cannot be a part of God's work and history with​out hum​bleness. 
     
When Jesus was baptized by John humbly, God was pleased and baptized him with the Holy Spirit. Look at verses 10,11. "As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: 'You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.'" This was the inauguration ceremony of the Messiah. This was the landmark of the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry as the Son of God. At the inaugural ceremony, heaven opened up and the Holy Spirit came down on Jesus like a dove. The dove is thought to be the symbol of peace. As the Messiah of the world, he would conquer the world. But his conquest would be one of the heart and love. His conquest would be by the work of the Holy Spirit. Jesus is the Messiah who was anointed by the Holy Spirit, not the sword. God ordained Jesus personally as the Savior of the world, saying, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” These words of God’s ordination gave Jesus a clear mission—a mission of living as God’s Son, doing his will in order to please God. 
 Jesus was tempted by Satan for forty days but defeated Satan by the word of God (12‑13). Look at verses 12‑13. "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." Jesus had to fight with Satan before he began his public ministry. It was because the first man, Adam, was defeated by Satan's temptation, and thus the world was under the rule of Satan. Therefore, the first thing Jesus had to do as the Savior of the world was to defeat him. Satan tempted Jesus with his lies but each time Jesus defeated him with the absolute word of God. Jesus won the victory over the devil's temptations and became our champion. Jesus’ fight against Satan was intense and exhausting. Verse 13b says that Jesus was with the wild animals. There was no one to help him. But angels came and ministered to Jesus. Likewise, when we are tempted by Satan, we are not alone. We are not helpless. We can overcome Satan’s temptations by the word of God and with God’s help just as Jesus did. When we overcome Satan’s temptations, we can be used by God as gospel workers and sources of blessing to people of this generation. 

Third, Jesus began his earthly Messianic ministry (14-15). Look at verse 14. "After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God." John was fearless and rebuked even King Herod to repent his sin of immorality of taking his brother’s wife Herodias as his wife. Herod did not repent but imprisoned John. John's imprisonment did not discourage Jesus. After being equipped with God’s mission and the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus began his messianic ministry.  
     
What was Jesus' message when he began his work? Look at verse 15. "'The time has come,' he said. 'The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!'" Jesus said, "The kingdom of God is near." What a beautiful and urgent message! What an everlasting message to those who were suffering under the power of sin and Satan in this temporal world where everything perishes, spoils and fades away. Here the kingdom of God is where God rules. It is a spiritual reality. It is not just a physical or geographical location. Jesus said, “The kingdom of God is within you.” (Luke 17:21) We can experience the kingdom of God when God is with us. Jesus also said, “But if I drive out demons by the finger of God, then the kingdom of God has come to you.” (Luke 11:20) The kingdom of God is where we can experience God’s character such as his love, righteousness and hope as well as his almighty power. 

Ecclesiastes 3:11 says, “He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the hearts of men...” The desire to seek the paradise or utopia is one of the innate desires in us. Some people think that a certain place on earth may be such a paradise. If you google, “The ten best places to live in the world,” you will see that some of those cities are in Australia. If you google, “The ten best U.S. cities to live in,” the number one city is Austin, Texas. I am sorry to tell you that Columbus, Ohio is not one of them. Those who love outdoors and sunny at beach may dream about finding a paradise somewhere in coastal states. Where you live is very important but more important is with whom you live. Think about that for a moment. If you live with Satan or in the kingdom of Satan where Satan rules, you cannot be really happy even if you live in one of the best cities in the world. Where do you live? In the kingdom of Satan or in the kingdom of God? That is the ultimate question we need to ask for ourselves. 

The kingdom of God is near. It is here and present right now. How many of you had near death experiences? Those experiences help us wake up to realize that God is much nearer and more real than we think that he was. Many young people think that the time for them to enter the kingdom of God is far away. They calculate and think that it is too early for them to think about the kingdom of God. They want to enjoy their sinful lives until they become 70 years old, at which point they may get ready to enter the kingdom of God. But Jesus said, “The time has come. The kingdom of God is near.” The coming of Jesus is the coming of the kingdom of God. The kingdom of God is not far away but available to us right now. One of the famous evangelists, Billy Graham, used to ask an important question to his audience like this, “If you are to die today, are you ready to meet God? You must be ready right now, not when you become much older, because you never know when you will die and stand before God.” 
But how can a sinner even hope to enter the kingdom of God or to possess the kingdom of God? Jesus said, "Repent and believe the good news!" Surprisingly, it is very simple. In order to have the kingdom of God in our hearts and enter the kingdom of God, we must repent and believe the good news of Jesus’ grace of forgiveness of sins and eternal life. Then we are born again as God’s precious children and servants. We can experience the joy, peace and happiness of the kingdom of heaven. We must have the living hope of the kingdom of God in our hearts and plant it in others’ hearts as well.
Today we learned how John came to prepare people’s hearts to welcome Jesus. We also learned that Jesus prepared himself to begin his messianic work by being baptized by John, with the Holy Spirit and defeating Satan’s temptations. Then he began his ministry by preaching the kingdom of God and inviting people to “repent and believe the good news.” We are at the point where our spring semester is over. Soon summer will be here. Let us remember Jesus’ first message, “"The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!" May God help us to have the kingdom of God through re​pen​tance and faith and serve others with this mes​sage.
