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                          “Repent, and Believe in the Good News!”
Text: Mark 1:1-15

The evangelist Mark lays the groundwork for us here of John-the-Baptist being sent by God to “prepare the way of the Lord,” of the baptism of Jesus, and of his temptation by Satan in the wilderness … and then, after John’s arrest, his proclamation that “the time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news!”

“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news!”
Many of us have probably known folks who were good people, nice to be around – but who had the mindset that they weren’t ready to commit their lives to Jesus Christ yet.  They felt they still had too many things they wanted to do, and they didn’t want to be hampered and restricted by what the Lord would require of them, if they took that step, and actually repented, and professed their belief in the Good News … the Good News that Jesus died for their sins and rose again by the power of the Spirit to offer them new, and abundant, and eternal life.
Maybe, at a point in time, you and I ourselves may have been among those who lived with this philosophy.  
In my life before coming to Christ, I had the idea that if one really gave his life to Jesus – he’d never have any more fun!  What I didn’t understand, at that point in my journey, is that “fun” and “sin” are not the same thing!!  Of course, the Enemy wants us to think they are.  That’s one of the tactics he uses to make folks put off making a decision for Christ.
The truth is, other than the fact that I’m getting older, & that I’m increasingly reminded of this in various ways – I’m having more fun now, living for Jesus, than I ever did, before I came to know him as my Savior, and as my Lord.

There’s nothing in God’s Word that says we can’t play golf, or hunt, or fish, or ride motorcycles, or surf, or play music, or skateboard, or play video games!  There’s nothing wrong with having fun, as long as in doing so – we continue to live out our Christian witness, and we continue to seek first God’s kingdom and His righteousness.  Amen?!

I believe the way the Enemy likes to “sidetrack” us when it comes to the things we do to have fun – is to convince us that we can only pursue these hobbies, activities, and recreation apart from our “spiritual lives.”  But what great opportunities you and I have to tell our stories, and to invite others to come and see – as we develop relationships, and spend time together with folks – doing things off the church campus!

I think that often, the “unchurched” may be more relaxed, open, and receptive to hearing what you and I have to say about our faith – in what they perceive as a “less threatening” environment than the church.

“The time is fulfilled” – the time is now!  “The kingdom of God has come near” – it’s within reach, for all who are willing to respond to the call of the Gospel!!

After John was arrested, his work was finished, and it was God’s time for the ministry of Jesus to begin.  Something we may not often consider is that John’s arrest – “after John was handed over” – likely pointed towards the way things would “play out” for Jesus.

During Lent, we read in detail about Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness, and then now we read of his triumphant return from these 40 days of challenge, enthusiastically and joyfully announcing the Good News.  John had preached a message of repentance and preparation – but Jesus’ proclamation of the “Good News” was not that there was one coming after him, but that “the time had come!”
When you and I await the coming of certain events in our lives – such as a big family celebration, or a special trip – when the day we’ve been waiting for so long finally arrives, it’s exciting, and we have a great time – and it leaves us with fond memories, and maybe even some great pictures, if we remember to take our camera with us!
But when the time of salvation comes for us, and you and I respond and receive the “Good News,” embracing Jesus as the Christ – as our Savior, as our Lord, and as our Redeemer … it’s not just an event of which we’re left with nothing more than fond memories!  Because this “life-changing” event is the beginning of an eternal journey!  Old things are passed away, and everything has become new!  And life will never be the same for us again!  Amen?!
Now, of course, this doesn’t mean that we’ll never have any setbacks, or challenges along our journey.  What it does mean, though, is that when we do – our faith and the presence of the Holy Spirit will sustain us along the way.
Christian author, Phillip Yancey, reminds us that being a Christian is not all about never having any problems or difficulties in this life – but rather in having the strength within us to respond differently than others - when we do walk through such times in our lives.

But if the “kingdom of God is near,” if you can reach out and touch it – if it’s within our grasp – then why do we look around at our world – 2,000 years after Jesus spoke these words – and see this world still groaning under satanic influence and tyranny?  Why do we continue to hear about terrorist attacks, drive-by shootings, and child abductions?  Why are there still so many hungry, sick, and homeless folks in this world?  Why are the faithful & godly, in places in our world, persecuted, & even martyred for their faith?

I wish I had an easy answer for you – but I don’t.  I remember, after the Sept. 11th terrorist attacks, the Rev. Billy Graham – unlike some of the other Christian leaders who offered such reasons for this tragedy as God’s judgment on America … Dr. Graham said he didn’t have an answer for why this had happened.

One reason for what we witness, or what we may even experience ourselves, is that we live in a fallen world, and everyone who lives on the face of this earth has a “free will.”  And the fact that God is “sovereign,” does not mean that He has a scepter or a mace that He uses to crush the bones of His enemies.  What it does mean is that the cross, on which the blood of His one and only Son was shed, is what gives us the promise of victory.  Paul tells us, in 1 Corinthians 1:18, that the “message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing – but it’s the power of God, to those of us who believe, or who are being saved!”  The message of the cross is the power of God, to those of us who believe.

The preaching of the Gospel is not simply giving testimony to timeless truths, or providing tips on successful living, or telling congregations entertaining stories, designed to make them fell good about themselves!  Christian theologian, Walter Brueggemann argues that the preaching of the Gospel is a drama in 3 acts – consisting of 1) the proclamation of God’s decisive victory in the struggle with the forces of evil, 2) the announcement of victory, through the finished work of Christ, and 3) the affirmative response by those who hear this message.
So, what obstacles stand in the way of folks responding positively to the preaching of the Gospel today?  Well, to begin with the generation, society and culture we’re a part of today have a tendency to take strong issue with anyone who would have the audacity to dare tell them that they need to change! 
Secondly, our contemporary culture has a shallow view, at best, of sin.  Sin, in many circles, has become an outdated, antiquated term – no longer relevant, in a modern & enlightened society.  

Finally, our culture today also has a rather shallow view of repentance.  The words, “I’m sorry,” really don’t have much meaning, unless they are accompanied by a commitment to change direction in one’s life.  The Greek word used in the New Testament for repentance is metanoia , which literally means turning around and going in the exact opposite direction from the one a person has been moving in.
I think the other place we come up short is that “repentance” is not an end in itself, but rather the first step of our faith journey, once we’ve chosen to believe in the message of the Gospel.  The life of following Jesus Christ is a life which isn’t about “having arrived,” but it’s a life committed to continued transformation.
When Terry & I got married 37 years ago, she knew I had some “rough edges” she’d have to work on smoothing out over time – a process of transformation.  And it may come as a surprise to some of you that after all these years - she’s still working on some of those “rough edges!”

That’s what transformation is all about in our life with Christ.  It’s about our willingness – yours and mine – to continually submit to allowing God’s Holy Spirit to “smooth out” the “rough edges” in our lives – and move us continually closer to the persons we have the potential to be in Jesus Christ.
Today is the day of salvation.  Have you repented and believed in the Good News that Christ died and rose again to set you free from your sin & its consequences, and to offer you the promise of new, and abundant, and eternal life?  Have you and I come to terms with the idea that, yes, we just might have to change?  And, no matter how hard the world has tried to convince us otherwise, do we still consider sin and repentance as relevant terms, regarding our condition, and in our movement towards reconciliation with God, through His Son, Jesus Christ?
If you’ve been convinced that giving your life to Jesus means saying “yes” to God, but “no” to fun, then think again!  Because it’s absolutely not true!  I’d venture to say that you will encounter folks here, at St. Barnabas,  who are “sold out to Jesus,” and who are having a lot more fun in this life - than those you’ll find hanging out in any “juke joint” in town!  

“The kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news! … repent, and believe in the good news!”
Amen!! 

