The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.

Sermon for Lent 1, Year B

The Text: Mark 1:9-14

Last week, on Ash Wednesday, the church arrived at the season of Lent. There we
began another 40 days of journeying with Jesus to the Cross. Today's Gospel
reading now draws us into Jesus’ own 40 days in the wilderness.

Usually when we hear the word ‘wilderness,” we picture a dry and harsh wasteland;
a place of emptiness and loneliness, a place of vulnerability with little shelter or
protection from the dangerous elements. It's a place without hope and without
much of anything. It's a dangerous and threatening place, and, in Mark’s account,
complete with wild animails. This is the place where Jesus is to be exposed to the
harshest of conditions — physically and spiritually speaking.

Why was Jesus in the wilderness? This was the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry that
the Father had commissioned him for. Because of his inestimable love, God sent his
Son into the world in order to rescue us from the kingdom of darkness. Mark tells us
that at Jesus’ baptism, as he was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven
being torn open and the Spirit descending upon him.

This is most significant because in the Old Testament, the Holy Spirit anointed
specific individuals to perform their callings: the Judges, the prophets, priests and
the kings, and people like Simeon who were waiting for the consolation of Israel. Al
of these roles are ultimately fulfilled in Jesus. He is the great deliverer, rescuing us
from the Kingdom of darkness. He is the greatest of the prophets because he
proclaims the gospel and works through it. He is our Great High Priest interceding for
us and by his own sacrifice reconciling us to God. He is our King through whom the
Father sends his Spirit to rule over us with his grace.

Mark shows that the Father has held nothing back in order to save the human race;
the heavens were torn open. We are reminded of the appeal to God in Isaiah 64:
“O, that you would tear the heavens and come down". Then here, at the baptism,
the Lord and giver of life, that is, the Holy Spirit comes in all his fullness, anointing
Jesus for his ministry of the Gospel on earth.

As soon as Jesus was baptised, he was sent by the Spirit out into the wilderness,
being tempted by Satan for 40 days. We're reminded of Israel’s wandering in the
wilderness for 40 years on the way to enter the land that God had promised them,
and how they fell fo the temptation of grumbling against Moses, the leader God



had given them, and therefore against God himself. They doubted God'’s plan for
them and weren't at all keen on doing his will at that point, and fell to the
temptation of idolatry. But whereas Israel of old failed, Jesus doesn’t. Jesus did not
just go through this testing time so that he could sympathise with our weaknesses.
He went through this to overcome it for us and win the victory over the devil. It's a
part of the Great Exchange: your failures exchanged for Jesus’ success, imputed to
you through faith.

It's hard for us to appreciate what spending 40 days in a wilderness might be like—
we who live in ordered communities, with people all around, lush greenery, plentiful
food and water.

Yet in another way today’s western society as a kind of wilderness too. The spiritual
supermarket of our current time offers all sorts of philosophies and worldviews from
which to pick and choose from, all promising meaning and fulfilment, but leaving
spiriftual consumers in a hungry and thirsty wasteland of un-fulfiiment. There is a
wilderness of addiction, pain and breakdown from substance abuse which
promises an escape from pain but only fuels more pain. There is the wilderness of
the materialistic West as marketers promise their customers that they can buy their
way to popularity, which is always out of reach so that the costly freadmill of retail
therapy does little to change the loneliness within. There is the wilderness of self-
loathing, depression and despair of attaining self-worth through physical
appearance, leaving the masses with an unachievable goal because the
computer corrected images displayed everywhere are not real.

Our society lives in the wilderness of Twittersphere, where everyone has the right to
be authors of truth, and where personal opinion determines moral standards.
Tolerance is the great sermon that rings forth, yet on the other hand, those same
preachers lead the charge to cut down anyone who dares disagree with ideas
posted that are different to their own. There is the moral wilderness devoid of true
love with the absence of any concern for anyone other than the great ‘me’.
Relationships are understood in contractual ferms, commitment is viewed as
iresponsible, and relational success is measured by the number of partners one
has, no longer an enduring marriage relationship between one husband and one
wife. There is the wilderness of aimlessness, not only amongst the youth, but now
their parents are also searching for something to fill in the boredom, which usually
results in abuse of others property, abuse of others, or abuse of themselves.

Though the devil is defeated by the death and resurrection of Jesus, Satan still
tempts us to live the wilderness way—to go and find meaning, fulfiment, peace
and safisfaction apart from God and his word. Then when we do fall, the Deuvil
tempts us to doubt God's word in another sense: to disbelieve that the promises
God makes could ever really be for us. He tempts us to believe that what we have



thought, said or done is unforgivable. He tempts us to believe there is no way God
could love us. He tempts us to doubt our standing before God as his children, and
tricks us that we now have to do something in addition to Jesus’ work to try to win
God'’s approval all over again.

Perhaps that's why Mark glosses over the detail and moves straight to what comes
next: Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. “The time has
come,” he said. “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the
good news!”

Jesus doesn’t say the Kingdom of God will come soon. He has already said in
today’s text that the time has come. What Jesus says is that the Kingdom of God
has come near—it is close by. What is needed for a Kingdom? A King! And he is the
Divine King, the King from heaven of whom Psalm 95 speaks:
For the LORD is the great God,

the great King above all gods. In his hand are the depths of the earth,

and the mountain peaks belong to him.
The sea is his, for he made it,

and his hands formed the dry land.
Come, let us bow down in worship,

let us kneel before the LORD our Maker;
for he is our God

and we are the people of his pasture,

the flock under his care.

In Jesus the Kingdom of God has come near. In Jesus, God has come to earth to
pour out his grace, to bring rescue from Satan, to bring forgiveness of sins, freedom
and fullness of life.

Every other King would have his subjects defend him. Instead, Jesus our King,
defends us all by bringing about what he says in his Gospel, working forgiveness of
sins, life, salvation and peace for us.

As we, his church, are surrounded by the wilderness of today’s world and sfill beset
by Satan’s temptations, our Lord Jesus Christ, who is the King of kings, has won the
victory. In him the Kingdom of God has come near...not just 2,000 years ago in
Galilee. He has won the victory for us all and he comes to us to give us all the
benefits of his triumph. In the person of Christ, the kihgdom of God has come as
near to us “as near gets:” at the baptismal font, as he proclaimed the Good News
to you through your pastor: I baptise you in the name of the Father and the Son
and the Holy Spirit.” Just as the Father held nothing back at Jesus' baptism, he also
gives us the fullness of his Spirit, and he declares: “You are my son/you are my
daughter whom | love; with you | am well pleased.” No matter how many times we



fail and need to seek forgiveness, through Christ, we remain God's very own dearly
loved child. May he, each day, grant us strength to drown the sinful nature and rise
again to newness of life.

In the person of Christ, the kingdom of God has come near again this day. He
stands amongst us and says, “‘Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened,
and | will give you rest.” (Matthew 11:28). He says, “Peace be with you!” not as a
sincere wish, but as statement that bestows what it says. In baptism, at the Lord’s
Supper and anywhere and everywhere the Christian proclaims and announces
God'’s free forgiveness in Christ, there Christ is among them. This announced and
enacted Good News is from God himself. It alone actually frees us and forgives us. I
alone provides the strength, as well as the secure hope needed to resist caving in
out in the wilderness of the world.

In Christ, as we, his body, gather in worship, we have come into the sanctuary in the
midst of the wilderness of the world; here is the Kingdom of God present and at
work in with his victory for us alll Amen.
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