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The lectionary readings for this liturgical year are taken from the Gospel of Mark, so it is worth thinking a little about the book as a whole. The gospel of Mark is the shortest of the four gospels and it is possible to read it in about an hour and a half. It reads as a fast paced story with Mark’s favourite word being “immediately” as the narrative hastens on from one event to the next. After a brief prologue set in the wilderness, in which we are introduced to Jesus as the Messiah and Son of God, the scene shifts to Galilee and the first act of the story. Jesus recruits his band of disciples and they tour round the villages of the north, where crowds come out to hear Jesus teach and to experience his power over illness and demonic oppression. Alongside the positive response, we see the start of a less favourable response to him and his teaching. The second act comes as Jesus and the disciples journey from Caesarea Philippi in the north to Jerusalem in the south and is triggered by the statement of Peter that Jesus is the Messiah in Mark chapter 8. From there to the end of chapter 10, Jesus and the disciples are on the road, and as they go, the shadow of the cross starts to fall over them, and there is less public teaching by Jesus and a greater concentration on preparing his disciples for the dark road ahead. The third and final act starts with the triumphal entry into Jerusalem in chapter 11, with its implied challenge to the religious authorities, leading on to the familiar betrayal and death of Jesus on the cross, and the rather enigmatic ending of an empty tomb.  



Mark was not one of the twelve disciples and early Christian writers identify him as John Mark whose family home may well have served as a base for Jesus and his disciples in Jerusalem and for the continuing group of disciples after the resurrection. He may well also have been a relative of Barnabas, the colleague of Paul, and accompanied them in the early missionary journeys recorded in the Acts of the Apostles and was still a trusted associate of Paul in his final imprisonment. There is also a strong tradition among the early Christian writers that Mark was closely associated with Peter, whose first letter refers to him as “my son”. If this is the case, then what we read from the pen of Mark in his gospel will have come via Peter, who was a first hand witness to the events recorded.



The public ministry of Jesus in Mark is launched with the declaration, “The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God has come near”. The phrase “the kingdom of God” occurs fourteen times in Mark’s gospel and is the heart of his message. It is not about a kingdom localised in space, but about God taking control of his world, about his reign and sovereignty in the lives of a people he is calling to be his own. They are not now the people of a country, Israel, but are called out to be a radically new and different community, in the world, but not of it. So Mark is telling the story of how Jesus established God’s authority over his world, confronting the physical and spiritual evils of the world through his healing ministry and exorcisms, teaching the truth about God and calling people to turn from their self-concern to accept God’s rule over their lives. It demands nothing less than a revolution in people’s inherited values and assumptions. We continue the story as we work out our part in it and look for its consumation when Jesus returns in glory to wind up the present order of things and ushers in the new heaven and new earth. I am greatly indebted to an article in the Reader magazine by Dick France for the information in this first section of the sermon.



Jesus had already been this way. We read in chapter 1 of the calling of Simon, Andrew, James and John as they were fishing in the Sea of Galilee. Jesus now calls Levi, or Matthew as he is more usually known, after a time spent teaching the crowds, who had come to hear his message. The verses that follow the call of Levi are extraordinary. Levi and his friends were the spivs, the wide boys of their day. They were out to exploit the situation that Israel was in at the time of Christ. In Galilee, the ruler was one of the Herods we come across in the New Testament, who ruled with the permission of Rome. Collecting taxes for Herod was an opportunity to make a profit for yourself, and Levi and his friends were making the most of that opportunity. Jesus had heard on whatever passed for the internet of his day that Levi was throwing a party for all his wide boy friends at his house. As he passed by the booth where Levi was collecting the taxes, he commanded him to follow him, to his house were Levi had arranged to meet with his friends. In effect, Jesus and his followers gate-crashed the party. We can only hope that Levi’s parents had made sure the best china was put away and the Persian rugs were in a safe place. 

We are not told what the disciples of Jesus made of the situation. Perhaps they saw it as a good opportunity to have some food and wine at someone else’s expense. I guess life on the road with Jesus was usually pretty frugal. We are told what the moral, religious people, the scribes of the Pharisees,  thought about what Jesus was doing. They stood observing the party and asked the disciples of Jesus why he was doing it. Did Jesus not know that associating with sinners like this would make him ritually unclean? They were confident that their way of life was the way to serve and please God. Any association with sin or sinners would mean that the pollution would rub off on them and then they would have a painstaking procedure to go through to make themselves right again.

What the scribes of the Pharisees said was reported to Jesus and resulted in his comment of verse 17. “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I came not to call the righteous but sinners.” 

Verse 18 looks to be a different occasion. People are questioning the way that this new preacher is going about things. Religious people show that they are such by fasting. John’s  disciples do so and the Pharisees do so, twice a week because God is absent and they long for the end of exile and the coming of the Messiah. Jesus makes the astounding claim that his disciples do not fast at the present, because the bridegroom is with them. He is in effect saying that he is the Messiah. He goes on to hint at what will happen in the future. The bridegroom, the Messiah, will be taken away and then his disciples will learn about the necessity for fasting. The cross is increasingly anticipated as we progress through the gospel of Mark.

What Jesus has come to teach and proclaim is radically different to what has gone before. It cannot be patched on to the existing system. A fresh start has to be made if it is not to end in disaster. The new wine of the Spirit cannot be contained within the structures that have existed for centuries, but will need a new structure that can spread beyond the limitations of the Temple and the nation of Israel, the Church whose head is the bridegroom, Christ.

Did you come to the ceilidh a couple of weeks ago? If not, you missed a great party and celebration. The first time I heard Bishop Graham speak, I was impressed by his comment that he wanted the Church to have fewer meetings and more parties. The Christian faith is designed to include a lot of celebration. What would be the response  to an altar call which invited people to get up out of your seats and come to a party? Jesus did just that with Levi, even gate-crashing Levi’s own party with his disciples. Come follow Christ and enjoy the celebration. Let’s be more involved with the celebrations that take place in our community among our friends and families, to redeem the act of celebration. No need for copious amounts of alcohol to have a good time, just the new wine of the Spirit.

To those outside the Church, there is an understanding  that being a Christian is primarily about going to Church, keeping a set of rules, not swearing or getting drunk, keeping yourself apart from those likely to contaminate you. The stereotype of the Christian portrayed by the media does nothing to alter this understanding. Sadly, it is an understanding that may have some basis in fact. Jesus blew this understanding wide apart. A Christian  is one by grace and grace alone. We cannot achieve some higher spiritual state by regular attendance at Church or by keeping a set of rules. Christian fellowship and worship, being obedient to God’s laws and his call on our lives follow repentance from sin and disobedience, and as we put our faith and trust in Jesus and his completed work on the cross. It is a gift of God’s grace from beginning to end. There is nothing we can do to earn it. Jesus has nothing to say to those who think they are righteous, who think that they can earn a relationship with God by their own efforts. Paul, in his letter to the Romans put it like this, “There is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood to be received by faith.” Jesus is the divine physician. He looks at our lives and his diagnosis is that we are sinners, separated by that sin from a holy God. The remedy is his blood shed on the cross to take away the penalty and guilt of that sin, applied to our lives as we come to him in repentance and trust.

We are approaching the season of Lent, a time when traditionally Christians have fasted and spent time in meditation, seeking to know God in a deeper way and to discern his will for our lives. It is a way of saying to God, “I am in earnest about this prayer or particular work.” Are fasting and celebration mutually exclusive? Well Jesus clearly thought not. Yes, he says that his disciples did not fast while he was with them in the flesh, but he anticipated a time after his death and resurrection, when he was no longer with them bodily, when fasting would be appropriate. Indeed, in Matthew chapter 6 he says “When you fast…”. When not if. But, for the Christian, it is not fasting to put on a show. Others should not be aware that we are undertaking a fast. Our faces should not be gloomy or disfigured, says Jesus. Our fasting is not to be apparent to others, but only to our Father who is in secret. And the Father who sees in secret will reward you.

One of the greatest temptations that we face as Christians is that we try to patch Jesus onto our lifestyle, rather than allowing him to be truly Lord in our lives. It is easy to settle down into a pattern of life that chooses not to take risks, not to take God at his word. We try to live in our own strength and by our own understanding of situations and circumstances. It may be that the coming season of Lent is an opportunity to review individually and as a Church, where we are and what we are doing, to see if we have developed risk-averse patterns of behaviour. Have we tried to patch the new cloth of the kingdom onto an old, shabby coat of the doctrine of doing things in our own strength?  Is the new wine of the Spirit fermenting away in lives that are stuck in the traditional ways of doing things? That new wine makes an awful mess when it bursts out of the old bag. We have renewed the interior of the Church so that it can be used in our generation to share the good news of Jesus and to serve our community. That renewal will only be of use if we ourselves are renewed, open to God’s Spirit and willing to allow his way of life to transform our own.

The Christian life is one of celebration, of sins forgiven at the cross, of the joy of new life in the Spirit, of fellowship with brothers and sisters who share the same loving, heavenly Father.

It is a life of grace, God’s undeserved love and favour to repentant sinners, who acknowledge the diagnosis of the master physician as being an accurate one for their own lives and who accept the remedy of his blood shed on the cross to take away their sin.

It is a life of fasting and dedicated service, a life-long commitment, that does not end when physical death comes.

It is a life is to be daily renewed and offered to Christ, so that it never degenerates into the patched on, risk-averse parody of what life in the Spirit is designed to be.  

