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THE BEGINNING OF THE GOSPEL
(Mark 1:1-8)
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SUBJECT: 



F.C.F:  

INTRODUCTION

A. A man was being interviewed for a job. The boss administered an intelligence test, three questions. 


How many days of the week begin with the letter T? The man said, “Two.” “Great! What are they?” “Today and tomorrow.” 


“How many seconds are there in a year?” The man said, “Twelve.” “How did you come up with twelve?” “Well, there is the second of January, the second of February….”

“How many Ds in the song ‘Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer?’” The man thought for a moment and said, “248.” The boss said, “There can’t be 247 Ds in that song!” The man replied, “I counted them! Dee-dee-dee-dee-dee-dee-dee.”


So much for intelligence. 


B. I have three questions. 


How many gospels are there in the New Testament? (four)  


What are they? (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John)


Which is the shortest? (Mark)

Beginning today we are taking up the gospel of Mark, the shortest gospel. But don’t get your hopes up. It’s going to take us a while to get through it because it is packed with great stuff. It focuses on the best subject: Jesus. Mark opens this way: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” 


C. I want to introduce the gospel of Mark this morning, and I’ll do it by asking only two questions: 


I. WHAT IS A “GOSPEL?”


II. WHAT IS THIS “GOSPEL?” 

I. WHAT IS A “GOSPEL?” 


A. We are not asking “what is THE gospel?” THE gospel is the glad news about Jesus, about the work he has accomplished on our behalf. It is not primarily about us, but about Jesus. In the New Testament, the Apostle Paul comes closest to defining “the gospel” in 1 Corinthians 15: “Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which you received, in which you stand, 2 and by which you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to you—unless you believed in vain. 

3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, 4 that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures….”

The word translated “gospel” literally means “good news.” It is a message, a report that is “good” through and through. It is “news,” not something that we know already or could intuit for ourselves. It is about Jesus and what he has done, not about us and what we have done or could do. If anything, our part only comes in response to the gospel, to this good news. The gospel cannot be about us because none of us was there when the “news” was being made. So, when it comes to the four gospels in the New Testament, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, since they are all about the good news, since they are the divinely-appointed reports of this good news, we should expect them to be all about Jesus. And we are not disappointed. 

B. A gospel such as the four we find in the New Testament contains biographical information, but a gospel is not really a biography of Jesus. It is not a mere recitation of facts: “We report, you decide.” A gospel focuses on specific, telling events in Jesus’ life. Each of the gospels gives inordinate attention on Jesus’ death. New Testament scholar Martin Kahler famously described the gospel of Mark as “a passion narrative with an extended introduction.” Mark devotes the first ten chapters to the three years of Jesus’ ministry and the final six chapters to the last seven days of his life. Mark omits any information about his first thirty years, nothing about his birth or childhood. So we can see a selective focus. Jesus’ miracles and his teaching are important. But Mark agrees with Paul that what is of greatest significance is his death on the cross and his resurrection on the third day. 

C. Most biographies provide information about the subject. They may also give little lessons about right behavior, serving as a morality tale. “Clara Barton served others: you should, too.” “Abraham Lincoln was courageous: you go be courageous.” But the biblical gospels go well beyond anything like this. Each of the gospels is a summons: “You must come and follow this Jesus. You must surrender your life to him. You must take up your cross, dying to self and living only to Jesus.” This is not an option. This is not a mere invitation, if we feel so inclined. It is God’s official command to believe the good news and to give your life over to Jesus. It is God’s requirement. It is God’s demand. It is a call we ignore only at our own supreme peril. 

The church may have done the world a grave disservice by speaking of a “gospel invitation.” An “invitation” is only a polite offer that we may embrace if we so desire. “Hey, the Smiths invited us out for coffee. Do you want to go?” “No, I wanted to watch that show on Netflix.” God’s call in the gospels is not a mere invitation.  


One of the first series of sermons I preached after moving here was on the five points of Calvinism: Total Depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, and the Perseverance of the Saints. After the second sermon on God’s election, on God’s choosing in eternity past who he would save and who he would pass over, I had a few alarmed high school students come up to me. They had apparently been thinking that they were in the driver’s seat, that they could ignore God’s call to salvation in Christ until they got around to it, after they had had their fun. It was news to them that the choosing was really God’s act, that without God’s prior choice, they could not choose for Christ. 

God’s call to salvation through Christ in the gospels is not just an invitation, take it or leave it. It is not a mere offer, if we feel like it. It is a demand, a command that we must obey, or we sin against God, a grave insult, high treason against the majesty of heaven. 

D. Oddly enough, God commands us to be saved! You would think that would not be necessary. Who in their right mind would not want to be saved?! And that’s the point. Because of our radical commitment to sin and self, our natural bent is toward our everlasting destruction. Proverbs 11:3 points this out: “The integrity of the upright guides them, but the crookedness of the treacherous destroys them.” Countless people make a wretched choice and refuse to submit to the good news of salvation in Christ. 

So a “gospel,” each of the four in the New Testament, is God’s authorized report of the good news that Christ has secured salvation through his death and resurrection. And it includes God’s call, his summons, his demand that we believe the good news to our own everlasting benefit. This was, in fact, Jesus’ first message in Mark 1:15: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” Question two: 
II. WHAT IS THIS GOSPEL?


A. God has given us four portraits of his Son in his Word, not just one. Some try to combine them into a single unit, and that can be helpful to gain the total perspective on his life.


But what we must remember is that under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, each of these four men, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John wrote to address specific situations. They took the true information about Jesus and shaped it into a message that would apply to the needs of those who would first read it. This is the case with most all of Scripture. Unless it is direct dictation from God as we often find in the Old Testament prophets, the text of the Bible is exactly what the human author wanted to say. And it is exactly what God wanted to say. 

B. So, an important principle to apply whenever we read the Bible is to remember both the human author and the first human audience. What was the author’s message to his people? That’s what the text means. The biblical text is not a wax nose that we can bend around to say whatever we want it to say. It does not matter what we may think or how we may feel about it, the text has an objective meaning. 

A second task, then, is to ask “what does this text say to my situation, in my context?” On the day of the first Palm Sunday, for example, Jesus told some of his disciples to go locate a certain place where there would be a young donkey tied and to untie the donkey and bring it to him. Now nobody reads that and thinks that’s a direct message to them, that Jesus is telling everyone to go find that donkey and untie it and lead it away. So we need to make that necessary transition from information to interpretation. Because the Bible is also God’s Word, we need to discern what God’s timeless truth that was addressed to a specific situation implies for us. 

Jesus told a rich young man to sell all he had, give it to the poor, and then come follow him. Was that a universal command that applies to all people of all times? No it was not. But the enduring principle that does apply to all is that we must forsake our idols, anything we may love more than Christ, if it is preventing us from following him and living for him. 

So when we read and hear God’s Word, we have three tasks or three questions to answer:


1. What does this say? The question of information


2. What does this mean? The question of interpretation.


3. What am I going to do about it? The question of application.


C. So what is THIS gospel? What did Mark write, to whom did he write it, how is his message different from the other writers, the other evangelists, and what does this mean for us today? 

This is where all those introductory pages in a study Bible come in. If you have a study Bible like the ESV Study Bible or the Reformation Study Bible or the NIV Study Bible, you will find at the beginning of each book of the Bible several issues that you may not have thought much about: author, date, first readers or audience, place of writing, and purpose for writing or general themes. 


Who was Mark? When did he write this gospel? Where was he at the time, and what was happening when he wrote? And how may the answers to these questions help us to better understand his message and apply it to our own day and context? 

Mark, or John Mark, appears by name four times in the book of Acts as the cousin of Barnabas who accompanied Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey, but who left them and went home before it was over, most thinking this a loss of nerve on his part. Later, Paul wrote positively about Mark.


According to early historians, Mark became a kind of secretary to Peter in Rome. In 1 Peter 5, Peter refers to Mark who was with him in Rome as “my son.” Peter was killed by the Roman Emperor Nero in A.D. 65. Most agree that Mark was the first to write his gospel after Peter had died, collecting the sermons and memoirs of Peter, so Mark would really be Peter’s gospel. Mark probably wrote his gospel sometime after A.D. 65 but before A.D. 70. 


What was happening during that period? Well, Nero began his reign fairly calm and responsibly, but in A.D. 59 he changed, engaging in astonishing cruelty and immorality. Then, in A.D. 64 a fire broke out in Rome that demolished up to 80 percent of the city. Many openly suspected that Nero had started the fires. To deflect suspicion away from himself, Nero latched on to Christians as scapegoats and began a systematic persecution, making them face trained gladiators, and lighting them up as torches to illumine his nighttime garden parties. Nero would have Christians dressed up in animal skins and cast into the coliseum, to be torn apart by lions and other predators. Peter was slain during this persecution. 


D. And it was into this context the Mark wrote from Rome, to Christians in Rome who were being systematically hunted down and destroyed. It’s interesting that in describing Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness Mark specifically states that when Jesus was in the wilderness, “he was with the wild animals.” Those who had been caught and were facing the lions were not the first to do so. Jesus had been in their situation with the wild animals before them. And remember, Jesus had been tried, falsely convicted, condemned, and publically executed by a Roman court before any of his followers had suffered at their hands. 
CONCLUSION


Which brings us to the very first verse of Mark’s Gospel:  “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” This was no mere title, no throwaway line or simple introduction, not to those believers in Rome who would have been Mark’s first readers. More than any emperor before him, Nero had embraced titles of supreme honor:  “god,” “lord,” “savior,” “benefactor,” and “son of god.” And from his opening words Mark issues a challenge to Nero himself, presenting Jesus Christ, not him as the true “Son of God.” 


Even more, Mark confronted and defied the whole notion of the divine, imperial ruler cult. The Priene inscription in honor of Caesar Augustus read: “the birthday of the god Augustus was the beginning for the world of the good news.” Mark deliberately echoed this, but defied it, when he wrote: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” The gospel, the truly good news is in Jesus Christ, the true Son of God, and in no other.


And this is how Mark presents Jesus in his gospel. The Son of God has come to rescue his people. This was good news for them, and it is good news for us. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


