SERMON: “WHY START HERE?”
TEXTS: OLD TESTAMENT PSALM 15:1-10
NEW TESTAMENT MARK 1:9-15

February 18, 2024 Dr. Dave Kivett
First Sunday in Lent

INTRODUCTION

| love my work. It is a privilege to share in ministry to this community with you
It is a deep joy to stand in this pulpit and spend time together in God’s word
It is a sacred trust to walk with and beside you in good times and bad
| love my work ... but I'll admit it is not the coolest job I've ever had

It was 1984. My dad, using his Secret Service connections, got me a job
It was just 3 days work. My job was to be part of the team protecting the torch,
the Olympic torch, as it wound its way cross country through Georgia
on the way to the summer Olympics in Los Angeles

In rural areas, we drove slowly behind the runner. Runners changed every few miles
In crowded areas, we had to run alongside the torchbearer. | still remember
the interview and getting away with saying | knew how to do something | did not.
The interviewer said, ‘| assume your dad has taught you how to
jump on and off of moving vehicles given his Secret Service experience.”

The guy was clearly giving me a pass. Like all the other kids were playing catch
with their dads while | was playing in traffic with mine? After the interview
my dad talked me though how to do it. | spent 3 days jumping off and on

moving vehicles when | was on protective detail ... for the torch.

The main thing you need to remember is to run, match the pace
both when you jump on and when you jump off. When getting off,
jump and keep running. Got to keep up. | think that advice also
applies to how to read the gospel according to Mark

The guy is moving at Olympic torch speed — jump on, jump off, keep going
Mark, the shortest of the four gospels, hits the ground running
We have a one verse introduction ... “the beginning of the good news
of Jesus Christ the Son of God.” Then we have John the Baptist
whose job it is to prepare the way for the coming of Christ — verses 2-8

The verses for today, the first Sunday in the holy season of Lent,
are just six short verses. Mark tells us three stories in rapid succession
Jesus is baptized. Then he is tempted. Then he begins his ministry ...
lots of jumping on and jumping off



GETTING STARTED

As we begin the season of Lent (and Mark’s gospel),
I'd like to ask the biblical text and the people who put together the lectionary
‘Why are we starting here?’ In particular, why are starting with temptation
That is how Lent begins every year. That is how Jesus begins his ministry
in Matthew, Mark and Luke — with his baptism first, then temptation

Is the Good Lord trying to tell us something about Jesus?
Is the Good Lord trying to say something to, and about, us?
The way | read the gospel story I'd answer ‘yes’ to both questions.

Last week | talked about the reality check that is the Transfiguration
when disciples then and now see Jesus for who he is — the son of God
This week the reality check is about who we are

We are children of God ... but we are rebellious children
We are easily and often tempted to go astray

That is as real as it gets. We lose our way. We all do
God knows that about us, so what does God do? God sends the beloved son
to a beloved but broken world. Reality of God’s love made known in Jesus
say hello to the real world. So this is how it starts - the gospel story starts
with Jesus baptized and ready for the real world, ready to tackle temptation.

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized

by John in the Jordan. And just as he was coming up out of the water,
he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove
upon him. And a voice came from the heavens, “You are my Son, the
Beloved; with you | am well pleased.” And the Spirit immediately drove
him out into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness forty days, tested
by Satan, and he was with the wild beasts, and the angels waited on him.

Matthew and Luke give us more detail about Jesus’ temptation
Mark gives us a sense of urgency. Mark tells us that after Jesus was baptized
He was immediately driven by the Spirit out into the wilderness.
Mark loves the word ‘immediately.” He uses the word more often than
| make references to where | went to school ... a lot.

Jesus hits the ground running at the beginning of Mark ... and he keeps up that pace
He is here on this earth to do what needs to be done — to heal our brokenness
That starts with him tackling temptation first thing. | absolutely love that!

First thing Jesus does is identify with us. He too will be tempted.

He doesn’t wave a wand or click his heels together. He goes though it.
No bypass, no flyover, no VIP skip the line type stuff
The gospel accounts start here because Jesus is “God with us’
Jesus, as God with us, includes times of temptation.



WALKING WITH

Lent starts here, lent itself is a holy season of keeping it real ..
admitting temptation is real even, maybe especially, for good church folk

What starts here with Jesus himself, God with us, facing temptation
will be summarized quite well looking back over Jesus’ life and work
by the author of the letter to the Hebrews who wrote in chapter four

For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize
with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect
has been tested as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore
approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may
receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

We can approach the throne of grace with boldness
not because we’ve been good kids (or at least better than those kids)
but because Jesus was driven out into the wilderness to face temptation
because he can sympathize with our weaknesses

Yes, Jesus’ destiny will take him eventually to Jerusalem and the cross
He will die for our sins and be risen from the grave to claim the ultimate victory
But as | think through the flow of the gospel stories and the season of lent,
It hits me that Jesus couldn’t really have just shown up
for a week in Jerusalem to do what needed to be done

Jesus needed (actually we needed and still need) Jesus to start
Not with a parade in Jerusalem with adoring crowds
But with the loneliness of the wilderness and the temptations
that hit us especially hard when we are alone and have time to think

| need to follow someone who not only knows the way
| need to follow someone who knows that the way isn’t all cruise control
| need to follow someone who knows how scary, how lonely the road can be
how many turns can be wrong turns, dead ends or ditches
Looking ahead, down the road ... | need Jesus to walk with me

We'll sing that hymn in just a moment. | want you, as you sing, to consider
the words - where and when you want Jesus to walk with you
all along your pilgrim journey, in your trials, when your heart is almost breaking
when you're in trouble and you head is bowed in sorrow

Yes, we need Jesus to walk with us ... especially in times like those, in times like these



SUMMARY

The great Presbyterian poet from Pittsburgh, Ann Weems, knew that
She expressed it so well in a book of poems for lent, Kneeling in Jerusalem
This is her poem, “The Walk”

Those of us who walk along this road ... do so reluctantly
Lent is not our favorite time of the year.

We’'d rather be more active — planning and scurrying around.
All this time is too contemplative to suit us.
Besides we don’t know what to do with piousness and prayer.

Perhaps we’re afraid to have time to think ... for thoughts come unbidden.
Perhaps we’re afraid to face our future ... knowing our past.
Give us courage, O God, to hear your word

and to read our living into it.

Give us the trust to know we’re forgiven
and give us the faith to take up our lives and walk

| think | will heed the poet’s words and take up my life and walk
Knowing and trusting that Jesus does indeed walk with me
| see him standing there on a road he knows well
| see him with his hand extended ready for me to walk.
Slip, stumble and stagger ... and jump off and on



