A Sermon preached by the Revd Martin Tanner in St Mary’s Church, Market Drayton on Sunday 8th January 2012 at 10.30am
SS1   Mark 1 v1-45  ‘THE START OF THE NEW ORDER’
Here is a headline for you:                                                                            “David Beckham will NOT be playing for Paris St Germain!”                                 This was a major news headline this week. We live in a world where celebrities dominate the news. Even what they are NOT doing is news it seems. I haven’t yet seen the headline, “Martin Tanner will not be Archbishop!” but who knows what my agents have in store this coming week!
But there are other celebrities we should concern ourselves with.                    Not those of tinsel-town and Hollywood but those of the Kingdom of God. 
Jesus called them celebrities when he called them Blessed. So the Peacemakers are Celebrities. The Meek are Celebrities. Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness are Celebrities. Those who are persecuted for Jesus’ sake are Celebrities.      We can ALL be celebrities!!                                                              Celebrities for Jesus.  Celebrities of the Kingdom of God.
At the start of a new year what can be better than to look at what the Kingdom of God is and what it means? The world is full of human ideas for a better future, many of them are economic, about the Euro, inflation and growth and many of them will prove false. So in this Sermon Series lets look at GOD’S blueprint for us and take heart from that.

So we turn to Mark’s Gospel, Chapter 1 and in this chapter we notice TWO KEY TRUTHS about the coming of the kingdom of God.
FIRST, it has to be PREPARED

-First, it was prepared by GOD                                                                 -Second, it was prepared by John THE BAPTIST                                                  -And third it was prepared by JESUS himself
1. As far back as the time of Isaiah, 600 or 700 years before our Lord, God announced that one day a new order would be ushered in. It was all part of GOD’S long term plan.
2. Eventually, in the fullness of time, John the Baptist appears. He is not the Messiah. He is “A VOICE”.  A voice of preparation. “One calling in the desert, ‘prepare the way for the Lord.’ ”  

(2)

And the preparation required is: REPENTANCE.
This is the basic spadework, the groundwork, before any lasting building can be built. Repentance, in one word, means “change”. Change your thinking about God, change your attitude towards God, change the way you live your life. Change from rebelling against God’s way and now follow God’s ways.
This message of preparation is always difficult to hear and take on board because we like our own ways and our old ways best. It is tempting NOT to change, tempting to stay as we are.
But God’s kingdom requires change because it is a NEW WAY and not an old way.  The new life of the Kingdom, the new life of the Spirit, cannot come UNLESS we prepare for it with repentance.
3. Even JESUS, himself, had to prepare for the kingdom.
First, he had to be baptised by John and hear the reassuring voice of approval from his Father, “You are my Son, whom I love, with you I am well pleased”

And then, before he began his ministry, he spent 40 days in the desert resisting the temptations of Satan.

Jesus prepared by hearing God’s “Yes” and speaking his “No” to Satan.

AND, we see in Mark chapter 1, that Jesus CONTINUED to prepare himself for the work when he was already doing it. So we read in v36                                                                                         “very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place where he prayed”
So Jesus sets a pattern for us all:                                                                    -To hear God’s word to us, to read the Bible;                                                                -To resist Satan and say ‘No’ to all that is contrary to God’s word;                           -And to make time for God and pray and keep close to him.
(3)

First, the kingdom had to be prepared for                                                          SECOND, the kingdom had to be PROCLAIMED
It is proclaimed by Jesus WITH WORDS: “The Kingdom of heaven is near” v15 Jesus starts his ministry preaching good news. He comes with a message. The kingdom is near because HE is near.
It is proclaimed BY INVITATION: “Come follow me” v17 The kingdom only comes about as individual people respond to the King and follow him. Its an invitation that changes lives. “I will make you fishers of men” v17. The fisherman stopped fishing for fish and started fishing for disciples. Their whole life and priorities were changed. They became kingdom focused and kingdom people.
It is proclaimed by Jesus WITH AUTHORITY  “Be muzzled” he says to the evil spirits v25 and the man possessed by evil spirits is set free. 
And this authority is shown time and time again. In particular, he heals Peter’s Mother-in-Law but in general, v34, we learn that he “healed many who had various diseases and drove out many demons”. In all cases he had the authority of God himself.
In response to all this let me give you a Quote from Von Hugel commentating on v27 where it says the people were amazed at what Jesus did. Von Hugel says: “Religion is adoration. NOT amazement!” And he is so right. It is a deep response not a surface one thats required.
Finally, Mark Chapter 1 ends with the healing of a man with leprosy.           A man who was unclean, a man who had to live outside the camp.            WHY is this so important?

Simply this: 
Since the time of Moses NO LEPER HAD EVER BEEN HEALED of leprosy.  
(4)

Yes, Naaman, (2 Kings 5:27) was said to be "leprous" "as white as snow" but leprosy does not actually make the skin white so his disease was something else. So leaving Naaman aside, not one single leper had been cured. There was no known cure and no doctor and no religious leader had ever managed to cure a leper.  (Miriam, Moses sister, was punished by God with leprosy for 7 days and after 7 days God took it away but she wasn’t a ‘proper’ long-term leper.   Number 12)
Yes, in Leviticus 13 & 14 there are rules to follow IF a leper were cured. BUT no leper ever had been cured and so Leviticus 13 & 14 had never been put into practise. The first time was Mark 1 v44 “Go show yourself to the Priest and offer sacrifices”
And because no leper had ever been cured the Jews had a saying that there was only ONE PERSON who could ever cure a leper AND THAT WAS THE MESSIAH HIMSELF.
So when Jesus says to the leper “Be clean!” in v41 he is not first and foremost demonstrating that he is a healer, that he is compassionate, though, of course he is, but first and foremost HE IS MAKING A CLAIM TO BE THE MESSIAH. That he is ushering in a new order.
And THAT IS WHY, right at the very start of Mark’s Gospel, in the very first chapter, is the story of the healed leper. 
It is at the end of the chapter so the chapter ends in a great crescendo.

It is not really about leprosy per-se. It is all about Jesus the Messiah who has now arrived, who is now near, who invites us to be partners with him ushering in the new age of the Kingdom of God.

Jesus is throwing down the gauntlet to the religious leaders. He is saying, “You must believe me now because I have done something you say no mere man can ever do but only the Messiah can do.”

He is making the greatest of claims.

He is saying ‘I AM THE START OF A NEW ORDER’

As not all are ready to accept this, this is why the next sermon in this series will be entitled, “THE CLASH of the old order with the new”
