St Mary’s Church   Sunday 4th February 2012 10.30am
SS4 The CHARACTER of the New Order
We continue our broad sweep of St Mark’s Gospel.
Mark is not just ‘story after story’ but is carefully put together, with a clear and definite structure. It is 16 chapters long and pivots around the events at the end of Ch 8 and beginning of Ch 9, which are the chapters, with Ch 10, we are looking at this morning.
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Mark’s gospel begins with GOD SPEAKING. At Jesus’s baptism God says, “This is my Son, whom I love, with whom I am well pleased”  v11
Then for 8 chapters Jesus’ ministry in Galilee reveals who he is. He teaches and performs miracles, he calls the disciples and they learn from him. Then at the end of Mark 8 PETER SPEAKS and says,                                    “You are the Christ”  v29
Peter understands, through the Holy Spirit at work in him, that Jesus is indeed God’s Son, the appointed Messiah, the Saviour of the World.
(2)

THEN, Mark 9, the start of the second half of the Gospel, starts just as the first half started with GOD SPEAKING and God says almost exactly the same words again as at the start in Mark 1                                                                “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!”  v7
And, just to complete, Mark ends with the Centurion speaking, “Surely, this man was the Son of God”
Mark’s Gospel is carefully put together.
Now, back to “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” 
This time these words are not spoken when Jesus is in a river but when Jesus is on a mountain top. The Transfiguration is when the three senior Apostles, Peter, James and John, see Jesus in all his glory and holiness. When it is revealed to them that he is truly God and not just a Teacher and Prophet, not just a man only but divine too. It is an event of transcendence. They get a glimpse of heaven and they never forget it. It is a moment of true majesty. They were, literally, v3, dazzled by it all.
And it would be easy to revel in the glory and want to stay on the mountain-top and enjoy the experience. But it is not to be.
Jesus makes it VERY CLEAR that lovely experiences are occasional, rare and not to be indulged in. The emotional is alright occasionally and briefly but it is not the stuff of life, nor is it to be considered normal.
For Jesus makes the disciples go back down from the mountain top and live in the valley demonstrating TWO ESSENTIAL CHARACTERISTICS.
Do note that these are not just “themes” but are actually something lovely and beautiful about Jesus Christ that we can embody in our lives.
And it of note that these two themes don’t just come once but are repeated in these chapters of Mark. Their importance is highlighted by their repetition. 
(3)

The first of these is SUFFERING
“Then Jesus began to teach them that he must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law and that he must be killed”  Mark 8 v31
Now Peter disagreed with this and took Jesus aside and told him so. But Jesus rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan, you do not have in mind the things of God but of men”   Mark 8 v33
So important is this characteristic that Jesus repeats himself in                        Mark 10 v33:                                                                                                            
He took the Twelve aside and told them what was to happen to him,               “We are going to Jerusalem and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and hand him over to the gentiles who will mock him and spit on him and flog him and kill him” 
The simple truth is: Jesus was born to die. And that is why Jesus got so angry with Peter when Peter suggested Jesus did not have to suffer. THE CROSS IS ALWAYS, and always will be, AT THE HEART OF CHRISTIANITY.
And the reason why suffering IS ALWAYS a characteristic of the Christian life is because the world hates truth and light. 
‘Men prefer darkness’ Jesus said. (John 3 v19)                                                      
-The world prefers evil to good, the corrupt to the honest.                                          -Its what the devil does to non-believers.                                                               -He corrupts their preferences and turns them upside down.
Now WE, Christian people in Britain today, are suffering at the moment. 
The general public are disparaging;                                                                  There are big names like Dawkins against us who seem to get all the headlines;                                                                                      Secularism means we are not understood;                                                        Church is a foreign country;                                                                      The Bible is an unfamiliar Book;                                                                   People find the very concept of faith difficult today and we face a hostile Press and Media, or at least a very sceptical and unsympathetic one. Further, there are doubters in the Church too!
(4)

But suffering and opposition must not make us pessimistic.
This is simply our share in the sufferings of Christ.                                       IT IS NORMAL.
If we are suffering, then we are displaying a key characteristic of the kingdom of God.

We need to realise what is happening.
We need to accept what is happening.
And we need to stand firm in our faith and carry on.

AND WE ALSO need to support and encourage one another so our confidence is boosted.

The new Archdeacon of Doncaster (Stephen Wilcockson) has this week urged his people, 

“to confidently engage with the thinking of our contemporaries and start to WIN BACK THE MIND of our contemporaries”
Our sufferings must not defeat us but drive us to commend and explain our faith to a sceptical world.
The second characteristic is SERVICE
The disciples only had one thing on their mind. They were occupied with which one of them was the greatest.  Mark 9v33 says,                    

Jesus asked them, “What were you arguing about on the road?” And they were quiet because they had argued about who was the greatest.
Presumably, Peter, James and John, the three who had gone up the mountain and seen Jesus transfigured, were claiming that because they had been favoured by the Lord to witness this great event they were, therefore, greater and more important than the other 9 disciples.

The disciples are as worldly as you can get. Status. Status. Status.

So Jesus takes a little child and teaches them that greatness is child-likeness.
(5)

BUT THEY DONT LEARN and in Mark 10v35 James and John deliberately come to Jesus and ask him a favour.
They are even crass enough to preface their request with the unbelievably selfish, “WE want YOU to do for us WHATEVER WE ASK” Jesus should not be treated as a lackey. We are not Lord over him. But that is what James and John said. ‘Do for us what we want’.
And its another example of how the Bible does record actual events and sayings because no one would invent such a conversation. It must have actually taken place as recorded.  It is too raw (and too embarrassing in later life for James and John) to be anything other than an eyewitness account.

Anyway, James and John want a place of great honour. They want Jesus to declare that they are the greatest and award they a place on either side of him in glory.

In response Jesus teaches them that the way of the world is for people with power and authority and status to lord it over those below them. And then comes four chilling words, ‘NOT SO WITH YOU’ v43
Four words that have changed the world.

Four revolutionary words.

Four words that Christ himself lived by,  v45  
“I came NOT TO BE SERVED, but to serve and to give my life”
The great characteristic of the new order of the kingdom of God                        IS SERVICE TO OTHERS.
So our goal in life as a Christian is not personal ease, not pleasure and recreation, not enjoyment and leisure.

Our goals must not be selfish goals, must not be about us. Our goals must focus on others and on their well-being.

Not to be served, BUT TO SERVE.

For the sake of Christ, we put others before ourselves.

(6)

Its what makes Christianity the highest of callings because it is all about the sacrifice of love.
And we serve amidst all the difficulties of life. So in Mark 9 & 10, when the disciples come down from the Mountain top, they are confronted by by illness, by other ‘denominations’ (other they don’t know working in Christ’s name) and by the problem of wealth (Rich Young Ruler).
We serve in all the difficulties of ordinary life.

Now if we want a good example of day by day by day Christian service just remember that of OUR QUEEN, who will have reigned over us 60 years tomorrow. On her 21st Birthday the Queen said,
“There is a motto which has been borne by many of my ancestors - a noble motto, ‘I serve’. Those words were an inspiration to many bygone heirs to the Throne when they made their knightly dedication.

I should like to make my dedication now. It is very simple. 

‘I declare before you all that my whole life, whether it be long or short, shall be devoted to your service and the service of our great imperial family to which we all belong’

But I shall not have strength to carry out this resolution alone unless God helps me to make good my vow.”
Clearly, God has helped her make ‘good her vow’                                               And she, too, has kept her pledge, “I serve”.
She has showed us how to live as a servant of God. 

We are not called to be a Sovereign but we are called “to serve, rather than be served”.
Suffering & Service are the two great characteristics of the new order of the kingdom of God.
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