Lenten Series: Who Is This Jesus?

#1 – “The Beloved Son”

Mark 1: 9-15

It seems to happen every few years around Easter. Questions about the life and ministry of Jesus are still so interesting to so many people that one, two or even sometimes three of the major weekly newsmagazines in America will run cover stories about him. There are few celebrities who get their faces on the covers of such magazines all in the same week. Yet centuries after his death and resurrection, Jesus still generates a lot of press – not only for what he did or said, but also for the very core question of whom he is. (“Who is Jesus? Who is Christ?”, Scott Hoezee and Carrie Steenwyk,  Reformed Worship, December 2008, p. 21)

 Over the next 5 Sundays, I invite you to consider with me that core question – who is this Jesus? We will be looking at the gospel lectionary texts that are suggested to us for the Sundays in Lent this year. As we do, I believe we will get a clearer picture of who this Jesus is that not only continues to generate a lot of press, but whom we have encountered deeply and personally in our spiritual lives.

 Without a doubt, one of the defined characteristics of Christian faith is that we find the revelation of God primarily in a person, which is an affirmation unique among the major religions of the world. For Judaism and Islam, though Moses and Muhammad are receivers of revelation, God is not revealed in them as persons, but rather in the words of the Torah and Qur’an. Likewise in Buddhism: the Buddha as a person is not the revelation of God; rather, the Buddha’s teachings disclose the path to enlightenment and compassion. (see The Heart of Christianity, Rediscovering a Life of Faith, Marcus J. Borg, p.80). 

However, for Christians, Jesus is the embodied revelation of God. In Jesus, we Christians believe, we see God in the flesh. As the Apostle Paul wrote:

“For in him the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.” (Colossians 1: 19)

 The biblical scholar Marcus Borg has written that “because Jesus is for us Christians the decisive disclosure of what a life full of God looks like, what we can glimpse of the pre-Easter Jesus matters.” (Ibid. p.89)

  And so that is what we will be doing for the next 5 Sundays – capturing glimpses of the Pre-Easter Jesus as we struggle to better understand who he is - and perhaps more importantly - who he is for our lives.

Today the gospel text offered to us is from the early verses of Mark. It is 7 short verses, which contains three major events in the life of Jesus – his baptism by John, his temptation in the wilderness, and his inaugural act of ministry. When I considered the question of who this Jesus is, what captured my attention in the text today was what Jesus experienced at his baptism. 

 Mark says that Jesus came to be baptized by John in the Jordan River. We know from a few verses earlier that John was offering baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins and telling people to get ready because the Lord was coming and about to do a new thing. People came from all over for they were enamored and moved by John’s message. 

 However, John was quick to point out that he, himself, was a just forerunner. 

“There is one mightier that I who is coming, and I’m not even worthy to stoop down and untie his shoes”

 Of course, we the readers of Mark know who that mightier is. It is Jesus. We have been told in verse 1 that he is “the Son of God.” Nevertheless, Jesus comes to be baptized by John. I’ll say more about the significance of that in just a moment, but for now, I want you to simply take note of what Mark says Jesus experienced at his baptism.

 “Just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” (vv. 10-11)

 As we first ponder our Lenten question – who is this Jesus? – our first answer may be in the voice that Jesus heard at his baptism. Who is this Jesus? He is the Beloved Son, who is pleasing to God. 

 Here is the powerful, and yes, sometimes offensive, claim of our Christian faith – that Jesus is the Son of God. He is not simply a prophet; not simply a teacher; not simply a good man. He is the beloved Son of God. Mark declares it from the get-go, in verse one of his gospel, and the rest of the book is about how Jesus is the Son of God who brings God great pleasure. 

In our short seven verses today, I think we can see 3 reasons why Jesus is the Beloved Son, well pleasing to God. He is the Beloved Son, first of all, because Jesus…

…Fully identifies with sinners. (v.9)

As we’ve already noted, Mark in his opening verse declares that Jesus is the Son of God. At his baptism we note that Jesus hears the voice from heaven calling him, “My beloved Son.” But that raises a question in my mind and maybe in yours as well. If Jesus is the Beloved Son of God, with all of the attributes we associate with divinity – holiness, purity, and blamelessness - why would he go to John for baptism?

 Mark makes it crystal clear that John was baptizing humans, real people – people who were broken, sinful, full of impurities, needing to repent and clean up their lives. Why then, if he were the Beloved Son of God, would Jesus go to be baptized by John?

 I would suggest to you it’s because Jesus fully identifies with sinners. Yes, he is the Beloved Son of God, but he is not a “stay-at-a-distance” Son of God; he is not a “holier-than-thou” Son of God; rather he the kind of Beloved Son who wades into the muddy waters of life with ordinary people. He is the kind of Beloved Son of God who loves the unlovable; and touches the untouchable; and cares for the forsaken and lost. He fully identifies with sinners and maybe that is one of the reasons God said to Jesus as his baptism, “with you I am well pleased.” It pleases God to have a Son humble enough to do the dirty work of salvation

 This is one of the primary reasons, that if I had never been raised in the Christian church, and I could choose my religion without reference to any prior experience, I would choose to be Christian. In Jesus Christ, we have the revelation and disclosure that God cares about sinners like me and like you. He is willing to get down on our level with us, identifying with us, to show us how very much he loves us. He is the Beloved Son because he fully identifies with sinners. He is also the Beloved Son because he…

…Fully engages the forces of fear and evil. (vv.12-13)

I’m sure you noticed as I did that no sooner is Jesus baptized than he is thrown out into the wilderness. I say, “thrown out” because that’s exactly what the Greek word used here means. No sooner is Jesus baptized, with the sweet voice of God echoing in his ear that his is the beloved Son, with his baptismal gown still dripping wet; no sooner is he told in the recesses of his heart that he is pleasing to God, than the Spirit of God “drove” him into the wilderness. That word “drove” in the Greek is ekballe, which basically means “kicked out.” He is kicked out of the warm womb of God’s embrace into the cold cruel world. (Have you ever felt that way?) And out in that cold, cruel world he will engage the forces of fear and evil. Mark says that for “40 days he was in the wilderness, tempted by Satan.”

African American preacher Brian Blount says, “to work for God is to be thrown into the path of those who would oppose God.” (Brian K. Blount and Gary W. Charles, Preaching Mark in Two Voices, p. 31).  In no case was that more true than in the Beloved Son, Jesus. And if you want to know more about what happened between Jesus and Satan out there in the desert, you have to read the temptation accounts in Matthew and Luke. In Mark we get only one verse about it. In Matthew you get 11 verse and in Luke 13 verses. But if you go and read those verses you will discover that Jesus fully engages Satan.

 So much of what we will see as we draw nearer to holy week is how Satan has other partners in fear and evil whom Jesus will have to engage before his mission is through. But he WILL engage them – fully. He will do so, because he is the Beloved Son. He pleased God so much, I believe, because he did not run from evil and did not evade fear when it got right in his face. He stood up to it when it reared its ugly head. It was not easy. At times it was scary. 

I like the way Mark says of Jesus out there in the wilderness that he was “with the wild beasts.” It’s a harsh and sometime frightening world out there!  I can guarantee you that those wild beasts weren’t squirrels and chipmunks. No “muskrat love” out there in the desert with Jesus and Satan! Leopards? Yes! Sidewinders? Yes! Chipmunks? No way!

 Cantey and I have dreamed for some time of having a little place we could escape to in order to “get away from it all.” A little over a year ago, we bought this cabin up on Fort Mountain. It’s beautiful and quiet. We do so awesome bird watching from our deck – scarlet tanagers; indigo buntings. It’s a beautiful and, in some ways, idyllic place.  

However, one day driving up the mile-and-a half dirt road to our cabin, there was a huge rattlesnake in the road. Huge! Another morning, Cantey got up and was having her coffee on the deck, when she looked out and there was a bear just down the hill! There is beauty in the wilderness, but at times there are forces to be reckoned with.

 As the Beloved Son of God, Jesus fully engaged the forces of fear and evil around him. Maybe that is one of the reasons he so pleased his Father, was because he had the guts to face the evil and deal with it. 

 That may be a word for us in our day and time. We’ve have seen the face of evil in these times since 9/11. We face the harbinger of fear in our nation right now with our economy. The Beloved Son, Jesus, engaged fear and evil in all its fullness and prevailed. He is with us and, in him, we too shall prevail. And finally, note with me that Jesus is the Beloved Son who pleases God because he…

…Fully declares God’s Good News. (Vv.14-15)

 Mark says that Jesus did not stay in the desert but came back into Galilee. And when he returned from his battle with the forces of fear and evil, it was in a moment of crisis. Notice that Mark writes 

“Now after John was arrested…”

 The one who had baptized him in the Jordan had been jailed. The stakes for speaking the truth were obviously high. But that did not stop Jesus. In spite of the less than favorable environment, Jesus came preaching. And what he was preaching was the good news of God:

 “The time is fulfilled  - Yes, it’s a frightening time. But who’s the author of time? God is! And this is God’s time!  

“The kingdom of God is at hand.” – Yes, it may seem as though Herod’s kingdom rules. But the kingdoms of this world will pass away one day and God’s kingdom will prevail!

 “Repent!” – Now is a time of change. Yes, we can change! WE do not have to remain bound to the old ways of seeing and doing that has never really brought peace. We CAN change!

“Believe in the good news.” –  Yes, the GOOD news! In a world of bad news, the gospel, the GOOD news resounds forth and we need not fear, for God will have the last word and it will be a world of victory.

I suppose Jesus could have kept his mouth shut and avoided any further conflict; avoided offending the powers that be that had just placed his friend behind bars. But Jesus didn’t do that. He fully declared the good news even when the times were fearful and uncertain. And in doing that, I fully believe that he was living out his calling as the Beloved Son. And it pleased God greatly.

 Who is this Jesus? We will continue to ask that question for the next 5 Sundays. But at least today we have learned that He is the Beloved Son of God. He fully identifies with sinners. He fully engages fear and evil. And he fully declares the good news of God. And as his brothers and sisters; and the continuing church of Jesus Christ the Beloved, we might ask ourselves in this Lenten season if we are pleasing God as Jesus did. 

· Are we identifying with the sinners of this world getting down into the mud of life with them?

· Are we unflinchingly engaging the forces of fear and evil that would enslave us or paralyze us?

· Are we fully declaring the good news of the kingdom of God even when there is a cost to be paid for doing so?

As we come to the Lord’s Table today, may we find the strength to be the brothers and sisters of the Beloved Son, following him in the way that pleases God. Amen.
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