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Psalm 111

Mark 1:21–28

My 5-year-old niece had got a painful splinter in the sole of her foot.

She did her best not to squirm while her mother undertook home-surgery to remove the splinter with a large needle. 

As the delicate procedure dragged on my niece was anxious as to whether her foot could be saved.

Her mother offered calm reassurance. 

And as the mass of the splinter was carefully summoned to the surface of the skin, revealing the full size of the embedded harpoon, her mother encouragingly exclaimed: “It’s growing as we speak!” 
My niece looked up, and with panic in her eyes and replied: “Well, stop speaking then!”

Jesus entered the synagogue speaking with authority.

His public ministry begins, 
and we see and hear what the Kingdom of heaven is like; 
this reign of God he has proclaimed is near.

In the reading from Mark’s Gospel last Sunday we heard Jesus call his first disciples (four fishermen), speaking to them, he said simply ‘Follow me’.
This was the start of a new community – a community we belong to today. We (the church) are disciples of Jesus today, and the question I asked last week was: “To where is Jesus asking us to follow him?”
Where does the journey of discipleship take us?

Last week I suggested an appropriate answer was heaven. 

Now, I’m not changing that answer, ...but today I want to emphasise that the journey of discipleship is one that takes us through the cross and the resurrection on the way. 
To follow Jesus is to journey with him to the cross and to rise in new life with him.

Heaven is the eternal goal; 
the everlasting Kingdom of God’s rule;

the ultimate coming together of God’s purposes. 
And we see God’s purposes emerging in this person Jesus; 
in his life, death and resurrection.
The Kingdom of heaven comes through this strange figure, who starts off by calling fishermen on a beach, saying “Follow me”.

God’s promise of heaven is one that rightly gives us great hope (for our future and our living right now). 
Although (as I said last week) there are common misunderstandings about heaven.

Many cultural accretions have influenced our understanding about heaven – many of them unhelpfully.

The current Number One song in the music charts is by the hit band Coldplay and is titled ‘Paradise’.    –There are many ideas about what heaven is like.

Let’s be clear what the New Testament tells us about heaven:
· Firstly, heaven is not a place completely separate to earth, but a reality breaking out on earth. We hear this when Jesus says: ““the kingdom of God (heaven) has come near” (MK 1:15). Heaven is God’s greater reality, not completely the same as the current reality on earth, but God is bringing it into our lives now – this is the message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
· Heaven (therefore) is not some post-mortem destiny. Heaven is not a place to escape from our bodies and the present world forever. The New Testament anticipates heaven is coming to earth. Jesus taught us to pray “your kingdom come on earth as in heaven”.
· Heaven is not a place we follow Jesus to. On the contrary, Jesus speaks of his return to earth one day, when God’s reign (the kingdom of heaven) will be complete.
The first hymn we sang this morning ‘At the Name of Jesus’ expresses our anticipation of this future hope:

Christians, this Lord Jesus shall return again,
With His Father’s glory, with His angel train;

Similarly, in the words we use when we celebrate Communion, we say: 

“Christ has died; Christ is risen; Christ will come again”

It is a summary of the hope located in the person of Jesus;
the One who calls us to follow;

the One who enables us to go where he goes.

We have to acknowledge that the future hope of Jesus’ return 
is somewhat ‘misty’ – we can only really guess what this will be like.
By contrast, the New Testament tells us about Jesus’ first advent: 
his public ministry, his death and resurrection. 
These are events of history; 
significantly so, as we understand God’s purposes of the Kingdom of heaven coming to earth. 
In Jesus, the Kingdom of heaven confronts the distortion and evil of earth, bringing freedom for the enslaved.

Today’s reading from Mark’s Gospel is the start of Jesus’ public ministry, and we immediately have a glimpse of what the Kingdom of heaven is like. 
Jesus’ words and actions reveal the nature of Kingdom of heaven, this reign of God that he’s proclaiming is ‘near’.

Jesus enters the synagogue in Capernaum and confronts the present evil.
With the same authority with which Jesus teaches in the synagogue, he speaks words that heal and free.
Encountering this man whose life had become a total nightmare, whose personality seemed to have been taken over by alien powers –Jesus stops the nightmare, freeing the man from the destructive forces that enslaved him.

This is a significant demonstration, not simply of Jesus’ authority – but also what God is wanting to do for humanity; what the Kingdom of heaven is about.

So whether it is shrieking demons, a woman with a fever, or whatever diseases people happen to suffer from, Jesus deals with them, all with the same gentle but deeply effective authority.

The paradox of the Gospel is that this authority leads Jesus to the cross.

Jesus’ authority is not such that he obliterates all opposition as he goes, for this is not the nature of the Kingdom of heaven.

God’s ultimate confrontation with the evil and distortion of the world is Jesus’ loving death.

It is Jesus’ loving death on the cross that brings us all freedom. 

The evil Jesus confronts and deals to (with authority) in the synagogue, is evil that enslaved that man and fragmented that community. 

We too know evil that enslaves and fragments, and it is the decisive power of the cross that confronts and deals to all evil, and brings God’s purposes of salvation to all.

N.T. Wright says: “The demons had their final shriek at him as he hung on the cross, challenging and mocking for the last time the validity of his authority. On the cross he completed the healing work he began that day in the synagogue.”
And whilst Jesus’ defeat of evil was complete and total on the cross, 
his journey did not finish there.

“Christ has died; Christ is risen; Christ will come again”

The authority of Jesus in this story in the synagogue is authority that turns to victory in his resurrection.

His resurrection from the dead is the vindication of his public ministry and saving death.

But let’s be clear: the resurrection of Jesus is far more than a retrospective acknowledgement of his identity as God’s Son.

The resurrection is far more than the recognition: “Oh, so Jesus was telling the truth after all.”

As I said last week, the resurrection is the beginning of a new creation.
God’s purposes involve change; a new reign, a new kingdom breaking in. 

But God is not abandoning creation (far from it!)
Jesus’ bodily resurrection is God’s commitment to the material reality of His creation.

Creation is not to be abandoned, but redeemed and renewed; 

and this is both promised and guaranteed by the Resurrection of Jesus from the dead.

Leslie Newbigin, the missionary and theologian, was asked whether, as he looked into the future, he was optimistic or pessimistic. He responded: 
“I am neither an optimist nor a pessimist. Jesus Christ is risen from the dead!”

The resurrection of Jesus is crucial for our understanding of God’s purposes, and the hope we can take in the fulfilment of the Kingdom of heaven.
“Christ has died; Christ is risen; Christ will come again”
Together these events reveal the nature of the Kingdom of heaven.

In Jesus’ public ministry we see the purposes of God involve confronting evil and setting people free.

In Jesus’ death we see the same, as well as the ultimate defeat of evil and salvation wrought for all.

In Jesus’ resurrection we see the beginning of the new creation; the redeeming and renewing of the material.

Bringing this all back to our understanding of heaven, and that heaven is the reality Jesus calls us toward...

We are on a journey following Jesus, but I hope we can grasp that the hope of heaven is not about following Jesus to a separate specifically spiritual reality, whereby we escape our bodies and leave the material world behind.
Heaven is far greater than that, and far more connected to the purposes God has already revealed in creation, and in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.

N. T. Wright offers us what I believe to be a profound description of heaven.

He says heaven is where God’s purposes for the future are stored up.
  
If I say to a friend “I’ve kept some beer in the fridge for you” 
it doesn’t mean they have to climb into the fridge to drink the beer!

God’s purposes, our future inheritance, awaits us; 
an incorruptible new creation, and new bodies in the redeemed and renewed new creation, where heaven and earth come together.

There are significant implications for this understanding of heaven:
We certainly aren’t killing time until we die, expecting our ‘spiritual essence’ to be whisked away to disembodied immortality.
If we see the journey of discipleship leading us to a salvation limited to ensuring we each get to go to heaven when we die, we make the same mistake the people of Israel did in the Old Testament.

When they speculated “Will God save Israel?” – they missed the fact that God’s plan was to save the whole world THROUGH Israel.

Next Sunday I want us to consider how our journey of discipleship interacts with heaven right now.

Could it be that we are following Jesus on a heavenly journey right now?

Could it be that, as we recognise God’s purposes revealed in Jesus, we can join in building God’s future?

Could it be that the way we live now, our speech, or actions, are not to be left behind on a doomed earth, but contribute to a reality that will last forever?

If so, then how we live matters a great deal, and we’d do well to pay attention to Jesus; this one who speaks with authority.

Our next hymn is a prayer seeking God’s purposes for our world right now.

It is a prayer seeking freedom and fulfilment in our humanity as we are taught and transformed.

So let us stand and sing together ‘God of Freedom, God of Justice’...
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