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John the Baptist Prepares the Way 

1 The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah,[a] the Son of God,[b] 2 as it is written in 
Isaiah the prophet: 

“I will send my messenger ahead of you, 
    who will prepare your way”[c]— 
3 “a voice of one calling in the wilderness, 
‘Prepare the way for the Lord, 
    make straight paths for him.’”[d] 
4 And so John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness, preaching a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins. 5 The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went out to 
him. Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. 6 John wore clothing 
made of camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild 
honey. 7 And this was his message: “After me comes the one more powerful than I, the straps of 
whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. 8 I baptize you with[e] water, but he will 
baptize you with[f] the Holy Spirit.” 

The Baptism and Testing of Jesus 

9 At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 10 Just 
as Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit 
descending on him like a dove. 11 And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; 
with you I am well pleased.” 

12 At once the Spirit sent him out into the wilderness, 13 and he was in the wilderness forty 
days, being tempted[g] by Satan. He was with the wild animals, and angels attended him. 

Jesus Announces the Good News 

14 After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of 
God. 15 “The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and 
believe the good news!” 

Jesus Calls His First Disciples 

16 As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a 
net into the lake, for they were fishermen. 17 “Come, follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will send 
you out to fish for people.” 18 At once they left their nets and followed him. 

19 When he had gone a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John in a 
boat, preparing their nets. 

New sermon series looking at Mark’s gospel.  

Why have we chosen Mark’s gospel? In times of such uncertainty, anxiety, isolation, we need to 
go back over and over again to the Good News. Not ‘some good news’ that we desperately 
search for in the headlines, something that makes us feel good, or lift our spirits, but The Good 
News. The totally, utterly, absolutely, mind-blowingly world altering Good News that is found in 
Jesus Christ the Son of God. That’s basically the punchline of my talk today! But don’t worry, I’m 
not going to leave it there at a 30 second sermon, you’ve got me for a good few minutes more 
yet!  
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So, we’re going to go through some of Mark’s gospel for the next few weeks. Let’s start by 
unpacking this a bit more. What is the Gospel? What do we mean by Good News? The word is 
euangelion and in the ancient world was the word you’d use for an official public announcement 
and proclamation of something good and pleasing, but more than just good, it’s something that 
‘alters the climate in which people live, changing the politics and the possibilities; it transforms the 
landscape of social life’ (Rowan Williams). So, when we speak of the good news in Jesus, this is 
what we need to look for. What is it that changes the politics, the possibilities, transforms the 
landscape of social life? And I think we will see some of that coming through in these first words 
of Mark’s writing.  

Really interesting that Mark’s gospel starts with this passage. There’s no nativity or information 
about Jesus’ genealogy, or anything about Jesus’ life before John’s preparation message and 
Jesus’ baptism. The curtain goes up with a clatter and there, centre stage, is the one it’s all about. 
Straight in there. Mark certainly was writing a biography of Jesus, and there are elements of how 
this book is constructed that would have been familiar to the original readers as a biography. But 
this is not ordinary biography filled with all the details of the individual’s life, background and 
family. What Mark does is to construct his biography of Jesus as a series of stories with big, meaty 
punchlines. Things like ‘and so Jesus said… and they were all amazed!’ (Look out for that as we go 
through the next few weeks) 

Rowan Williams writes in his book ‘Meeting God in Mark’ that ‘Jesus’ first words in the Gospel are 
an announcement that the kingdom of God is at hand: (Mark 1.14) ‘After John had been handed over 
for imprisonment, Jesus went into Galilee announcing the official proclamation about God. The time 
has arrived, he said, the rule of God has come close, so change your minds. Trust this proclamation.’ 
Rowan William’s translation there. ‘It’s an announcement that God is taking over. And so the reader 
is warned from the very first verse of Mark’s Gospel that she or he must look and listen in the Gospel 
for all the things that change the state of affairs in the world.’ 

I love the idea that the Gospel, the good news is a form of warning. A warning to look out for what 
has changed because of this man Jesus.  

Another thing that’s really important for Mark’s gospel is the powerful impact of storytelling. Mark 
writes his gospel in stories as I’ve said, but the narrative is not just a bunch of unconnected stories 
that he’s thrown together. He carefully weaves them with one central message that Jesus is the 
Anointed One, the Son of God. Each story points to this and as we go through over the next few 
weeks, I hope that you’ll be able to see this too. Storytelling that points to Jesus.  

I’m going to quote again from Rowan Williams’ book, something that kind of sums up everything 
I’ve said so far. He says: ‘you have to grasp and share in the changed state of affairs to which the 
story testifies – the changed state of affairs which is now being officially announced in an 
euangelion, a press release from the palace, which has changed the political climate, which has 
changed the regime. Those are the challenges: can you allow yourself to be spoken to by this figure? 
can you therefore enter into the changed state of affairs that his story is about?’ 

So I’ve set the stage, as it were, for Mark’s gospel, for what it’s about and what we mean by good 
news. I’d like to now pick two things out of this passage that we’ve heard today to explore a bit 
about what Mark is showing us about Jesus here, and what that might mean for us. 

1. Jesus the Teacher:  

Mark refers to Jesus as a teacher, a Rabbi in his writing. Rabbis were familiar in that context, at 
that time as a recognised teacher, one who knew the Hebrew Scriptures deeply and would 
gather students to them to follow them, learn from them and be their disciples. Perhaps we can 
think of it a little like renowned philosophers, theologians or scientists who students seek out to 
learn from. And the invitation, to ‘come and follow me’ would have been a great privilege, it was 
the highest level of education because it was about becoming like the Rabbi and learning to do 
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what the Rabbi did. It was an apprenticeship, learning on the job. So, for a boy or a man (sorry, not 
girls then) to be invited to be a disciple of a Rabbi was not unusual. But what is outrageously 
unusual in the Jesus story is that Jesus walks up to some fishermen (who obviously are not highly 
educated and learned since they aren’t currently disciples of a Rabbi) and invites them to come 
and join him, follow him, and learn from him. He doesn’t check their credentials, give them a test 
or a psychological assessment… And these are fishermen, people following their family trade, 
probably not educated and possibly not even literate. There is something in these people that 
Jesus sees and knows is what he needs for his team. And this is really important.  

Now, if you watch our Family Worship video for today, we’re also looking at this story, as we’re 
going through Matthew’s gospel and one of the activities is to have a go at designing Jesus’ 
Dream Team. Now of course, if we’ve read the gospels before, or if we’ve been to church or been 
to Sunday school, we’re going to find it hard not to jump ahead to the punchline here. That Jesus 
choses unschooled, uneducated, low status nobodies. But try to put that aside for a minute. Jesus 
wants to gather a group of followers, disciples, apprentices to learn from him and then pick up 
and carry on from him when he goes back to his Father. If that were you, who would you chose? 
Eloquent speakers, persuasive teachers, people with full CVs of experience perhaps. When we 
look for leaders today, we know that we are looking for certain qualities, a particular type of 
person. Sometimes we can be very prescriptive about it!  

But Jesus, this Rabbi, doesn’t go for the boys who have spent years learning in the synagogue. He 
doesn’t go for the ones with a background in public speaking, or great exam results, or pastoral 
experience. He picks ordinary, low skilled fishermen. And just as these are Jesus’ first words in his 
ministry, his last words in Mark’s narrative are to say to his team ‘go into all the world and preach 
the good news to all creation.’ Matthew’s gospel phrases it to ‘go and make disciples of all nations.’ 
This good news, this life-altering proclamation that the kingdom of God, the rule of God has 
arrived in Jesus, that there is forgiveness for all sin and separation from God is for the whole 
world. All nations. For you and for me to also become disciples, followers, apprentices of Jesus.   

2. ‘Come and follow me’:  

And so the second thing to talk about is Jesus’ call to ‘come and follow me.’ We’ve seen that the 
fact he made his team up of lowly fishermen was pretty outrageous, but actually that’s so in 
keeping with how God does things! The great King David was just a shepherd boy. The brave 
Queen Esther who saved her people was from an ordinary family, the great leader Gideon was 
from the least important family of the least important tribe. And yet the thing that all these people 
had in common was that they heard what was asked of them and they said yes.  

Verse 18: ‘at once they left their nets and followed him’ At once.  

Tom Wright says it like this: ‘Only when you think a bit about the sort of life Peter, Andrew, James 
and John had had, and the totally unknown future Jesus was inviting them into, do you understand 
just how earth-shattering this little story was and is. Leave everything you’ve known, all your security, 
your family (and family solidarity was hugely important in that culture), and follow Jesus.’ 

It's earth-shattering. And that’s exactly what this good news is. This is the warning we’re given in 
with the gospel. That this good news is not just something that’s quite nice; it changes everything. 
Jesus’ opening line in verse 15 is ‘the time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and 
believe the good news.’ I mean saying ‘the kingdom of God is near’ feels like perhaps a little bit of 
an understatement. Jesus is the kingdom of God, Jesus brings the kingdom of God. Jesus is God’s 
way of doing things, the pinnacle of God’s great mission to restore all things to himself. The 
kingdom of God is here in Jesus! And the kingdom of God changes everything. The call is to turn 
from the old ways of life, from everything that separates us from God and makes us less of who 
we were created to be and to believe in this new kingdom that has come in Jesus.  

The question for us is, do we, or would we drop everything for Jesus?  
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I’m not very good at dropping everything! When my children ask me to come and see their game, 
their Lego model, or ask me to help them with something, almost every single time I’ll say ‘hang 
on I’m just…’ Which, as I explain to them, is because I’m usually trying to do 17 things at the same 
time. Especially at the moment now that we’re home-schooling our 6-year-old and both working 
full time jobs! But these fishermen didn’t say ‘hang on, we’ve just got to get these nets in’ or ‘hang 
on, I’ve just got to go and say goodbye to my mum.’ ‘At once they left their nets and followed.’ 

Now, I can think of one example of dropping everything at once. And that’s when I was in hospital 
about to have a very premature baby and I’d gone into labour and the midwife rang my husband 
to tell him to come to the hospital. It was about 6am, my parents were staying at our house and 
Tim got out of bed, got dressed and left the house. He didn’t stop to get anything, or eat anything, 
or do anything else. He left ‘at once.’ You might be able to think of examples and I wonder if most 
of them will be to do with something urgent like that. Some sort of emergency or difficulty that 
we don’t question dropping everything for because it matters.  

Well, the thing with this euangelion is that it’s a proclamation that alters the entire state of affairs 
of the world. Instead of despair, there is hope in Jesus. Instead of fear, there is perfect love in 
Jesus. Instead of broken relationship with God there is healing in Jesus. Instead of separation from 
the creator of the universe because we just can’t get everything right on our own, there is 
restoration and reconciliation in Jesus. Instead of nothing there is everything. Instead of death 
there is eternal life with God. Actually, this is urgent.  

Somehow, on that day, by those fishing boats when this man Jesus walked up and said ‘come, 
follow me’ something of this must have been communicated to those fishermen because they 
recognised the urgency, they saw the warning that something was changing in the state of affairs 
of the world and they dropped everything and followed.  

And perhaps the most crucial thing here for us, who are not fishermen (seems unlikely in the part 
of the country farthest from the sea…), and who are not living on the Sea of Galilee 2000 years 
ago, is that that call to ‘come and follow’ is asked of us too. Jesus the Teacher, Jesus the Anointed 
Son of God asks us to drop everything else because he has altered the state of the world. His life 
and death and resurrection has transformed the landscape and if we chose to, we can be a part 
of it.  

Rowan Williams puts it like this: ‘Jesus’ contemporaries trusted all sorts of things: their ancestry, their 
land, their Temple, their laws. Even their God – provided that this God did what they expected him to. 
Jesus was now calling them to trust the good news that their God was doing something new. To get 
in on the act, they had to cut loose from other ties and trust him and his message. That wasn’t easy 
then and isn’t easy now. But it’s what Peter, Andrew, James and John did, and it’s what all Christians 
are called to do today, tomorrow, and on into God’s future.’ 

 

 

 


