1
First Presbyterian Church, Portage la Prairie, Man.
Epiphany 3 / 24 January 2021

WELCOME AND ANNOUNCEMENTS
CALL TO WORSHIP:
Jesus said,
“The time has come.
The kingdom of God has come near.
Repent, and believe the good news!”
Let us worship God.

(Mark 1.15)

PRAYER OF APPROACH AND CONFESSION:
Almighty and eternal God:
As we enter your presence to worship you today, we thank you for giving us a glimpse of
your kingdom through the teachings and actions of Jesus, your Son. We thank you that your
kingdom already exists in the world wherever people accept your sovereignty, and submit to
your authority; and we look forward to the day when you will establish your kingdom fully in
the world.
We confess, however, that we often deny or even oppose the values of your kingdom in our
day-to-day living, through our self-centeredness, our short-sightedness, and our lack of compassion. We look out for our own interests, but overlook the interests of others; we choose options
that suit us in the short term, but have negative consequences in the long term; we are indifferent to the needs and hardships of others.
We confess that we have sinned, then, and we ask your forgiveness. Continue to work in us
through the Holy Spirit, we pray, so that we may embrace the values of your kingdom fully, and
may live and act as genuine citizens of your kingdom.
We pray in Jesus’ name; and we pray together, now, as he taught us:
Our Father, which art in heaven:
Hallowed be thy name.
Thy kingdom come.
Thy will be done in earth,
as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts,
as we forgive our debtors.
And lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from evil;
for thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory,
for ever. Amen.

(Matthew 6.9-13, KJV)
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ASSURANCE OF FORGIVENESS:
Hear this good news from the scriptures:
God has delivered us from the dominion of darkness,
and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves,
in whom we have redemption,
the forgiveness of our sins.
So, if we have confessed our sin to God sincerely,
let us be assured that God will forgive us.

(Colossians 1.13-14)

SCRIPTURE READINGS:
- Old Testament Reading: Jonah 3 (.1-10) - God calls Jonah a second time
In this reading, God calls Jonah to announce a message to the city of Nineveh — for a second
time.
Nineveh was the capital city of Assyria, a powerful country in what is today northern Iraq.
Assyria was an enemy of Israel.
- Psalm: Psalm 62 - “Truly, my soul finds rest in God”
Psalm 62 is a psalm of trust.
In it, the writer expresses confidence and hope in God, and encourages his readers also to
trust in God.
- Letter Reading: 1 Corinthians 7.29-31 - “The time is short”
In this chapter as a whole, Paul gives advice on the subject of marriage.
In this reading, he reminds his readers that the time left until Jesus’ second coming is short —
and that that fact should influence the way they live.
- Gospel Reading: Mark 1.14-20 - Jesus begins his ministry
In this reading, Mark describes the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry, following his baptism
and his forty days of being tempted in the wilderness.
The “John” whose arrest is mentioned is John the Baptist.
SERMON: “The Kingdom of God Has Come Near”
Two weeks ago, we read Mark’s account of the baptism of Jesus, an event that marked a significant turning point in Jesus’ life. After his baptism, Jesus left his home and the family carpentry business, and started a whole new life as a traveling rabbi, moving from town to town
throughout his home territory of Galilee, and sometimes going a bit further afield, before taking
his fateful trip south to Jerusalem.
Today, we’re just a few verses further along in Chapter 1 of Mark, and in today’s reading, Je-
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sus actually begins this new life. The verses we’ve skipped tell the story of his forty days of
being tempted in the wilderness, a story we’ll come back to in a few weeks.
At some point between Jesus’ baptism and the beginning of today’s reading, something bad
has happened: John the Baptist has been put into prison. John, the outspoken revival preacher,
has dared to criticize Galilee’s ruler, Herod Antipas — one of the sons of Herod the Great — for
marrying the wife of one of his brothers. This will cost John his life. Later on in his Gospel,
Mark will tell the story of the events leading up to John’s execution.
Mark doesn’t explain why Jesus began his ministry at the time that he did. Did he wait until
John was “off the stage”, so to speak, before beginning his ministry, or was it just a coincidence
that John was arrested just as Jesus was ready to begin? Mark doesn’t say. All he says is, After
John was put into prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God (Mark 1.14).
Mark gives us a very brief summary of Jesus’ message in these verses — just three short sentences: The time has come. The kingdom of God has come near. Repent, and believe the good
news! (Mark 1.15). To Mark, this is the gist of Jesus’ message.
Even though these three sentences are very short, they say a great deal. In the first sentence,
The time has come, the word for “time” that Mark uses in his original Greek is the word kairós.
It means not just any old time, but the set time, the right time, the opportune time. It means the
time that God has chosen, and the time for which people have been waiting. That time has
come, Jesus announces.
The second sentence introduces the concept of “the kingdom of God”, which is a very important concept in Jesus’ message in Mark’s Gospel, as well as in Matthew and Luke. The
kingdom of God is a fluid concept, though, for it means slightly different things in different
contexts. It doesn’t refer to a specific place, however, unlike the expressions “the kingdom of
Sweden” or “the kingdom of Thailand”. Rather, it refers to God’s sovereignty over the world.
In one context, the kingdom of God refers to God’s unchallenged sovereignty over the whole
creation in the age to come, after he has defeated the powers of evil. In that way, it is understood to be a future thing. In another context, though, the kingdom of God is understood to be
something that people can enter in the present, whenever they recognize God’s authority, and
submit to it. For this reason, there are those who prefer to call it the “reign” of God, the “realm”
of God, or even the “kingship” of God, rather than the “kingdom” of God. Whatever we call it,
the kingdom of God is established by God himself, of course, not by human beings. Human beings can only enter it, seek it, wait for it, inherit it, or receive it.
What Jesus says about the kingdom of God in this second sentence is that it has come near
(Mark 1.15) — not that it is actually here, but that it has come near. What he meant by that is that,
in his ministry, he would be showing people what the kingdom of God is like. In his teaching,
Jesus would teach the values and principles of the kingdom; and in his miracles, he would
demonstrate that the kingdom is about healing and restoration. Through his ministry, people
would have the opportunity to enter the kingdom of God by recognizing God’s authority, and
submitting themselves to it. They would feel the power of the kingdom of God when Jesus re-
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stored them to health and wholeness.
And that leads us to the final sentence in Mark’s summary of Jesus’ proclamation: Repent,
and believe the good news! (Mark 1.15). The Greek word for “repent” means to change one’s
mind, and therefore also, one’s ways. The Hebrew word for “repent” means to turn around and
head in the opposite direction. Mostly, then we use the word “repent” to mean to turn away
from sin, and to live in God’s ways instead. However, it could possibly also mean to make
some other kind of change in the way one lives due to God’s influence, such as taking on a new
task; letting one’s life turn in a new direction.
To believe, of course, means to accept that something is true, without knowing so for sure.
To “believe the good news”, then, means to accept that, in Jesus, the kingdom of God has come
near, and that, by changing their ways and accepting God’s authority, people can enter it.
Following this brief summary of Jesus’ message, Mark tells the story of Jesus’ calling of his
first four disciples: Simon — whom Jesus later renames “Peter” — Andrew, James, and John.
Between the four Gospels, the story is told in three different ways. Mark and Matthew both tell
the story the same way; Luke tells it a bit differently; and John tells it completely differently.
Mark gives us no idea of the passage of time. Did Jesus carry on his ministry by himself for a
while, or did he immediately start gathering a group of disciples around him? Mark doesn’t say;
but he gives the impression that Jesus started gathering disciples almost right away.
Mark tells the story very sparingly. Jesus walks along the shore of the Sea of Galilee, where
he comes upon first one pair of brothers who are fishermen, and then another pair. Both times,
he calls them, they literally drop everything, and they follow him. The whole story takes up just
five verses.
Was it quite as simple and straightforward as that? Was Jesus a stranger to those four fishermen, or were they already acquainted with him? Why would they just drop everything and go
off with him? Had they perhaps already heard him speak in their local synagogue? If so, did
his message appeal to them? How did they feel about their livelihood — were they content to
earn a living by fishing, or were they looking for an opportunity to do something else? Did Jesus explain what following him would entail? And why did Jesus choose them, anyway? Did
he see something in them that he felt would make them suitable disciples? Mark tells us nothing about all that — just that Jesus called them, and that they followed him.
Perhaps the story serves as an illustration of the ideal response to Jesus’ message. Hearing
that the time has come and that the kingdom of God has come near, these men “repent” and “believe the good news”. In their case, repenting would mean not so much turning away from sin,
as making a change in their lives — from fishing to following Jesus around; just as Jesus himself had made a change in his life — from working in the carpentry shop to being a traveling
rabbi. In any case, these four men become the nucleus of a group of people known as Jesus’
“disciples”.
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According to Mark’s account, Jesus, in calling these four men, doesn’t give them a specific
task to do, other than just to follow him. For now, their task is simply to observe, to learn — to
be disciples, a word that means “learners”, “students”, or “apprentices”. Later on, Jesus will tell
them, Deny yourselves, take up your cross, and follow me (Mark 8.34); but for now, their task is
simply to follow, and to learn.
The link between today’s Gospel reading and today’s Old Testament reading is quite obvious:
Like the Gospel reading, the Old Testament reading involves a person being “called”, and it involves repentance. God calls Jonah to proclaim a message to the people of Nineveh; and the
people of Nineveh, hearing Jonah’s message, repent; they give up their evil ways and their violence (Jonah 3.8).
But, rather than exploring that connection, I’d like instead to explore the connection between
the Gospel reading and today’s brief reading from the Letters. The point of connection between
the two passages is the word “time”. In the Gospel reading, Jesus says, The time has come (Mark
1.15); in the reading from the Letters, Paul tells his readers, The time is short (1 Corinthians 7.29). In
both cases, the word that’s used in the original Greek is the same — the word I mentioned earlier, kairós — the set time, the right time, the time chosen by God.
In the reading from the Letters, the “time” that Paul is referring to is the time remaining until
the second coming of Jesus — until the risen and ascended Jesus comes back from heaven to
establish the kingdom of God in the world. That time is short, Paul says, and so, that fact
should have an influence on the way his readers live.
From now on, Paul says, those who have wives should live as if they did not; those who
mourn, as if they did not; those who are happy as if they were not; those who buy something, as
if it were not theirs to keep; those who use the things of the world, as if not engrossed in them.
For this world in its present form is passing away (1 Corinthians 7.29b-31).
Admittedly, it sounds like a pretty severe challenge — as if Paul were urging his readers to
adopt a monastic lifestyle. I don’t think that’s what Paul is getting at, though. Rather, what he
means is that they shouldn’t take the things of life in this age to be ultimate ends in themselves.
What they should do is keep their eye on the age to come — on the kingdom of God that will
soon be established in the world — and to let that influence their values and the way they live.
Here again, we have a call to repentance — not necessarily implying that the Corinthians are
particularly sinful, but rather urging them to let their lives be shaped by the values of the kingdom of God; to live differently than they would otherwise.
We need to recognize, of course, that Paul expected the second coming of Jesus to take place
soon — definitely within his lifetime, and probably within just a few short years. Of course,
that’s not the way things have turned out. It’s nearly two thousand years later, and Jesus’ second coming hasn’t happened yet. But the basic principle that Paul sets before his readers is
sound: Live by the values of the kingdom of God; not by the values of the world around us. It
sounds a lot like what Jesus himself says in today’s Gospel reading, doesn’t it — The time has
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come. The kingdom of God has come near. Repent, and believe the good news! (Mark 1.15).
The good news, of course, is that the world isn’t always going to be the way it is now. God
has something better in mind. God is going to establish his kingdom in the world, and things
will be different; better. When Paul says, this world in its present form is passing away (1 Corinthians 7.31b), it reminds me of the passage in the Book of Revelation that says, There will be no
more death, or mourning, or crying, or pain; for the old order of things has passed away (Revelation 21.4).
The challenge for us is to live in this world as citizens of the kingdom of God; to live in this
age as if we were already living in the age to come. That is what Jesus did, and that is what he
taught his disciples to do, as well — to be caring in a world in which people are callous; to be
generous in a world in which people are stingy; to think of others in a world in which people
think mainly of themselves; to do what’s right in a world in which people do whatever they can
get away with; to be fair in a world in which people cheat; to speak the truth in love in a world
in which people often give false testimony against their neighbor; to look out for the interests of
others in a world in which people look out mainly for their own interests. As citizens of the
kingdom of God, we need to see our life in this age as practice for the life we look forward to
living in the age to come.
“The kingdom of God has come near,” Jesus said. Often it seems as far away as ever. But let
us not be discouraged, or lose our patience. Someday it will come in all its fullness. Let us then
live our lives with that end in mind.
PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE:
Gracious and generous God:
We give you thanks that, through the person and ministry of Jesus, you have given us a vision
of your kingdom, and revealed to us its values. We give you thanks that your kingdom exists
wherever your sovereignty is recognized and your authority accepted; and we look forward to
the day when you will establish your kingdom fully in the world as a whole. Enable us, we
pray, to be among those who recognize your sovereignty, and accept your kingdom’s values.
Enable us to resist our self-centered instincts, and instead to respond to the promptings of the
Holy Spirit, as we go about our day-to-day lives. Help us to repent daily, as we recognize our
failings and shortcomings; and to depend on the Spirit to guide and empower us to embody
your kingdom’s values in the way we live.
We pray that your church throughout the world may become more and more an example of
what your kingdom is like, and what it is all about. Forgive us for times when we have served
as a poor example; when we have allowed ourselves to be guided by self-interest, and when we
have failed to admit the truth when we have done wrong. Guide the church’s leaders and all its
members to be genuine followers of Jesus — to learn from him, and to follow his lead in everything we do.
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We thank you for the blessings we receive from you day by day, and for all the ways in
which you provide for our needs, and sustain us. We pray for members of our congregations,
our families, and our circles of friends, who are especially in need of your blessing today. We
pray in particular for Rob and Cheryl McPherson and their extended family, in the death of
Rob’s brother Chris; as well as for others whom we now name before you: _____________.
Grant each one your comfort, strength, guidance, and encouragement, we pray.
Hear our prayers also for the wider world. We pray for our governments at all levels — federal, provincial, and municipal. Continue to give wisdom and strength to those who establish
policies and who exercise oversight, so that public safety may be maintained, and so that the
powerless may not be exploited by the powerful. We pray in particular this week about the
search for a new Governor General. In view of what has just happened, we pray that the search
may be done with care. We pray also for the new administration in the United States. We thank
you for the prospect of a return to responsible and thoughtful governance, and pray for wisdom
and guidance as the new administration charts its course for the coming four years.
Once again we pray about the COVID-19 pandemic. We give thanks that the numbers of
people who are being infected and who are dying from COVID-19 here in Manitoba have been
decreasing in the past few weeks, and we pray that they may continue to decrease. We thank
you also that restrictions have been eased slightly, and we pray that people will continue to observe the restrictions that remain. We pray for people who have been infected with COVID-19
and continue to experience symptoms weeks and months later. We pray that the federal and
provincial governments may give greater attention to this issue, and provide suitable followup
care. We give thanks that people across the country are now receiving vaccines, and we pray
that the temporary disruption in the vaccine supply may soon be corrected. We pray for places
in the country — and around the world — where hospitals are being strained to care for the
number of people who have been infected, as well as everyone else who requires medical care.
Guide and strengthen doctors, nurses, and administrators as they struggle to provide the necessary care for everyone who needs it. We continue to pray as well for those whose livelihoods
and incomes are being negatively affected by the pandemic, that they may receive the support
and assistance they need to see them through this crisis.
We thank you that you hear our prayers, gracious God, and we offer them up to you in the
name of Jesus, our Lord. Amen.
COMMISSIONING AND BLESSING:
Sisters and brothers in Christ:
Go into the week ahead, now,
in peace,
and in the strength of the Holy Spirit,
to continue living as citizens of the kingdom of God,
and as disciples of Jesus.
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And may God bless you:
May he continue to guide you in his ways,
and to strengthen you to live in them;
in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

