
1 
 

Epiphany 3 “Follow” Mark 1 15 January 24, 2021 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 

You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen 

It's a natural tendency we have to think of things in polar ways: not this, but that; 

either/or; one not the other; this one bad, that one good. In fact, one could argue 

that most of the time, we like to think of choices and actions as bipolar. Most 

people remember sitting in science class and being handed a magnet. On one end 

of this magnet is a plus sign, and on the other end is a minus sign. Not only are 

these signs different from each other, but they react to metals in opposite ways. 

One end of the magnet will draw the metal toward it, while the other will repel the 

same metal from it. 

It's most unfortunate that God's Law and Gospel are often seen as polarizing 

actions of God. Nothing could be further from the truth. The application of Law 

and of Gospel certainly feels different to us: the Law convicts us of our sins, and 

the Gospel frees us of our sins through the death of Christ. Yet, the feelings of 

constraint and then relief aren't what the forgiveness of sins is all about. The more 

accurate understanding is that the Law is fulfilled by the Gospel (Jesus' life, death, 

and resurrection)—one preparing, the other fulfilling; not one bad, the other good. 

This is actually how God assures us of our salvation and fuels the Church. 

In a parallel way, the ministry of John the Baptist and the ministry of Jesus are 

sometimes seen as polar opposites—John fiery scary "mean!" Jesus kind, loving, 

"nice!" In fact, our text today shows that John and Jesus aren't polar opposites, but 

rather preparation and fulfillment, with a fairly seamless transition of one to the 

other. 

AS THE GOSPEL FULFILLS WHAT THE LAW PREPARED, JESUS' CALL 

FULFILLS WHAT JOHN'S CALL BEGAN. 

Leading up to this Sunday, we've had the prophetic voice of St. John the Baptist 

calling out of the wilderness to make straight the path of the Lord. Remember 

hearing from John on the Second and Third Sundays in Advent. Hopefully, we've 

also proclaimed the way of the Lord that was made by proclamation of the Law 

through St. John the Baptist. The Law is the wind that broke the reeds of the self-

righteous.  
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In the repentance of our sins, our hearts and minds are prepared for the Gospel. 

This isn't merely a practice of emotion, but it's creating a thirst in our hearts as one 

might feel in the desert. And this thirst is quenched by the life-giving baptismal 

waters that come with the Gospel of the coming Christ. 

Our Old Testament Reading this morning tells us about Jonah calling the wicked 

city of Nineveh to repentance in terms no less certain than John's. After Jonah's 

famous initial fit and start—punctuated by three days in the belly of that great 

fish—he did finally follow God's call to preach his devastating Law to the city: 

"Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!" (Jonah 3:4). Fiery? Scary? 

Definitely! But mean"? Not at all. And God’s Word proclaimed carried the Holy 

Spirit power to repentance and belief. And they followed. 

It is true with both Jonah and John the Baptist that what they preached about God's 

wrath is real—for God's proper place, time, and even person. We ought not feel so 

restfully comfortable on this side of the cross and resurrection as to believe that 

this false narrative, that we've been able to get away with our sins thanks to Jesus. 

No, we haven't "gotten away" with anything! We just may think that way if we 

misunderstand Law and Gospel as bad and good. "Law = Bad = Getting caught 

red-handed. Gospel = Good = Not getting caught." This is wrong!  

The fact is, whether we realize it or not, we are always caught red-handed by God. 

But God through his spokesmen proclaims the Law so that we'll be brought to an 

inward disgust over our sins and fully expect to be destroyed, for the full weight of 

the righteousness of God's Law is too much for mere mortals.  

That is why Jesus came…to fulfill all righteousness for us. It is not our calling to 

do what Jesus did, but rather to believe in what Jesus did for us. For He did what 

we cannot. 

The Gospel, however, is that God's hammer, which we expected to be coming 

down, isn't coming down on us, but came down on Christ on the cross. The full 

weight of the dead and damned lay on Christ's shoulders until He died, and we now 

rise again with Christ from the tomb in absolution. The preparation Jonah and John 

laid down, paved the way for Christ to walk the Gospel road, the Via Dolorosa, the 

way of the cross. The calls of these prophets were calls of God's deep concern for 

you and me over our sins. 
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Then, after John's call for repentance, because of the full wrath of God, Christ calls 

for the repentance and faith that holds to the future merits of Christ on the cross. 

When Christ comes onto the scene in our Gospel text, we should recall the journey 

that we've been through to arrive here. The angel announced to the shepherds the 

good tidings of great joy. Christ had become one of us, been born of a woman. 

Now, today, we hear Him call his first disciples. What unfolds is not God 

distancing himself from the ministries of Jonah and John the Baptist in their calls 

to repentance, but a continuation and a completion, a fulfillment, of them. There is 

an "and" that connects repentance to faith in Jesus' works and merits. Our text 

reads, "Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the 

gospel of God, and saying, 'The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at 

hand; repent and believe in the gospel'" (Mk 1:14-15). 

Here we find a call for repentance, but one that has three notable differences 

between previous calls and this one:  

1. It is the Son of God himself doing the calling, and this connects all 

repentant callings throughout history to the God in flesh, Jesus Christ. 

2. Preceding the call to repentance is a phrase from Christ that we will often 

hear in the Church Year to come, and it is an everlasting promise from 

God: "the kingdom of God is at hand" (v 15). Christ even includes these 

words, "thy kingdom come: in the prayer He taught to his disciples. The 

kingdom of God is the coming of Christ in the flesh at birth, and at the 

judgment when He comes to judge the living and the dead. 

3. 'What follows Christ's call to repentance is a Gospel promise and the 

exhortation to believe: to "believe in the Gospel." Here in Mark, we find 

the first assertion toward faith from the mouth of Christ. This is no small 

thing, and it is a most pleasant invitation to us! Follow Him by believing 

His Good News. 

Our text finally includes another calling from Christ: the calling of Simon, 

Andrew, James, and John to be disciples, four of the first twelve men to occupy the 

Office of the Holy Ministry.  

Jesus calls them into the office in which the very task is to continue Jesus' 

ministry—to continue Jesus' call to repentance and to faith in the formal release 
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from guilt and punishment of the one who repents, to follow Him by grace through 

faith in the Good News of Jesus Christ and the forgiveness of sins. 

St. Augustine, the great bishop and pastor, once wrote in a Christmas homily, 

"Everlasting misery would have engulfed you, if He had not taken this merciful 

form. You would not have been restored to life, had He not submitted to your 

death; you would have fallen, had He not lifted you up; you would have perished, 

had He not come" (Augustine, Sermon 185, The Fathers of the Church: A New Translation, 

vol. 38, trans. Sister Mary Sarah Muldowney [New York: Fathers of the Church, Inc., 1959], 7).  

This is true for all who are under the Law. It is valid for us, for all who have sinned 

and fallen short of the glory of God. This is the ministry of Christ. And it is 

precisely where the ministry of John the Baptist was always pointing: 

God, himself from the creation of the world, has thickened his heel for the 

crushing of the head of the serpent that has accosted you. From this point, all 

sin, every sin that you and I have committed, has been our own personal 

attempt to dethrone God and take from Him what is rightfully his. We want 

his power, authority, and might. We want Him off his throne. And that is 

just what happened, but not as we would have wanted it, but as we needed it. 

St. John has proclaimed to us that the one who would ascend for us is the 

only one who has come down from his throne to us. And when the Son of 

Man comes from his heavenly throne, He comes for you and me brothers 

and sisters! He comes to be our victor over sin, death, and the devil! (Gaven 

M. Mize, Awake, You Who Sleep: The Advent of the Christ [Hickory, NC: Confessio 

Augustana Press, 2018]) 

Now, this is also the ministry of the Church and her pastors. What John prepared 

and Jesus fulfilled is now among us. The Kingdom of God is among us. We have 

the pure and unadulterated Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. The same sweet voice 

that cried from the manger in the recent Sundays of Christmas, also called the 

disciples to follow Him by proclaiming the Law and Gospel to sinners. We are all 

sinners in need of the Gospel. Christ has called the likes of four fishermen into his 

well-beloved Church. What Christ was able to accomplish in these men, He is able 

to accomplish by the His Word from the mouths of pastors of his Church today. He 

forgives us our sins and gives us everlasting life. 
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Jonah and John called their hearers to repentance, and their hearers received the 

forgiveness of God. Christ calls us to repent and believe, and He forgives us of our 

sins. Christ also calls his pastors to proclaim the Law that breaks us and to speak 

the words of Holy Absolution, the forgiveness of sins. Christ is the one who sees 

the repentance and forgiveness to completion. Therefore, you can be sure today 

that in hearing the words of absolution the pastor speaks that you are as forgiven as 

if Jesus himself said them. Because Jesus did say them. Amen.  

There is a great battle going on right now for the hearts and minds of people in this 

regard. You have been gathered here today because God has opened your eyes and 

given you the faith which finds his authority, his kingdom at work. Today he 

exercises that authority in the forgiveness of your sins, in the bestowing of new 

life, in the baptism of tens and hundreds of thousands of people around the world. 

Today, He authoritatively sends you, his people, out to love and serve, lead, help, 

and care.  

The kingdom of God is here. He has hidden it in simple people as He once did in a 

carpenter’s son from Nazareth. But in that carpenter’s son, He called and 

fishermen heard. Through you the people of this place, He continues to make that 

kingdom come and his power now resides in Word and Sacrament and lived out in 

your words and in your deeds in your community. What will he do through us? His 

love for his whole creation guides us, his sacrifice and redemption inspire us, his 

presence unites us. The kingdom of God, incarnate in the flesh of Christ and His 

body today, has come. Let all of us, and the rest of the world, by means of Word 

and Sacrament, follow Him in repentance and belief! 

May the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and the 

power of the Holy Spirit empower you to follow Christ to life everlasting. Amen! 


