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“God’s Promise to Humankind” 
Salado UMC—Preaching Text: Mark 1:9-15 

First Sunday in Lent: 21 February 2021  
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

“He who is slowest in making a promise is most faithful in its performance” 
—Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712 - 1778). 

    ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  
Hear the lesson for Lent 1: 

[9] In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the 

Jordan. [10] And 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. [11] And a voice came from 

heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” [12] And the 

Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. [13] He was in the wilderness 

forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited 

on him. [14] Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good 

news of God, [15] and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come 

near; repent, and believe in the good news” (Mark 1:9-15). 

 Someone once told me that if you confessed Christ and joined the church, then your 

troubles would be over. Has anyone ever said anything like that to you? Once, in the De 

Leon hospital a nurse approached. She asked about an eighty-five-year-old retired 

pastor with health problems. His doctor always admitted him to our nearby De Leon 

Hospital. He regularly came to the hospital as he was in pitiful shape. 

 The reason I remember this encounter with this nurse was the chilling thing she said 

to me, although she tried to make it a question. She asked, “Why is the Rev. so scared to 

die? He is a preacher, isn’t he?” It was not so much the question (or statement) that 

chilled me. It was the derisive way she made it. She seemed to imply, “If a preacher 

fears death, then what good is all that belief?” 

When we look today to Mark’s Gospel two things become apparent. First, Jesus is a 

human being. Second, he received the divine blessing and approval at baptism.  
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Jesus is a human being. Theologically, Jesus’ humanity is an aspect of him we should 

remember. This humanity goes to God’s work in Jesus Christ—who is fully human. Who 

Jesus is for humans is the most debated and contested issue in the history of Christian 

doctrine. The dogmatic controversies of the third and fourth centuries concerned 

doctrines of incarnation and the trinity. How are God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit related? 

For further evidence of the question, then turn to a UMC Hymnal and examine the 

creeds. They try to convey who Jesus is. What is incredible is that these creeds 

represent merely a fraction of hundreds of affirmations of faith. For centuries, the 

church has officially endorsed these creeds to define who the person of Jesus is for 

believers and what Jesus’ work is on their behalf. 

 Again, we often hear the question: “Why did someone have to baptize Jesus?” The 

basic answer is that as Jesus is fully human, he needs God. Jesus’ baptism also reminds 

us that if baptism was good enough for Jesus, then certainly God blesses us at our 

baptism. When Jesus comes 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.’ ” God’s promise, in the form of the Holy Spirit, 

rests upon Jesus. God’s presence in the Spirit assures Jesus, just as us. 

 If you remember the baptismal prayers in the baptismal liturgy, then you remember 

it tells of Israel’s freedom, and it includes our liberation from sin and death.  

When you saw your people as slaves in Egypt, 

you led them to freedom through the sea. 

Their children you brought through the Jordan 

to the land which you promised. 

 In a mysterious way, God cleanses us from the stain of sin and frees us from the 

chain of sin. In Revelation, John reminds persecuted believers about the effects of Jesus 

Christ on their lives: 

John to the seven churches that are in Asia: 
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    Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come, and from 

the seven spirits who are before his throne, and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, 

the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. 

    To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a 

kingdom, priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever 

and ever. Amen (Revelation 1:4-6). 

To review, Jesus’ baptism and our baptism fulfills God’s promise to humankind. God 

shall be the LORD and we will be God’s people. Yet, the next portion of Mark distresses 

many. We read that directly after Jesus’ baptism “the Spirit immediately drove him out 

into the wilderness.” Most of us like to think that as soon as God liberates us from some 

malady or another, that all will be well. We feel as though God’s promise protects us 

from evil and suffering. Predictably, the wilderness theme does anything but protect us. 

In fact, the wilderness is perpetually the dwelling of temptation. Not only that, but it is 

uncanny and ironic that the wilderness follows so closely on the heels of a blessed event 

like the baptism of liberation and cleansing. Perhaps it reminds us that relationship with 

God through Jesus does not protect us from life’s realities. Rather, the divine 

relationship prepares us for those experiences. 

 So, when Jesus told the man born blind to “go and wash in the pool of Siloam,” we 

detect it was both an act of healing and baptism. Yet as soon as “he went and washed 

and came back able to see” (John 9:7), his newly sighted state thrust him into the 

wilderness of neighbors, family, and synagogue. Rather than experiencing the divine 

defense of Jesus after the healing, the blind one’s new circumstances as a sighted 

person frustrate him and tempt him. Indeed, from a human perspective, this formerly 

blind person’s problems begin when Jesus healed him. His healing did not solve his 

problems. The healing created a new set of difficulties—and realities. 

 For this reason, we should not be surprised that at the moment that God sends 

words of divine approval to Jesus from the heavens that the Spirit immediately drives 
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Jesus “out into the wilderness.” For it is in the wilderness that people most clearly 

discern God. In the wilderness, the children of Israel discover what true idolatry is with 

respect to graven images similar to a “golden calf.” It is also in the wilderness that they 

receive the law and manna and quail and sweet water and all the authentic things 

necessary for survival. 

 Maybe Mark prepares believers. Maybe Mark is telling us that the blessedness of 

baptism goes hand in hand with the temptations of this world. Maybe Mark is telling us 

that the doors of paradise/security and wilderness/temptation are adjacent. I suppose 

that it is possible that this is what Jesus meant when he told Nicodemus: “The wind 

blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it 

comes from or where it goes. So, it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (John 3:8).  

After all, in Hebrew “wind” and “spirit” use the same word. 

David Mosser, SUMC, Salado Texas 76571 


