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Mark Ch.1 vs.9-15 - First Sunday in Lent

– reflecting on the ups and downs of life
I wonder if you find that life contains both ups and downs, and also that they sometimes come soon after each other, so life becomes a bit of a rollercoaster.

So something good happens to you, a new baby in the family, and then someone loses their job.

You go to a funeral of an elderly relative and then not long after you go back to the same church for a wedding.  Someone you know recovers from a serious illness, and then another friend is diagnosed with the same and their future seems bleak.  

Ups and downs of life like a rollercoaster, “part of life’s rich tapestry” we sometimes rather pretentiously say, but the key question is how do we cope with such a variety of emotions, and also how does our faith cope?  Where is God in all this, especially at the more difficult times?  It is sometimes tempting to think that He is only there when things are going well, and that he seems to be noticeably absent in the difficult times.  That often seems to be a popular opinion, doesn’t it, and perhaps we feel like that as well?

I begin like this because it struck me as I came to our Gospel reading set for today that even in these few verses from the beginning of Mark’s Gospel we see high points and low points, times of testing and trial, things going wrong, and exciting new things getting started.  And so as we look at these brief episodes we need to ask the same questions I’ve just mentioned, where is God in this, is He present just in the up times, or in the downs as well?

If you are a particularly observant type of person you might find this reading familiar because variations of these verses have been used recently in Advent when thinking about J the B, and in Epiphany when thinking about the Baptism of Christ, but I presume it is chosen today, the first Sunday in Lent, particularly because it speaks of Jesus being tempted in the desert or wilderness, a Lenten theme; but anyway let us look at the whole flow of what is happening.

We start with Jesus’ Baptism, which is obviously meant to be a highpoint.  If you have been to a baptism/Christening in your own family or here in church it should be wonderful celebration, but also a time of promise, commitment, faith, the nearness of God etc etc.  Now the baptism performed by John was obviously slightly different, but yet obviously still a profound experience for all those who took part, and Jesus’ was extra special because something mysterious and extra-ordinary seemed to happen (vs.10-11), which ends with a voice from heaven and some amazingly affirming words, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”  

It is a modern trend in life today, be it at home or school or therapy group that we are encouraged to be as positive and affirming as we can in our comments about ourselves or others, but if we were on the receiving end of these ancient words from a parent or anybody else, and they were sincere, I think you would be on Cloud 9!

But then note from the text that, ‘At once, the Spirit sent him out into the desert …for 40 days being tempted by Satan’ (vs.12-13), which we might describe as a time of difficulty or trial, perhaps a low point.  

There is a sense of immediacy here, and although Mark the Gospel writer doesn’t record the details of the temptations and the struggles we can read about them in Matthew and Luke’s accounts (Ch.4 in both those gospels).  But what Mark does record is that Jesus was sent into the desert by the Spirit, God’s Holy Spirit, and Jesus was helped in that time and place by angels, if you like agents or messengers from God.  

Now this is interesting because it tells us that both the One who allowed such trials to happen, or perhaps more uncomfortably even, the One who engineered such a situation, God himself, is also the One who helps and sustains in such a situation or trial.

No one, unless they are some kind of masochist, particularly enjoys trials or difficulties or looks for them, and we probably don’t find it an easy idea to get our head round that the Lord might be somehow behind such trials, but whether He is or not, there is the great strength that He longs to sustain us and bring us through those difficult times.

A friend of ours from our previous church, who is now in glory at a relatively young age, often used to say, it is during the difficult times and not the easy times that we actually move forward in our Christian faith.

Jesus’ Baptism, a great highpoint, God is obviously with Him, leads immediately into His 40 days of temptation in the desert, a time of trial, and yet God is still sustaining Him and protecting Him.

And then the scene changes as Jesus goes into Galilee to begin his public ministry, proclaiming the good news of God (vs.14-15).  He calls people to repent and believe, He starts forming His group of disciples as they begin to follow Him; He will show His authority over evil spirits and sickness, lives will be changed as He releases them from what kept them bound and brings healing and forgiveness.  The Kingdom of God is on the move, this is fantastic, a real highpoint.  

But note that these verses begin with a small phrase which you can so easily miss, ‘After John (the Baptist) was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee…’

And you suddenly realise that something seems to have gone wrong, and we have another example of a rollercoaster, a low point right next to something really good.  Where is God in all this?  Why if Jesus can do all these amazing things was John allowed to be imprisoned?

Elsewhere in the gospels we can read that John was imprisoned by King Herod for speaking out against the King’s wrong actions, for bravely doing the right thing – which is a reminder that we are affected by the actions of sinful men, both then and now.  And it is while he is in prison that he begins to doubt it all, very understandable, yet words from Jesus come to reassure him that He is the Messiah and to commend John by saying there is no one born of women who is greater than him.

Great words of consolation in a difficult situation.

Up/down, down/up, I hope you get the picture of this rollercoaster ride in this snapshot of the Lord Jesus’ life and one close to Him, and you could find other examples within the scriptures.  Life is like that, and yet those same scriptures remind us that God is there, available to us in the good times and difficult times.   

Most of you will know the poem “Footprints”, about a man having a dream of walking along a beach and his life flashing before him, and some of you might think it is near the top of the “cheesy” category.  But perhaps one of the reasons it does find itself onto cards and posters and teatowels etc is that it rings true in many people’s experience.  It is in the most troublesome times of that man’s life when there are only one set of footprints on the sand, when he thinks the Lord has left him, that the Lord replies, ‘My son, I love you and would never leave you.  During your times of trial and suffering, when you see only one set of footprints, it was then that I carried you.’

