
The Third Sunday of the Season of Epiphany
Mark 1:14–20

The time of John was over; John the Baptist, that is. That is to say that his time
of  preaching was over. He had been put in prison because he had preached the
Word of God to a person in power, namely king Herod, that it was sinful of him to
take a woman already married to another man to be his wife; in this case, the other
man was the king's brother, who was also the king, by the way, although he was
that somewhere else, but that is beside the point. Eventually, Herod would have
him beheaded, John, that is, not his brother, the other king, and John's own time
would be over, and he would enter instead into eternity with God. 

At any rate, the point is that at this time John's time of  preaching was over,
now that he had been put in prison. And with his time of preaching being over, the
time of preparation was over, also. And so, as we hear it today, after John was put
in prison, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the Gospel of the Kingdom of God, and
saying: The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe
in the Gospel.

The preaching of John had been  a preparation. He had preached a baptism of
repentance for the remission of sins,  Holy  Scripture says.  And all  the land of
Judea, and those from Jerusalem, went out to him and were baptised by him in the
River  Jordan  as  confessed  their  sins. Yes,  for  that  was  the  repentance John
preached: for sinners to turn away  from sin, and seek to do good instead.

Our Lord Jesus preached repentance, also; well, He still does, and we shall get
back to that. But the repentance He preached was a different one than the one
John had preached; as we hear it, it was a call to believe in the Gospel, that is: the
good Word from God, of victory and joy. Repent and believe in the Gospel. And the
Gospel of which He spoke was this: that the time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of
God is at hand. The time of preparation was over, and it is. The Kingdom of God
itself has come, for God Himself has come, our Lord Jesus, who is the Son of God,
and God Himself, also, from eternity.  With Him the Kingdom of God has come, for
He is not only the King of the Kingdom, although He is that, but He is also Himself
the Kingdom. And since His Kingdom is the salvation of sinners, He is not only the
Saviour of sinners, but also Himself our salvation, who has come to give Himself to
us sinners, as our salvation and our eternal life. 
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It is as He would later have His holy Apostle Paul write it of Himself:  In the
fullness of time God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the Law, to
redeem those who were under the Law, that we might receive adoption as sons.

This is the Kingdom of God which has come: that we who were under the Law
have been redeemed so as to receive adoption as sons. We were otherwise under
the Law; we still are, in a way, and always will be, for the Law is, as our Lutheran
Confession says it, God's unchangeable will, and it sets His goodness before us, and
what He would have us do because He, in His goodness, knows that it is good. And it
is our duty, always, to do what is His will, because to do what is His will is to do
what is good and right, and because we owe it to Him, as we owe all things to Him,
and ourselves, with all that we are and all that we have, because He is God.

We were under the Law, though, also, and are that no more, in the sense that in
addition to teaching us what is good and pleasing to God, the Law also condemns us
unto eternal damnation and utter devastation and endless death if we in any way
fail, as we do in so many ways, to do all that is good and pleasing to God. For so
good is God that He hates evil; and anything that is not in accordance with His
goodness is evil. In this sense, though, we are now no longer under the Law; for the
time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God is at hand; and in the fullness of time God
sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the Law, to redeem those who
were under the Law, that we might receive adoption as sons.

The Son of God, who is also the eternal Word of God, and as such, is not only the
Author of the Law, but also  Himself the Law, and the goodness of God, He had
Himself born under the Law, and not only born, but also circumcised into the people
of the Law, to take the burden of His own Law upon Himself, His own demand for
full and complete goodness, and fulfil it, for us, on our behalf, in a life of full and
complete love for God, and obedience, so as to present to Himself, for us, all that
His goodness demands of us. 

More than that, so much more,  He had Himself baptised with the baptism of
John, the  baptism of repentance for the remission of sins, who is from eternity
the Holy One of God, whole and complete in His goodness, with no sin of which to
repent or to have remitted, rather, He had Himself baptised with the baptism of
sinners to make Himself  one with sinners, even in our sin, and take our sin upon
Himself,  and suffer Himself  His  own judgement against  it,  all  His  holy  hatred
against it. And this He did, again, to redeem those who were under the Law, that
we might receive adoption as sons.
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With Him having fulfilled the Law for us, its demands as well as its punishment, we
are no longer under the Law; not in the sense that we no longer owe it to God to
honour and obey His will in all things, for we do, but in the sense that the Law no
longer threatens us with eternal death and damnation when we fail in any way - as
we  all  do,  always,  in  so  many  ways.  As  far  as  we  are  concerned,  before  the
judgement of God, the Law has been fulfilled, and fulfilled means that it has been
fully fulfilled, or it would not be fulfilled at all, and there is nothing lacking; we are
right with God with regards to the Law, and righteous before His judgement, and
we shall not perish and die into His holy hatred of evil but rather live and be with
Him in that fullness of life which is His Kingdom and His eternal life. 

This is the Gospel of which our Lord Jesus spoke when He preached the Gospel
of the Kingdom of God, as we hear it today that He did, and said:  The time is
fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God is at hand.  Repent and believe in the Gospel. It is
His  promise of  salvation,  because  His  salvation  is  full  and  complete.  And  the
repentance of which He spoke is that of hearing it, and believing it.

The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God is at hand. And so the time is over
for sinners anxiously to do our  best in the hope that our efforts and attempts at
godliness  and  goodness  might  suffice  to  make  up  for  our  sins,  and  for  the
sinfulness inherent in our hearts and minds. Real  repentance means not to turn
away from sin and do instead your best to do good, but rather to turn away, also,
from  all your attempts at goodness, and turn, instead, to Him who is good, to hear
His  promise  of  salvation,  and  submit  to  Him,  and  surrender  to  His  love,  and
celebrate the salvation He declares to be yours, and thus makes to be that.

And as the repentance our Lord Jesus preached, and preaches, is a different one
than that preached by John, so is His Baptism a different one than that of John,
not a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins, in which the one baptised
confesses his sins in the hope that his remorse will rescue him from the wrath of
God, rather, it is a Baptism into the Son of God Himself, a new birth as beloved
children of God, cleansed from all sin and guilt, pure and perfect and precious to
Him. Again, in the fullness of time God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born
under the Law, to redeem those who were under the Law, that we might receive
adoption as sons.

Baptised into Him who is the King of the Kingdom, we are heirs with Him to all
the glory of His Kingdom. And, again, this is given to us out of His goodness and
mercy alone, and for no other reason whatsoever.
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His Baptism is His Baptism, what He does, and gives, not ours. Therefore is it that
we have also our little ones baptised into Him, who are clearly not capable of doing
anything whatsoever, for again, His salvation is not what we do, rather, it is what
He does, His salvation, and His only, His goodness, His gracious gift to those who
are themselves utterly and entirely helpless,  and nothing other than that; well,
therefore, and because He commands it: Let the little children come to me, as He
said it, and do not hinder them; for to such belongs the Kingdom of God. Assuredly,
I say to you, whoever does not receive the Kingdom of God as a small child will by
no means enter it. 

He  Himself  was  but  a  small  Child,  eight  days  old,  when  He  had  Himself
circumcised and bound to fulfil the Law for us who were under the Law; for, again,
it was for all sinners He would fulfil the Law, also for the little ones.

The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God is at hand. He Himself lives in His
Church, which is, as the Apostle also writes it, His body and His fullness, who fills
all in all. In the life of His Church, which is the Word and worship of His salvation,
He gives Himself to His Christians, and takes us as His own, as He declares us to
be His own, on account of the price He has paid for us, and claims us as His own,
and makes us to be that. And He breathes His love into us, and His life, by His
living Word of love, so that we come alive to Him. And He gives His body and blood
to us to eat and drink, in bread and wine, and makes us one body with Himself, and
one with Him.

No longer is the Kingdom of God far off, nor do we reach for it in vain, for  it is
not for us to reach for at all; it is at hand, because He is with us, who is Himself
the Kingdom and the King, and not only gives His salvation to us, but also Himself,
as our salvation, for He is that, and by the Holy Spirit, who is His own Spirit and
His very innermost self, He lives with us, and within us.

For this purpose He called His Apostles, as we hear it today that He did, and He
still places men as Pastors in His Church to be fishers of men, that is: to speak His
Word of salvation, so that those who have ears to hear may hear and repent and
believe in the Gospel – because in the Word He has His servants speak the King
speaks Himself, in the power of the Kingdom. 

Glory be to God on high, and on earth peace, goodwill toward men! Amen.
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