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Grace to you and peace from God our creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Last week we began the new church year at the end of the Gospel according to Mark, on the 
verge of Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion. We did that so that we would know where we are headed 
as we make our way again through the life-giving message of what God has been doing for us 
through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Some people like the adventure of being 
surprised on their journeys. They’ll take off with a passport, a credit card, and a smart phone, and 
see what happens. But I suspect that that is more a luxury of modern life, where those with 
means and spare time can travel in relative safety in many parts of the world without plans or 
provisions. Most who undertake journeys do so for the purpose of getting to a destination that 
has been decided upon in advance, so knowing where you’re going is a good thing. These days 
with a smart phone or a computer you can plug in your destination on Google maps and see 
pictures of where you’re going, what it looks like from the street, how to get there. You’ve done 
that, right? You can practically preview your entire journey.  

This week we get to begin at the beginning, chapter one, verse one of Mark. And in doing 
so we learn that maybe we didn’t need to begin at the end after all – although it didn’t hurt. 
There is enough information packed into just the very first sentence of our Gospel reading this 
morning to give us a good indication of what’s in store. In fact, I’m going to focus this entire 
sermon on just that very first sentence, with a little help from what comes next and what has 
come before, namely our first reading that Mark quotes here. 

“The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ the Son of God.” I want to focus on four 
things here: that this is good news, that this good news addresses our bad news, that this good 
news concerns Jesus the Christ, and that this is only the beginning of the good news. 

First, this is good news. Really good news. Great news, in fact. We throw around the 
words “good news” a lot in everyday speech, and mostly what we use it for is only relatively 
good news. “Good news, the missing package turned up.” That’s nice. Now I don’t have to 
contact the sender or the delivery company to figure out where it is or arrange for a refund. Good 
news, but not life-changing good news; just an annoyance averted. Good news in the ancient 
world usually meant something a little more consequential than that. It was the news that your 
troops had won the battle against the invading army that was headed toward your city. If they 
had lost, you would be defenseless, at the mercy of the invaders. And invaders very often didn’t 
have mercy on civilian populations. News of an invaders’ defeat would be good news indeed – 
life-changing, life-saving news. Maybe the best recent equivalent is the announcement that 
vaccines against the Covid-19 coronavirus have passed their trials with flying colors and will 
soon be available to the public. If they really work as well as it seems, and if we can convince 
people to actually be vaccinated, this could be the beginning of the end of this pandemic. Other 
more personal examples of that kind of good news would be a biopsy that has come back 
negative, or news that your chemotherapy has been successful. That kind of news will change 
your life for the better. 

Second, this kind of good news often depends on some underlying bad news. In the case 
of the invading army I just mentioned, the underlying bad news was that they were headed to 
your city, and if they had not been stopped that would have been life-changing news too, but not 
for the better. In the case of the vaccines, the bad news is the pandemic that we are living 
through now. In the case of personal medical good news, the bad news is the underlying tumor or 



disease. What is the underlying bad news here in Mark? We have to leave the first verse for that 
and go to verse four, where we learn of John’s baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sin. 
The bad news is that people are sinful. Not just that we do bad things that we shouldn’t do, that’s 
just a symptom. We have a deeper, more fundamental problem that Mark is maybe hinting at 
here by quoting our first reading from Isaiah: “All people are grass, their constancy is like the 
flower of the field… The grass withers, the flower fades.” We are undependable. We seek our 
own ways. We turn in on ourselves, to use Martin Luther’s description of our condition, turning 
away from God and from one another. And because of that we are doomed. So it’s a good thing 
we got the good news first, huh? Otherwise we might despair. 

Third, this good news is centered in the person of Jesus, whom we don’t yet meet in 
today’s reading. But he is coming, John tells us, and he is God’s own agent for turning the bad 
news of our world into the greatest news of all. He is coming, and what he brings is so much 
better than repentance, so much better than a change in attitude or lifestyle, so much better than 
all of the fad diets and exercise regimes and organizational schemes that pass for repentance in 
our culture. What he brings is God’s own Spirit, the power and the impetus to live the good life 
that God created us for in the first place, even and especially in dark and difficult times. 

And fourth, this is only the beginning of the good news. Mark is a funny Gospel, with a 
funny ending. Not “ha ha” funny, but “strange” funny. It ends abruptly. So abruptly that two 
different scribes found it necessary to write their own endings. But the original ending was 
probably intentional, and connects with this very first verse in Mark. In Mark’s final chapter, the 
women go to the tomb where Jesus was laid after his death on the cross and they meet a guy who 
tells them that Jesus is risen and that they should go and tell the disciples. And the run away from 
the tomb and say nothing to anyone because they were terrified. End of story. Or is it? 
Remember how Mark told us, with the very first word of his Gospel that this is not the end? It’s 
only the beginning. Maybe he meant this whole story, this whole Gospel, is only the beginning! 
 Sisters and brothers in Christ, the good news of Avent, the good news of this new church 
year, the good news of the faith we confess and depend on, is that God is still coming to us 
through Jesus Christ, victorious in the battle against sin, death, and evil. The battle is won. The 
enemy is defeated. And God now comes to make our paths straight, to lead and care for us like a 
shepherd cares for her sheep. That’s better news even that a vaccine that promises to get us back 
to our old lives. Don’t get me wrong. I’m getting the vaccine as soon as it’s my turn, and not just 
for my sake, but for the sake of the herd immunity that vaccines create, which benefits everyone. 
But it’s not my old life that I want back. The promise of the good news that God gives is not our 
old lives back, but new and better lives ahead, reconciled to God and to one another, partners 
with God in God’s continuing work in the world through Jesus Christ. That’s the promise that we 
baptized Veronica Elisabeta into last week, the promise we remind ourselves of each time we 
gather, even in the strange, “virtual” way. May God grant us grace to trust that great good news. 
And may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus. Amen. 


