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“Jesus is the End of Religion” (Mark 1:14-20)

The phrase good news is used twice in this passage to refer to the preaching of Jesus. Jesus’ message is called “the good news of God,” which is the mot significant thing you can say about anybody’s words. The word “Gospel” means “good news.” Jesus’ message is God’s joyful declaration of great news that all should hear.
I know first hand the excitement of having good news.  My daughter, Sophia Grace, was born two weeks ago. I called and texted everyone I could think of to tell them our great news. I’m “that guy”—I was telling people in the checkout line at Kroger...the woman at the gas station…the customer service rep for Comcast cable service. I’ve been sending pictures and updating the blog daily. And it has been fun sharing this good news.  We are surrounded by wonderful family and friends who have stopped by, sent cards and emails, and brought over food and presents. The good news of Sophia Grace’s birth caused people to respond in love and graciousness.

Notice the order: good news causes the gracious response. Everyone’s thoughtfulness didn’t cause her to arrive. The telling of the good news of her arrival triggered people’s responses.
Our passage follows the same logic of good news elicits good responses. Our passage contains two statements and two responses. Both statements concentrate on God’s initiative. It is what God has done that calls for the two responses. “The time has come” and “the kingdom of God is near” lead to “repent” and “believe.” So, lets look at Jesus message briefly:

“Time has come”—God’s sovereign control over history and time. Jesus says that the beginning of his ministry is the fulfillment of God’s history. “Kingdom of God”…Jesus says not only that his ministry is of immense importance, but that in him and his ministry the kingdom of God, which is God’s rule and reign over creation, has begun.
By using these two phrases Jesus is claiming that he was the fulfillment and culmination of what God was doing in the OT.  Jesus is saying that God’s time has struck…the time to which the OT pointed has arrived in him. Jesus claims that in him, God’s critical moment has come because God begins to act in a new and decisive way—fulfilling his promise for bringing his promise of ultimate redemption. To this, we are called to a change of heart (repent) and to a belief in this good news. However, the call is urgent because Jesus stands as God’s final word of address to us.
“Repent”—It means to have a “change of heart,” “to turn around,” or “change your mind.” Some of you had an emotional sense of guilt that triggered a change of heart.  Others of you had a discovery of the only source of true meaning in life.  Both of these result in a change of heart. Most scholars think “change of heart” is the best phrase to use that describes the breadth and depth of God’s work in our lives.  God’s work goes all the way down to our core and extends to every dimension of our lives.

“Believe”—the good news was that the kingdom of God has come and this means God’s rule in the hearts and minds of people. All we do is “believe” it…trust that God is sovereign to save and restore as far as the curse of sin and destruction is found. Belief simply means “put one’s trust in God.”

The whole point is that we DO NOT initiate, we respond to God’s initiative in Jesus. God initiates and we respond.  NOT we initiate and God responds.
This is the order of our worship every week.  The sermon is ALWAYS about the initiative God took to love, save, redeem, comfort, or protect us…and then the next things we do are the Nicene creed (belief) and confession of sin (repentance).

The good news is always a proclamation of God’s initiative first and then our response of belief and thanksgiving. Religion is the opposite…religion is about our initiative and God’s response of THEN coming near us once we’ve accomplished the prerequisite. What kind of father would I be if I gave Sophia Grace a list of things I wanted her to do and said, “If you do these well I will love you and be your daddy.” That is the religious view of God. The good news version says, “Sophia Grace, I am your daddy. I made you. I adore you. I love you no matter what, unconditionally.”

Romans 2:4 says it best: God’s kindness, tolerance, and patience lead to repentance.
Jesus is the end of religion. Remember that the religious leaders are the ones who plotted to have Jesus killed. Religion needs to kill Jesus because it doesn’t have room for his good news of grace. Religion is scared out of its wits by the grace that loves us just as we are. Christianity is not a religion; it is the end of religion. Religion is a human activity dedicated to reconciling ourselves to God. The Gospel, however, is the astonishing announcement that, through Jesus, God has done the whole work of reconciliation without a scrap of human assistance. Christianity is the proclamation that religion is over—period.

Religion kills Jesus because his message is good news and religion is good advice. The distinction between good news and good advice is huge. Advice is counsel about something to do that hasn't happened yet, but you can do it. News is a report about something that has happened. You can’t do anything to make it happen because it has all been done for you.
 

Imagine a king who goes into battle against an invading army to defend his land. If the king defeats the opposing army, the king sends news back to the town messengers declaring the victory. He sends back good-newsers….and what they bring back is a report: it has all been done…the opposing army has been defeated, therefore respond with joy and go about your lives under the shadow of this peace that has been achieved for you.

But if the king does not defeat the invading army and they break through, then the king sends back military advisors: but swordsmen there, archers over there, and horsemen on the sides. And get ready to fight for your lives. 

Religion sends advisor to tell you that if you want salvation you’re going to have to fight for your life. Religion sends advice saying here are the rites, rituals, moral codes, transformation of consciousness, laws, spiritual disciplines, regulations….swordsmen and archers, now fight for your life.

What Jesus gives is a message, not advice. The gospel tells you what has been done…reigion tells you what to do. Advice brings either fear or a false sense of security.  The good news brings joy.

Many of you have tried and failed at the good advice approach…many of you have been hurt by the good advice folks.  I have been. It’s suffocating and shaming and embarrassing. You feel like a failure because you don’t measure up to all the good people. But that’s not the point of good news. Good news is about what has been done for you to reconcile you to God so the shame, guilt, loneliness are gone and replaced with hope, acceptance, love, and purpose.

The good news is that "Nothing separates us from the love of God." We think there must be some breaking point where God would give up on us. Sin is not a problem with God. God solved all his problems with sin through Jesus on the cross. God is the one to say, "Look, I have taken away the handwriting that was against you."  This is seen in the Lord’s Prayer: “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us." What do we do when we don’t forgive somebody else’s trespasses or sins? We focus on what they owe us. This is what you owe me and you haven’t given it to me. There is an IOU I hold against you, and I gotta have this…. Well, it’s not that way with God. With God, it’s done—there is no handwriting against us. It’s done. He’s not holding IOUs.

Humans have a hard time believing that God doesn’t hold IOUs….but that’s the message of Jesus’ good news from God….that God came near to you and now you can repent and believe in him.
I want to end by looking at two small points about our text.  

First, notice Jesus starts in Galilee. His ministry didn’t begin in some gentle, quiet place. Galilee was surrounded by Gentiles—always first target for any invaders from the north.  Galilee appropriately symbolizes God’s people in bondage. He began at a place full of conflict and threat. It was a place of  religious diversity and business. This is awesome for you…because in this world you will have trouble, conflict, threat, confusion, business, and bondage…and that is where Jesus’ intentionally goes to. You are not alone…he comes after you in those moments.

Second, the whole point of God’s initiative is illustrated in the second part of our passage when Jesus goes after the disciples. Jesus is gathering his disciples. What is so interesting about Jesus seeking his own disciples is that the custom was for disciples to seek out their own teachers.  That’s religion! But of course it makes sense that the one who came to seek and save the lost would begin by seeking and saving his own disciples. That’s the gospel! You might be hoping for him to arrive, you might be distracted doing something else, you might even be going the other way…but he’s after you to bring you his good news. What that means is that God isn’t waiting to see if you measure up to his prerequisites before he comes near to you. God isn’t repulsed by you. He is not looking for excuses to turn his back on you. Nothing can separate you from the love of God—not your divorce, not your lack of integrity, not your spiritual apathy, not you failure. You are loved. You are loved. It is God’s nature to love you and he does. 
