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On a scorching hot July afternoon in 1990 Steph and I were married.  A few moments before the wedding began I was in the main office at the church, pacing and waiting.  All of the sudden the lead usher burst open the door, snapped his fingers at me, and said, “It’s time.  Let’s go.”  And seconds later I was walking down the aisle.  The time was fulfilled.  The engagement was over.  My life was about to change (it’s been changing ever since ().

In this morning’s Gospel lesson from Mark 1 we see that at the outset of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee he preached a very direct message, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent and believe in the good news.”  This message has changed the lives of millions upon millions of people.  
Why did Jesus preach this?
Because God cares, God is in charge, and God is a God of second chances.  

These three truths are all found in this morning’s lesson about the prophet Jonah, as well as this morning’s lesson from the Gospel According to Mark.  

Let’s start with Jonah.  (By the way, there is an incredible study on Jonah written by Justin Holcomb on the Christ Church website—just click on resources—there’s my shameless plug for the day).
In Jonah 1 we read that the word of the Lord came to Jonah, and God called Jonah to go east to Nineveh immediately and warn the people there to repent of their sins or else face calamity from God.  Instead Jonah went west and caught a ship to Tarshish.  Scripture tells us that when Jonah did this, he intended to go “away from the presence of the Lord.”  But Scripture is clear in Psalm 139 that we can never flee from God’s presence, regardless of how hard we try.  You may know what happens next, the sailors and Jonah find themselves in the midst of a tremendous storm.  Jonah realizes it is his fault (or in the words of blues great Blind Willie Johnson, later covered by Led Zeppelin, “Nobody’s fault but mine”), and asks the sailors to cast him into the sea.  They do, the storm subsides, and God “provided a large fish to swallow up Jonah,” and Jonah was in the fish for three days and three nights.

Jonah prayed, and God ordered the fish to spew Jonah out onto land, and it did.

God cared for Jonah and provided for his rescue.  God is in charge and ordered the fish to spew Jonah out onto dry land.
God then gave Jonah a second chance to go to Nineveh.  Listen to this morning’s reading: “The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, saying, ‘Get up, go to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you.’”  And what did Jonah do this time?  “Jonah set out and went to Nineveh” (.
When Jonah arrived in Nineveh, again God demonstrated that he cares, that he is in charge, and that he is a God of second chances.

Jonah walked through Nineveh and warned the people of Nineveh to repent of their sins or else face destruction.  God cared for the people of Nineveh—that’s why he sent Jonah in the first place.  God did not send Jonah to watch smugly as God sent destruction on them.  God did not destroy the people of Nineveh so they could be a good object lesson for us.  God cared for the people of Nineveh and sent Jonah to call them to repent so that they would not face destruction.  God cared for the people of Nineveh.

And what did the people of Nineveh do?  They repented.  They turned away from their sins and turned toward God.  Scripture tells us that “the people of Nineveh believed God.”  And what did God do in response to their repentance?  “God changed his mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it.”  God is in charge, and when the people of Nineveh repented, he had mercy and did not destroy them for their sins.  Instead, God gave the people of Nineveh a second chance.  

God cares, God is in charge, and God is a God of second chances.

It was true for Jonah and it was true for the people of Nineveh.

And in this morning’s Gospel lesson from Mark 1 we see that it is true for all of us.

Mark 1 records the ministry of John the Baptist, and Jesus’ baptism and subsequent temptation in the wilderness.  Then John the Baptist is arrested, and his ministry comes to an end.  But Jesus’ ministry was just beginning.  
After arriving in Galilee, Jesus proclaims “the good news of God.”  He did not proclaim the bad news of God, or the interesting news of God, or the weird news of God.  He proclaimed the good news of God.  As Jesus told Nicodemus, “God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him” (John 3:17).  
Jesus’ message was very simple.  He began by saying what God had done, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near.”  

The time is fulfilled.  The Greek word for “time” here is not chromos, which obviously denotes chronological time.  It is karios, which in the New Testament denotes a specific time for God’s action.  Jesus’ message begins, “The time, or kairos, is fulfilled—right now is the time God is doing something new.
Jesus preached, “the kingdom of God has come near.”  The kingdom of God arrived with the birth of the King, Jesus Christ.  The kingdom of God did not come near with pomp and fireworks, but in obscurity in a little town called Bethlehem.  The kingdom of God did not come with force and power, but with gentleness and humility.  The kingdom of God has come near because the King has come near.  Jesus himself ushered in the Kingdom of God through his incarnation, ministry, death, and resurrection.  
God did not wait for us to try and draw near to him.  Instead, he drew near to us.  Why?  Because God cares, God is in charge, and God is s God of second chances.

The time is fulfilled, because God decided it was fulfilled, and God is in charge.  The kingdom of God has come near because the King has come near, and God cares.  Moreover, we see that God is a God of second chances because Jesus not only proclaimed what God had done in ushering in his kingdom, he also proclaimed how we can respond: “Repent and believe in the good news.”  

Repentance in Scripture is a two-sided coin: it involves turning away from what is wrong and turning toward God.  In his First Letter to the Thessalonians the Apostle Paul describes this: “the people of those regions report… how you turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God” (1:9).  
Scripture is clear that it is God who makes it possible for us to repent, to turn from what is wrong and turn toward him.  We see this in both the Old and New Testaments.  In Psalm 80 the psalmist prays not once, but three times for God to turn us back to him:  “Turn us again, O God, and cause thy face to shine; and we shall be saved” (Psalm 80:3, 7, and 19, King James Version).  In Paul’s Letter to the Romans we read that God’s kindness leads us to repentance (2:4), and in his Letter to the Philippians we read, “it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (2:13).  
Jesus not only preached, “Repent,” he also preached “believe in the good news.”  Belief in Scripture refers to trust or faith.  Belief is putting our trust and faith in the good news, that Jesus Christ is the Son of God who died on the cross for the sins of the world and was raised again on the third day.  That kind of belief in the good news is what Jesus was talking about when he told Nicodemus, “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life” (John 3:16).  That kind of belief in the good news is what Jesus was talking about when he told Martha, just prior to raising her brother, Lazarus, from the grave, “I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.  Do you believe this?” (11:25-26).
And in the same way God makes it possible for us to repent, he also makes it possible for us to believe.  The father of the demon possessed boy in Mark 9 knew this, which is why he cried out to Jesus, “I believe; help my unbelief” (9:23-24).  Jesus did just that, and healed his son.
In this morning’s Gospel lesson from Mark we see that Jesus preached a very simple message, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom has come near; repent and believe in the good news.”  
When the people of Nineveh heard Jonah preaching repentance, they repented and believed, and “God changed his mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them.”  When Jesus died on the cross, God took upon himself that calamity.  When Jesus died on the cross, he endured the calamity for our sins, and not four our sins only, but the “sins of the whole world” (I John 2:2).  
Why did Jesus die on the cross and take our calamity upon him?  Because God cares, God is in charge, and God is a God of second chances.  But that, of course is not the end of the story, for Jesus was raised on the third day.  In fact, in Matthew 12 we see that Jesus prophesied about this prior to his crucifixion and linked it directly to Jonah’s being in the belly of the fish for three days: “Just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the (fish), so for three days and three nights the Son of Man will be in the heart of the earth” (12:40).  After Jesus died on the cross and took our calamity upon him, he was raised on the third day.
What about you this morning?
Perhaps this morning you need to be reminded that God cares for you.  He does.  The ultimate proof of that is Jesus’ death on our behalf.
Perhaps you need to be reminded that God is in charge.  He certainly made that clear to Jonah in the hardest circumstances of Jonah’s life, and he can make that clear in the hardest circumstances in your life as well.

Perhaps you need to be reminded that God is a God of second chances.  He gave Jonah a second chance.  He gave the people of Nineveh a second chance.  And because he took our calamity upon himself in the death of Jesus on the cross, he gives all of us a second chance—or if you’re like me, a third chance, a fourth chance, a hundred and fourth chance… (.

One of my all time favorite songs, Fire and Rain, by James Taylor.  In the middle of the song is a prayer that goes like this:

“Won't you look down upon me, Jesus?

You've got to help me make a stand.

You've just got to see me through another day.

My body's aching and my time is at hand.
   And I won't make it any other way.”
It’s true.  We need Jesus to help us because indeed, we “won’t make it any other way.”  The good news of the gospel is that Jesus did not just look down upon us, he came down from heaven and drew near to us.  Then he died on the cross for us.  He did that because God cares, God is in charge, and God is a God of second chances.
So perhaps this morning “the time is fulfilled” for you.  Perhaps it’s time to stop pacing and waiting in the church office, because the Holy Spirit has burst open the door of your heart and said, “It’s time.  Let’s go.”  Perhaps it’s time to “repent and believe in the good news.”
Let us pray.
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