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Grace Presbyterian Church               February 21, 2021 

Psalm 25, 1 Peter 3: 18-22, Mark 1: 9-15     Lent I 

"Self-Denial: Jesus Calling” 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

The season of Lent that we have entered is not a season that we have 

traditionally emphasized here at Grace over the last forty years. It is a time 

roughly modeled biblically on Jesus’ forty days in the wilderness before He 

begins His earthly ministry, when He was thirty years old. It is a time of 

reflection on whether we take our discipleship, our following of Jesus as 

seriously as we might sometimes say we do. It is a time “to take up our cross 

and follow Jesus” (Luke 9:23) It is a time to simplify and reduce our lives to 

be quiet and listening. 

 

Many of us are uncomfortable with quiet and listening to God. We fill our 

lives with entertainment, news, sports, hobbies, arts, and you can name what 

you fill your life with… The call to slow down, and stop and get quiet 

enough to hear what God is saying is not a popular one. One of my continual 

reflections from Scripture and prayer is: What does God have to do to get 

our/my attention? In 12 step groups, the answer is consistently “hit bottom.” 

By this, addicts and alcoholics know you cannot tell another person what 

they need until they know they need it. So you wait and watch for that 

person to find their own way. If they get into a particularly dangerous 

position, often near death or weeks of unconsciousness or incapacity, an 

“intervention” is organized with the friends and family to tell the individual, 

“This is your last chance. You need to deal with your issue.” Sometimes this 

works. Sometimes it doesn’t. 

 

God is constantly seeking our attention, not because He needs it, but because 

He loves us and wants our best. So what does He do in your life to get your 

attention? It would be good to write down what you think the answer to this 

question is.  

 

God is certainly getting our attention during the pandemic. Once again we 

are reminded that we are not as in control of our lives as we thought we 

were. Our businesses, our recreation, our work, our productivity, our 

accomplishments seem to all pale in front of the possibility of sickness and 

death, with new variants now in Canada infecting the population. As the 

lockdown ends, many ask when the third and fourth waves will appear. No 

one knows. As a person with prior lung and breathing issues, adult onset 
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asthma or the like and regular bronchitis, I take note. I try to practice what 

public health tells me to do. I wonder once again what God will do in my life 

to continue to motivate me to listen. I too like to distract myself with 

entertainment, news, sports, hobbies, arts and other reflections. So where do 

we go for this forty days together before Easter? 

 

I am urging us to go to the quiet place of listening. That place may seem 

lonely to many of us, but it is a good place to be. The wilderness is often 

quieter than the urban and suburban. There is less to look at. We hear our 

own internal issues there, and any voices that we remember or that have 

been emotionally louder than our own. What voice or voices do you hear in 

the quiet? I know that sounds like a psychiatric question or psychological 

question. It is simply a way to ask you what comes into your heart and mind, 

when you allow a quiet place to develop?  

 

Are there voices of rejection, questioning you, berating you? Many of us 

struggle with self-hatred and negative voices from the past and from within. 

Note what they say, but know that they do not have the final word. If you 

have done work in this area of your life, you know the work continues, but 

that you can also have victory over the negativity as Jesus speaks. It is an 

ongoing work. 

 

Are there voices of pride and independence? You are in control. No one’s 

going to tell you what to do. You have confidence and certainty in your 

abilities and identity. This too is a place that on the surface looks strong and 

wonderful, but may be a hardness of heart toward the One who knows your 

needs better than you do. You too need to listen beyond yourself to the One 

who brings life, truth and perspective on living that you need. 

 

The pandemic has taken us all back to simple living. We mostly stay home. 

But what do you do there? What happens inside you? This is the wilderness 

into which I believe Jesus wants to speak to today. 

 

Jesus is calling. His broadcast is constant and faithful. That broadcast occurs 

24/7 from the Scriptures now in thousands of languages across the face of 

the planet, on the internet, in print, through videos, on phones, you name it. 

The message is there, and available to you. You have to plan to read. It 

doesn’t just happen. As you choose to open the book and read the Bible, you 

make the right choice. Then you need to quiet down enough to take the time 

to hear what God is saying to you.  
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Today’s sermon is a simple and straightforward message, not complicated, 

not with university style argumentation. It is a plea to spend some time in the 

right direction, because you need, like I need, to hear what God has to say. 

Consider the wilderness like some time on the beach, without the water. We 

all need some warm time on the sand, to just sit or lie down. Do so today. 

Use your God given imagination. You can go there in your home, in the 

privacy of your room. Choose to do so. 

 

When you go there, you can go to one of the Gospels. They are all good. I 

have chosen Mark today, the simplest Gospel, the one that starts with Jesus’ 

ministry, not his eternal beginning as John starts, nor his birth or earlier life, 

as Matthew and Luke give us details, but just his ministry. The short passage 

I read a few minutes ago starts us in His hometown, not his birth town, in 

Nazareth. He then walks to the Jordan river where John was baptizing. You 

know the story. It was a longer walk in mostly desert like conditions. 

 

Google maps tells us it is 130 km on current roads between Nazareth and Al-

Maghtas, on the border with the current state of Jordan on the Jordan 

“River,” the traditional site of Jesus’ baptism. There is a lot of wilderness 

Jesus could have gone through on foot, which Google says can be hiked 

today in twenty-seven hours. I would think Jesus took his time to get there, 

on the way back, we know it was at least forty days. His Father allowed for 

time to fast and pray, and to allow Him to be tested on the journey to being 

baptized into His new ministry. He had lots of time to think, to consider, to 

take note of His own needs and His mission. Jesus passed the tests of food, 

and faith and focus; just as we are asked in the Lenten season to consider 

fasts, trusting God with our lifestyles and health, and focusing on 

relationship to the Triune God in this life, and day to day living. 

 

Jesus went to John to start His ministry. There is no questioning in Mark 

between John and Jesus about why Jesus needs to be baptized. Jesus is 

baptized, although Jesus is sinless. He identifies with the Kingdom work 

John is doing. And the Triune God is clearly made known: Jesus comes up 

out of the water, which does not necessarily mean he was immersed, but that 

he came up from down where the water is and as he was doing so, the Holy 

Spirit comes upon him like a dove. The Holy Spirit has been upon Jesus 

since the conversation with Mary in Luke 1:35…how can this be?…the Holy 

Spirit will come upon you… So this is a special moment affirming the 

beginning of Jesus’ ministry. This is a reminder that the Holy Spirit convicts 
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people of the truth, of sin, of eternal things. (John 16: 5-14) We do not. The 

Holy Spirit does. And in that moment, we know and hear again that Jesus is 

the One. Heaven is torn open, the Scripture says, to remind us that God 

Himself is with us in Jesus. John more poignantly tells us this repeatedly. 

But here He is. Jesus is the Mission. Jesus is the Way, the Life, the Truth. 

Jesus is the One we turn to now to hear. He is calling. Calling you. Calling 

you to be with Him. Calling you to receive His truth about you and those 

close to you. Calling you to a closer life to Him. Please continue to make 

time to be quiet enough to hear His calling. 

 

Meanwhile, back at the baptism, Jesus is not yet dry when an audible voice 

from God the Father is heard: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am 

well pleased.” Note that Jesus always had a listening ear for His Father’s 

voice. In fact, he didn’t listen to men, the way he listened to the Father. 

(John 2:24-25) 

 

We too should listen more to what God says about us, then what we or 

others say about us. Hear again the pleasure of the Father over Jesus’ life 

and ministry, over everything that He was and is. Many of us would be 

greatly sustained if we simply heard this message of love, belonging and 

security. 

 

You are my son, my daughter, with you I am well pleased. Hear that voice 

again today. God may speak to you about your sins, but be sure to hear His 

pleasure. The essence of our relationship to God is that loving pleasure with 

which the Father introduces us to Jesus through the power and presence of 

the Holy Spirit. 

 

In this season, I want this for you more than anything.  If we don’t get this 

now, when everything is locked down and quiet, when will we get it? Going 

back to “normal,” is not very attractive, if that means going back to our 

busyness and our inability to be quiet and listen. If that means we can go 

back to denial, distraction and noise, do we really want to return to 

“normal?” Jesus was given that moment in his life, where the Father 

publically speaks out His affirmation, knowing that Jesus must immediately 

go back into the desert. 

 

We have our identity in Christ, our hope in Christ, our satisfaction in Christ, 

our meaning in Christ and our freedom in Christ for a reason. This life is 

challenging, full of suffering, full of choices that are to prepare us for the 
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ongoing life beyond this life. Jesus went out into the desert to try his true 

motives. He was in a hard place, as we are now. He was with wild animals, 

Mark tells us, literally and figuratively. The wild animals of the desert are 

snakes, scorpions and savage wolves, depending on where you are in the 

desert. All of these were deadly, physically and spiritually. In Luke 10:18, 

Jesus tells the seventy that he is sending out, “I have given you authority to 

trample on snakes and scorpions and to overcome all the power of the 

enemy; nothing will harm you.” Jesus went through that test himself 

spiritually, and physically in the desert during those forty days. He tells us 

we will make it through all we are going through, as we trust Him. He had 

angels attending Him. (Mark 1:13) So do we. 

 

Jesus is recorded in Mark 1 as simply moving on to his ministry after the 

desert testing. We have to go to Matthew 4 and Luke 4 to get their versions 

of the details of the temptations in the desert. Mark simply has Jesus making 

it through the test and beginning to preach. The forty days Jesus spent in 

self-denial and clarity of mission and spirit were well spent. He was well 

focused on the task at hand. He knew what He had come to do. Now it was 

simply drawing others alongside Himself.  

 

His first sermon was much shorter than mine is today. “The time has come. 

The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1: 

14) That was it. The whole thing was three sentences. At least that is what 

we have recorded. Jesus announced that right now is the season to trust God. 

Right now the kingdom of God is as near as Jesus is. And He is right here, 

right now. So do your U turn away from sin, lies, denial, addiction, evil, 

wrongdoing and avoiding your conscience; to turn toward Jesus, His person, 

His way, and His good news. He is about to take care of the price that needs 

to paid for you to know God and be in ongoing good relationship with God. 

Repent and believe. Turn away from your rebellion to God, toward God, 

trusting Him with your life, your health, your future, your present, your 

relationships, yourself. Do it now. 

 

And thus the Gospel of Mark begins. Jesus has way more to teach than that 

short sermon. And He has many places to go. 

 

Peter tells us Jesus had a prison ministry (1 Peter 3:18ff). He went and 

preached to the spirits in prison (through the Spirit). This could mean a few 

different things. It could mean that through the prophets of the OT Jesus was 

speaking the way of salvation to unsaved human spirits in Noah’s day. Jesus 
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was speaking through Noah, and through Peter to the persecuted minority of 

his day, encouraging them through the most difficult of times to know there 

is salvation even in the worst of times, like being in prison for your faith. 

Jesus then would be preaching by His Spirit to many imprisoned spirits, that 

is, the spiritual prison of disobedience to the Lord.  

 

A second interpretation has Jesus preaching to the fallen angels who were 

awaiting final judgment and anyone else who would have been around these 

in hell. The word “prison” is not used elsewhere in Scripture as a place of 

punishment after death for human beings, but is used for Satan (Rev. 20:7), 

and other fallen angels (2 Peter 2: 4; Jude 6) 

 

A third interpretation has Jesus giving a second chance for salvation to those 

who have gone to hell. This however does not agree with other clearer 

Scriptures, such as Hebrews 9:27, it is appointed unto man to die once and 

after that the judgment, and the chasm spoken of in Luke 16:26 in the story 

of the rich man and Lazarus. 

 

The point in the 1 Peter 3:18ff passage is that Jesus’ ministry of preaching 

was far reaching, because it not only incorporated his earthly ministry, but 

also all the ministries the Holy Spirit has conducted throughout history, Old 

Testament, New Testament, the Church Age in which we live; also known 

as the end times. Jesus is calling. His call is far reaching. 

 

Please listen. Plan accordingly. Act accordingly. 

 

Let us pray. 
 


