Sermon Series: Urban Faith: A fresh look on ancient truths

Week 5 (2/7)


Mark 1

9At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 10As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. 11And a voice came from heaven: "You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased."

 12At once the Spirit sent him out into the desert, 13and he was in the desert forty days, being tempted by Satan. He was with the wild animals, and angels attended him.

Mark 15

37With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last.

38The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. 39And when the centurion, who stood there in front of Jesus, heard his cry and saw how he died, he said, "Surely this man was the Son of God!"

In his sermon this week(2/7), Charles talked about what it means to be baptized, and to be saved.  So, it is interesting to read the account of Jesus Himself getting baptized.  It is puzzling that Jesus gets baptized at all since he does not have sin in him.  But when we understand that baptism is not about ‘starting anew so we can try harder and not mess up this time’, it makes more sense.  Like Charles said in his talk, it is about us opening ourselves to receive from God.  It is our way of saying, “God, I need to be in relationship with you to be whole”.  In that sense, Jesus’ baptism makes more sense.  He leads the way here for us to follow.  

Jesus also seems to be the first person who received the Spirit of God.  The dove descended on him from Heaven.  What is interesting in that passage is the choice of the words “torn open”.  We often imagine the dove-like Spirit gently floating down from the sky.  But the Greek word “schizo” used here means “to cleave asunder, to divide by rending”.  There is a sense of force in the word.  As Jesus gets baptized, the Spirit forcefully breaks out of heaven.   
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This same Greek word is used again in Mark 15, our second bible passage.  The bible records that when Jesus died on the cross – perhaps when His Spirit left Him – the curtain of the temple “schizo”, ripped open.  The curtain was between the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place (also called the Holy of Holies), the deepest part of the temple where the Ark of God was originally placed.  This was where the Spirit of God dwelled.  Only the high priest could go in there once a year to perform rituals after cleansing himself ceremonially.  Even then, the priest wore garments with tiny bells on him, so that those who were outside of the Most Holy Place would know if the priest was struck dead because of certain impurities in him.   Being in contact with God’s Spirit was a fearful thing that often resulted in death.  

Jesus changed that with His sacrifice.  We often hear that this incidence of the curtain being ripped open is the sign that we can now move into the deepest part of the Temple, the Most Holy Place.  With the sacrifice of Jesus, we now have access to God.  I once heard someone interpreting this in a slightly different way that really resonated with me.  Just like the Spirit of God in the form of a dove tore open the heavens and came down to earth, the Spirit of God, who dwelled only in the Most Holy Place, broke open the curtain that divided God from His creation and came to this world. The Spirit broke open the Holy Place, the Court of Priests, the Court of Israel, the Court of Women, and the Court of Gentiles.  It wasn’t that He was blocking us before and will now let us live in his presence.  It is that the Sprit of God who yearned to be reunited with us forcefully broke the barriers between Him and us as well as the barriers between us and others, even at the price of the death of His own son.  

We don’t have to be clean to go before God anymore.  Now He came to us to live among us, so that He may cleanse us with His presence and His love.  What powerful love that is.  

1. This picture of God is consistent with the Father we read from the parable of the lost son (Luke 15:11-32).  As Charles talked about last Sunday (1/31: http://rivernyc.org/sunday/archive/), the Father sprints to the squanderer son to embrace him (with his robe flapping behind him).  How do I feel about this picture of God running to meet me? 
2. Do I feel undeserving of that kind of reception?  I think in a way, we all do, at times.  What do I do when I feel that way?

3. Is there a group of people or a person whom I have a really hard time relating to or liking?  What do I think about God running toward them in his sandals with his robe flapping?  
