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Mark 1:14-15 

 

*** 

 

John Wesley was the founder of the Methodist movement in eighteenth century England. 

I learned this week that he preached on these two verses from Mark 190 times over the course of 

his ministry. I suppose that, at this point in my life, I’ve preached at least 190 times, but not 

repeatedly on the same two verses. So, I was inspired by Wesley’s commitment, and thought that 

we could take a poll right here and now to see how y’all would feel about me hanging out here, 

in Mark 1:14-15, for about my next four years of sermons. Alright? All those in favor… 

 

 Of course, I’m teasing. John Wesley did not write a brand-new sermon every time he 

preached on this passage. He was an itinerant preacher, which means he traveled around England 

– and eventually around parts of North America – preaching to different groups of people, often 

multiple times a day. He’d be in a pulpit in the morning talking to church folk, and later in the 

day he’d gather together the factory workers and coal miners out in the fields beyond the town. 

One Wesleyan scholar, Albert Outler, says that because Wesley “was always preaching to people 

on the move[,] … it was important [to him] that every sermon should proclaim the essential 

gospel as if for that one time only.”1 Wesley always had to assume that someone had come to 

hear him who had never been exposed to the gospel of Jesus Christ before. It was important to 

him that that person could get a sense of the whole story from any one particular sermon. Well, 

190 times tells us something about Wesley’s attitude toward these two verses from Mark. They 

must contain the essential character of Christian faith.  

 

Let’s explore that. 

 

What Jesus received in the baptismal waters (1:9-11) and what he achieved in the 

wilderness (1:12-13) were not for him alone. God’s love and delight were to be shared. Victory 

over the temptations of Satan was to be proclaimed. Jesus emerged from his solitude and came 

into the public sphere, into the region of Galilee, and kicked off a ministry of proclamation. He 

offered love and power to the people. His essential message was this: “God has come near!” And 

though that message had to take root somewhere, that is, Galilee, it was to grow and propagate in 

all places. As a preacher, Jesus couldn’t stay still. A little later on in the Gospel, he says to his 

disciples, “Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also; 

for that is what I came out to do. And he went throughout Galilee, proclaiming the message in 

their synagogues and casting out demons” (Mark 1:38-39). Just as Jesus went to the fields, 

coastlines, and synagogues of Galilee, so Wesley went to the fields, prisons, and churches of 

England, and we, bearers of the same message, go on to the hilltops and streets and pulpits of 

Pocatello. The ministry of proclamation is for all persons in all places. 

 

 
1 Albert Outler, “Introduction,” in The Works of John Wesley, Volume 1, Sermons, I, 1-33, ed. Albert C. Outler 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1984), 15-16. 



So, I think we can understand some of Wesley’s enthusiasm expressed in those 190 

sermons. Jesus’ proclamation really is inexhaustible, because God has drawn close to every life, 

in every time, in every place. Even if I never preach 190 times on the same two verses of 

scripture, every proclamation, to really be a proclamation, must in some way carry forward the 

content and call of that first sermon preached by Christ: “God’s Kingdom is at hand.” Knowing 

this about the ministry of proclamation, Wesley once confessed to a friend: “My tongue is a 

devoted thing.”2 For he preached in the manner of his Lord, and he remembered the power of 

God’s speech.  

 

Do you remember that power? 

 

“Let there be light,” God said, in the beginning. And there was light. 

 

“Let there be land, animals, birds – life!” And there was life. 

 

Through the voice of the prophet Isaiah, God declared: 

 

“For as the rain and snow come down from heaven, 

and do not return there until they have watered the earth, 

making it bring forth and sprout, 

giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, 

so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; 

it shall not return empty, 

but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, 

and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” (55:10-11, emphasis added) 

 

God’s Word is creative and powerful. What it speaks comes into being. It accomplishes 

its purposes, succeeds in its mission, carries within itself, like a seed, all that is necessary for 

giving the gift of new life. 

 

The New Testament tells us that Jesus is this Divine Speech, this creative Word, made 

flesh. When Jesus speaks, we hear God’s voice. Jesus’ words fulfill their purpose, which is 

always to bring the reign of God nearer to us. In Jesus, the news of God’s closeness coincides 

with that very closeness. (Repeat.) Jesus is both the speaker and the fulfilment of the Word. He 

never asks for or proclaims what he does not, in turn, make possible or manifest.  

 

Let there be light.  

 

The Kingdom of God has come near. 

 

This morning, I’d like to set before you two invitations. One is a particular invitation to 

the ministry of proclamation, a ministry to which God may or may not be calling some of us. The 

other is a general invitation to be true hearers of the good and startling news that God has come 

near. That invitation is for all.  

 

 
2 The Works of John Wesley, Vol. 1, 14. 



 In Mark’s gospel, Jesus does not keep the ministry of proclamation to himself. He 

empowers a small group of his followers to take up the message of God’s nearness. In Mark 

chapter three, we read this: “And he appointed twelve, whom he also named apostles, to be with 

him, and to be sent out to proclaim the message, and to have authority to cast out demons” (vv. 

14-15). And in Mark chapter six: “So they went out and proclaimed that all should repent. They 

cast out many demons, and anointed with oil many who were sick and cured them” (vv. 12-13). 

Notice the ministry of proclamation that is given to the apostles by Jesus. Notice the freedom 

experienced in those who hear the word. When Christ is proclaimed, Christ is experienced.  

 

 We often outsource the work of preaching to professional pastors, but the Bible says that 

the Spirit blows where it wills, and God can anoint any one of us to proclaim the name of Jesus. 

In worship, proclamation takes on different forms. One form is testimony, which is witnessing to 

what you have seen and heard and experienced of the divine presence in your own life. Another 

is exhortation, which is encouraging the community with words of love and wisdom, rallying 

them to keep trusting in God and living with open, generous hearts. And, of course, there’s 

preaching, whose task it is to open and interpret the scriptures in order to announce that Christ 

has lived, died, and been raised for us and our salvation. To these forms, others could be added. 

 

If you have every felt called to devote your tongue to the ministry of proclamation, to say 

to others publicly, “God has come near!” then I would love to talk with you, hear about that 

desire, and find ways for you to announce the gospel in our congregation and community. We 

acknowledged in our hymn earlier that it takes a thousand tongues – and more! – to sing our 

Great Redeemer’s praise. Worship ought to be a Pentecost affair, the Spirit seeking expression in 

each of us. To know whether one of those tongues is your own is not a matter of taking inventory 

of your public speaking skills, your boldness, your eloquence, your level of education. “God 

chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to 

shame the strong” (1 Cor. 1:27). What matters is the discernment of a desire, and a lived 

closeness to the One you will proclaim to be near. 

 

 That is the first invitation, to proclaim. 

 

The second is for all of us together: Knowing that God has come near, let us repent of the 

fulfilled time, and believe in the good news!  

 

 Do you remember that story from Luke’s Gospel about Jesus’ first sermon? After his 

wilderness temptation, Jesus returned to his hometown, Nazareth, entered a synagogue there on 

the day of worship, and stood up to read from the Hebrew Scriptures. He opened the scroll of the 

prophet Isaiah and read: 

 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because he has anointed me 

to bring good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 

and recovery of sight to the blind, 

to let the oppressed go free, 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (Lk. 4:18-19) 



 

In that time, it was customary for the reader to do some interpretation for the 

congregation. Having read and recounted these radical, life-changing promises, Jesus sat down 

and said something that forever after opened all our present moments to the eternal event and 

possibility of salvation: “Today,” he proclaimed, “this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” (Lk. 

4:21).  

 

Today! 

 

Today, friends, if you are in need of good news, Christ has good news for you.  

 

Today is the day of salvation. 

 

Today, if you need peace that surpasses all understanding, the Kingdom of God has come 

near; there is peace with Jesus. 

 

Today, if you need justice to topple the powers of oppression in this world, the Kingdom 

of God has come near; there is power with Jesus. 

 

Today, if you need a love that sees you for the Beloved you truly are and can love you 

into seeing yourself that way, the Kingdom of God has come near; there is blessing with Jesus. 

 

Today, if you need forgiveness for where you’ve gone wrong, and a fresh release from 

the sin that clings so closely, the Kingdom of God has come near; there is redemption with Jesus. 

 

Today, if you need daily bread to get you through another day in a dry and weary season, 

the Kingdom of God has come near; there is mercy with Jesus.   

 

All any one of us must do is ask for the grace to turn away from yesterday – and then 

turn! – and ask for the grace to trust3 in the everlasting today – and trust. Such is the 

choreography of our God-story: death and resurrection, repentance and faith, out of darkness and 

into marvelous light. 

 

To conclude with the words of Wesley, “Wheresoever therefore the gospel of Christ is 

preached, this his ‘kingdom is nigh at hand’. It is not far from every one of you. Ye may this 

hour enter thereinto, if so be ye hearken to his voice.’4 

 

 In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. Amen.  

 
3 About the imperative “believe” Wesley says, “But it is, over and above this, a sure trust in the mercy of God 

through Christ Jesus.” In John Wesley, “The Way to the Kingdom,” in The Works of John Wesley, Volume 1, 

Sermons, I, 1-33, ed. Albert C. Outler (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1984), 230. 
4 Wesley, “The Way to the Kingdom,” 225. 


