Sermon, February 5, 2012, Epiphany 5, Mark 1:29-39, Out of the Desolate Places Comes Our Eternal Destiny 
Grace mercy and peace from Jesus who overcomes temptation to bring eternal life to all people.
Peter: My name is Peter, and I was one of Jesus’ first disciples. Many say I was the leader of the disciples. I suppose that’s true. I was out front, saying things that got me in trouble. I was a leader in doing things that needed to be corrected. Oh, I know more is written about me than the other disciples, but I often didn’t get things right. There were times I was clueless as to what Jesus was doing.

As the text in Mark states we left the synagogue and went to my house. I’m not sure all of you know this, but I was married, and my wife’s mother lived with us. She was sick. She had a fever. Now that may not sound like much to you, but we didn’t have much for doctors and medicines back then. When you got a fever, it was serious. You could die from whatever was causing that fever. We were worried.

Jesus walked into our house, and we told him about her. He went into the room where she was lying down. He took her hand and lifted her up. She was healed! She got busy serving us. What a fine meal we ate that evening! Sure, I was thankful, but, even more, we were beginning to see just what power Jesus had.

And sure enough, the crowds came. People heard about Jesus—that he could heal the sick and was stronger than the demonic powers that haunted them. They lined up at the door and kept bringing and kept bringing and kept bringing people to him. Finally, we had to stop them so we could shut the door and get some sleep.

When we got up the next morning, the people started coming back, but Jesus wasn’t in the house. We had to go look for him. We found him in the strangest place. He was in solitary, that is a desolate place, a kind of secluded, wild area most people avoided. He was praying. That didn’t make sense to me.

You can imagine what I was thinking. Jesus has just started his ministry. He’s got the crowds coming to see him. People are excited about him. A few more miracles like this, and we’ll have a small army to work with. No one will be able to resist Jesus. He’ll keep us healthy. He’ll keep away the evil powers that make us afraid. He’ll take charge and get rid of anyone who opposes us. He’ll make life wonderful.

So why was he in a desolate place instead of doing more miracles, instead of building his popularity and fame when he had this chance? We told him that people were looking for him. The whole world was coming to him. And what does he do? He wants to go to other places and preach. He wants to go and tell people to repent of whatever sin is leading them away from God and to believe in him. I remember his words, “Let us go somewhere else---to the nearby villages---so I can preach there also.  That is why I have come.”

I didn’t understand. We didn’t understand, at least not back then. Now I do. He was in a desolate place because that’s where Jesus confronted his temptations. He was tempted to give up his mission of bringing salvation to a world of sin and demonic evils. He had been sent not to build an army and overthrow governments, but to overcome Satan. He had been sent not to carve out a few square miles of ancient Israel and set up a new Garden of Eden, but to open heaven’s gates to us. His mission was not to become a miracle worker who would satisfy the desires of those who stood in line to see him, but to do his Father’s will and bring eternal life to all people (Jn 3:16).

That was the temptation facing Jesus. He could stick around this small town called Capernaum and build his own little empire for a select few. But that would have meant abandoning what he came to do. He had been in a desolate place before. In the wilderness, Satan tempted him with this very temptation—if Jesus would just worship him. Jesus would have none of that! Three years later, in the Garden of Gethsemane, the night he was betrayed, the night he would be beaten and sentenced to die, he was tempted to walk away from his mission of bringing forgiveness, eternal life, and salvation to the whole world.

But Jesus would not give in to the temptation. No, he goes to the most desolate place of all. It is a cross. It is a place teeming with all our sins. It is a place where all our burdens and hurts are gathered together. It is place of punishment, our punishment. It is a place of agony and suffering. It is a place of death. It is a place where even God the Father in heaven abandons him to the evils of hell.

Yet out of these places of desolation comes our eternal destiny. His mission was to bring forgiveness, to bear our griefs and sins. His mission was to open up heaven’s gate to us. His mission was to bring eternal life. And on Easter morning, he did just that. Out of a desolate tomb, a grave, a place of death, Jesus rises from the dead. Satan defeated. Evil cast aside. Death undone. Sin no longer holding him down. Mission accomplished. Salvation is won.

Pastor: When you get right down to it, we need to become more like Peter after he understood. And we have so many ways to do that. We have two thousand years of Church history and teachings to help us see what Jesus came to do. We have the Bible to read and study which points us to the cross and Jesus’ resurrection. We have Sunday school and Bible classes to teach us why Jesus gave his life for us. We have artwork and jewelry that take us to the cross. Look around. See how the stained glass windows and altar cross or designs on the paraments focus on Jesus. Our worship services lead us to repent of our sins and confess our faith in him.

Jesus does bless us in our lives now, but he does so much more. Jesus went to the desolate places, and out of those desolate places he brings forgiveness, heaven’s gates open wide, and salvation. Yes, out of the desolate places Jesus brings our eternal destiny. Amen.  The peace of God which passes all understanding keep your…Amen.
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