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Introduction.

Another year has begun.  I know that many have already returned to the demands and expectations that fill your regular lives, and that many will do so tomorrow. We start this new year with a new series – it is a series about courage!  This year we want to help you to realise that getting the very best out of life is a courageous affair!  

Just like building a business, developing a portfolio, carving a niche in the market, getting ahead of your competitors; so, getting to live the kind of life that honours God and changes the world takes courage.  It takes the kind of courage that is willing to take risks, and do more than what is just ordinary.  It takes courage, commit in world where tastes and fancies direct our choices.

Christian courage is based upon hope!  It is the hope that says “when I am at work tomorrow it is not just about what I can see, and what I can do.  Rather, if I live my life, my whole life, to the Glory of God.  If I do what needs to be done with meticulous care, if I do it with loving intention, if I make Godly choices and seek to subject all that I am and all that I have to the perfect plan and will of God, THEN, I am doing something truly worthwhile!  Then, I am living for hope.  Then I am helping to change the world!”  You see, if you live your life in that way then you are not just battling traffic, making phone calls, attending meetings, writing reports, dealing with people…  No, then every opportunity, every moment is filled with the hope that when it is done for God, God uses it to transform the world.

This kind of hope is like a bird, who, while it is still dark, senses that dawn is coming and carefully starts to sing!
Is your life like that?  Is it filled with the song of hope, even when it is still dark?
Marks Gospels, which will be the backbone of the study on courage, speaks of this hope.  Mark frames that hope by placing our lives within the significance of the Gospel.  This is a Gospel about the COURAGE to follow Jesus, the Jesus who journeys obediently to the cross.

Mark’s portrayal of Jesus is not merely an historical account of the events as preached about by Peter. His Gospel was probably the first one to be written, and his intent and purpose is to encourage his readers to develop HOPE filled, COURAGEOUS, FAITH in Jesus. Mark does not give the birth account or anything of Jesus’ early years. This is because he is not interested in a biography. He desires people to know Jesus and to follow Him as courageous disciples!

So, we shall find that a major theme throughout this Gospel is the nature of Jesus as ‘the Christ’ (ho christos), the Messiah. The introduction of Jesus is as the Christ, and the recognition of this in the key statement made by Peter in Chapter 8 that Jesus is the Christ, is placed central in the book. The book changes direction after that key statement and moves to the cross from that half way mark. This division of the book is intentional. The first half Jesus demonstrates that he is the Messiah, but wished to keep it secret from the masses. The second half was showing what it takes to be the Messiah, through suffering and death. 

The Messianic Secret, as it is called, was only so because he could only be fully known as the Messiah when he had completed his work on the cross. The secret was then out and announced to the world. 

This is a book for us, the Gentiles, (it was not written for Jews, like Matthew’s Gospel.  Rather it was written for Greek speaking believers)! Mark wrote for the Gentile believers, because he takes time to explain certain Jewish customs, which would not need explaining to a Jew!  This is a Gospel about FINDING the Messiah who makes life worth living, and learning to LIVE WITH COURAGE AND HOPE for that Messiah.

The Key verses to the whole Gospel are: “The Kingdom of God is near… come and follow me” (Mk 1:15-17).

So, why did Mark want us to understand this purpose to life?

1. If we don’t understand the purpose of life….

….life seems useless.

· "Life is useless, all useless.  You spend your life working... but what do you have to show for it? ... The world just stays the same."  Eccl. 1:2-4 (GN)  

· If there is no purpose to life, then why not just sleep in?  Why wake up, go to work, earn the money, meet the people?  Without a REAL purpose to live, everything one does seems useless.

….life seems tiresome.
· If life does not have a purpose it can simply seem like a tiresome routine.  "The sun rises and goes down... the wind blows round and round and back again.  Every river flows into the sea... [then] the water returns to where the river began and starts all over again.  Everything leads to weariness..."  Eccl. 1:4-8 (GN)

· I know a lot of people who live their lives like running on a treadmill.  They use a lot of energy, there is a lot of activity, but they don’t seem to be getting anywhere!  Life without a worthwhile purpose is tiresome.

….life seems unfulfilling.
· When you don’t see the purpose to something you become quite restless.  You constantly long for something different to who you are, where you are, and what you’re doing. "No matter how much we see, we're never satisfied; no matter how much we hear, we're not content.  History merely repeats itself."  Eccl. 1:8-10 (LB)

· I meet people like this – they come late, they leave early.  They lack commitment to who they are and what they’re doing.  The reality is that it is not the task, but the purpose for the task, that causes them to lack fulfilment.

· Preparing a meal for someone you love can be a joy and a blessing, whereas simply cooking food for people you don’t know and don’t care about can be a difficult and soul destroying task.  Purpose is important to fulfilment.

….life seems insignificant.
· "No one remembers what has happened in the past, and no one in days to come will remember what happens between now and then."  Eccl. 1:11 (GN)

· The author is speaking about people who live to be remembered… Sadly, history has a very short memory!  Can anybody here remember who won the Nobel peace prize 10 years ago?  Heck… And that is a huge achievement!  The problem here is not memory, but simply realising that people don’t remember us for things that don’t really matter!  Who was the world’s richest person two centuries ago?  Who had the largest house in Johannesburg 50 years ago?  No one remembers, because it doesn’t matter.

· When you live your life with the wrong purpose you will constantly chase a goal that doesn’t matter!

….life seems uncontrollable.
· "You can't straighten out what is crooked; you can't count things that aren't there!"  Eccl. 1:15 (GN)  Have you ever faced a problem you cannot fix?  This is one of the great frustrations in life!  There are some things that we cannot control.  In fact, some of the most important things in your life are out of your control!

· You don’t control when, where, and to whom you were born.  You don’t control when you’re going to die.  You can’t make people fall in love with you, you can’t even make people STAY in love with you!  There are some things that are simply out of your control.  Sadly, so many of us live our lives trying to control the uncontrollable – and so, life seems unfair and meaningless!

· It is not surprising that so much of popular culture (television, movies, books, music)  – deals with these 5 statements!  We are all preoccupied with truly living!  I’m sure that you’ve identified, as I have, with a few of these notions above… So, how can we make this year more courageous?  How can we face it more meaningfully, more significantly?  How can we live the kind of life that Jesus would want us to live?

· Well, this is where Mark gives us those wonderful words of Jesus: “The Kingdom of God is near… come and follow me” (Mk 1:15-17).  God’s Kingdom is worth living for!  And best of all it is near.  

2. The world is NOT enough!  What is the purpose of life?
So, this is what Jesus tells us – the world is NOT enough!  We cannot simply live, waking each day, working each day, for the things of this world.  What is required is to wake and live each day for some much more significant.  Mark calls it the Kingdom of God.  Unlike other Kingdoms, there is one thing that is different about God’s Kingdom…  God’s Kingdom is ETERNAL!  When you live your finite life for eternity everything suddenly changes.

So, what should we do with life?

…. Life should be lived in the light of eternity.
"He has planted eternity in the human heart."  Eccl. 3:11 (NIV)

What are you living your life for?  Are you living it for the end of the month when the paycheck comes?  If that’s what you’re living for you had better be earning TRUCKLOADS of money because if you work for 45 years (20 to 65) you will on have 2340 paychecks.  That’s not much to live for.  However, to live for eternity gives life true meaning, true purpose, true value.

But, living for eternity takes courage!  It takes courage to orientate your life on the Eternal Kingdom of God, when the rest of the world around you is making choices based on the temporal, short lived, kingdoms of men and women!  You see, living for eternity affects where you work, how you work, what you do, how you do it, who you do it for.  It affects what you spend, what you drive…  The eternal Kingdom of God has plans for ALL people, for ALL times!  

What have you been living for?

3. How do I prepare for eternity?

…. Get to know Christ.

· "To all who receive him, Christ gives the right to become children of God."  John 1:12 (LB)

· This Kingdom has a King – to live for eternity you need to know the one who is eternal.  Otherwise you will submit your life to things, and people, that will not last.

….use my time in view of eternity.

· "Use your time in the best way you can."  Col 4:5 (ICB)

· How many hours you will work, how many hours you will spend blessing the lives of others – these are eternal questions.  Don’t get me wrong!  Our nation needs Christian accountants at the top of the field, it needs to very best lawyers who ensure justice for all.  The Kingdom requires doctors and nurses who act as God’s agents of healing.  It requires the best and most responsible financiers and bankers who will help to create and share wealth so that no-one has too much and no-one has too little.  BUT, the Kingdom also requires parents, children, husbands, friends, and care givers.  The Kingdom requires people who will feed others, who will play with children, who will enjoy God’s creation, and celebrate God’s love.  And these people are the same people!

….use my talents in view of eternity.

· "Use every part of your body to give glory back to God."  1 Cor. 6:20 (LB)

· In three weeks time one of our country’s top achieving CA’s, a CFA for a major firm, will be leaving her well paid job to make the move to Sydney in order to learn how better to worship God!  Julia is an inspiration of courage!  She has chosen to use her talents to honour God.  Think of Mark, and Andrew, John, Chris, Leon, Mandla, Janet, Demetris – these people did not choose to become ministers because they could do nothing else.  Rather, they are bright (each one of them has at least one degree to their name).  They could have done anything!  Stephanie Bekink will be commissioned to go on mission two weeks time – here is a graduate or Rhodes University (there can be no higher accolade than that ;-), she has chosen to use her ONE LIFE for the ONE GOD!  

· These people all have one thing in common:  in view of eternity they asked what can I do with this one short life to life for eternity?
· What courageous choices do you need to make this year in order to live for eternity?  Jesus is calling you to follow him!  The Kingdom of God is NEAR!

….use my treasure in view of eternity.

· Let's suppose that parliament passed a law that some time in the next twelve months, the Japanese yen would become the official South African currency.  No longer would we use Rands but everybody would have to use yen to buy or sell things.  Since the Rand would be worthless after the exchange date, to make it fair to everybody, nobody would know the exact day of conversion.  We just know that some time in the next twelve months all of a sudden you'd have to start using yen to buy and sell and all of a sudden rands are worthless.  

· If you knew that -- that it was going to come within the next twelve months but you didn't know when -- what would your strategy be?  

· If you are wise, what would you do is take most of your South African currency and immediately convert it into Japanese yen so you wouldn't be caught with worthless rands after that date. Knowing that they were going to be worthless, you would take most of what you got and immediately convert it.  You would only hold on to enough Rands to meet your daily needs.  Because, on the exchange date, everything that was still left in dollars wouldn't amount to anything.  

· Jesus says, One day there's going to be an exchange day on your life.  You are going to die.  Only a fool would go all through life unprepared for something they know is inevitable.  Can I tell you a secret?  In South Africa, the mortality rate is 100%!
· My father passed away on Sunday last week…  It was a shock – naturally it has taken a lot of working through, and there is still a great deal to work through and process.  But the one gift that my dad has left me is not a healthy inheritance, but an understanding that I need to convert my time, my talents, and my treasure, into eternity!
· Everybody in this room is terminal. It's just a matter of time.  We're all terminal.  So there's going to be an exchange date.  In eternity, the wealth that you leave on earth is going to be worthless.  The only way what you have now can count in eternity is for you to begin converting it to the economy of eternity.  Does that make sense?  That's called storing up treasure in heaven.  

· "Use your money to do good... always being ready to share whatever God has given you.  By doing this you will be storing up real treasure for yourselves in heaven -- it is the only safe investment for eternity!  AND you will live a fruitful Christian life down here as well."  1 Tim. 6:18-19 (RLB)
Conclusion.

So, as you face this year ahead, I pray that you will face it with a new perspective – the perspective that Jesus gives us in Mark’s Gospel, the perspective of the Kingdom of God.  The truth is that the world is NOT enough!  We have to start living for eternity!  Perhaps as we take communion tonight you need to take a few moments to consider how you have been living, what you have been living for… Maybe, like me, you need to commit yourself to a few changes, changes for Jesus’ Kingdom, changes that will effect eternity!  AMEN.
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