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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 
 
Now that Jesus is baptized and His public ministry is begun, we hear what He is about. His whole 

message and ministry is summed up with this summarized sermon: “The time is fulfilled, and the 
kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.”  

 
“The time is fulfilled.” It’s been a long time since Adam and Eve brought sin into the world; but 

as soon as they fell, God promised that the Savior was coming. In the fullness of time, the Seed of the 
woman would be born – the One who would defeat the devil and all evil and restore all that was lost. For 
centuries, believers have waited for that time to come; and throughout that time, the Lord has kept 
adding to the promise through this prophecy and that event, reminding all who will hear that He is 
merciful and will keep His Word. He’s told them to watch for the one who is the son of Jacob, of Judah 
and of David, the one born of a virgin and born in Bethlehem. He’s foreshadowed Him with Isaac’s near-
sacrificial death, Jacob’s ladder, the Passover and countless other moments. Now, after all that time, the 
time has come for all those promises to be fulfilled: and the One who preaches that sermon will fulfill 
them all.  

 
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand.” Where is the kingdom of God? This is 

really great: it is not that God has gotten out survey equipment, built a wall and marked off some patch 
of land as His nation. The kingdom of God is wherever the King is. For instance, when Jesus is wrapped 
in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger, the kingdom of God is in that stable because God is there, in 
the flesh. When He stands at the Jordan to be baptized, the kingdom of God is there because the King is 
there. When He is present in the Lord’s Supper, the kingdom of God is there because the King is there – 
body, blood and all.  When Jesus journeys through Judea, Samaria and Galilee, He is not on foreign soil 
waiting until He can get back to heaven where His kingdom awaits. His kingdom is where He is: and 
where He is, He is at work to bring people into His kingdom. As a professor of mine once said 
memorably, the kingdom of God is where Jesus is Jesusing. And because He is at work to save wherever 
He is found, where Jesus is, there you will find the Church … which means that wherever you find the 
Church – the Word preached and Sacraments administered according to Scripture, there you have found 
the kingdom of God.  

 
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent.” A quick reminder that “repent” 

essentially means to stop believing the wrong thing and start believing the right thing. When Jesus says, 
“Repent,” He’s telling them to stop believing that the kingdom of God isn’t at hand and believe instead 
that it is. Stop believing that that you have to find some way to get there by your own works and 
devices, and believe instead that this King and this kingdom come to you. Stop believing that you’re God-
forsaken and believe instead that God loves you and wants to give you life. Stop believing that the Christ 
will never come and will never save, and believe that He is here.  

 
“Repent.” It’s a command, but don’t get this wrong. It’s not that Jesus is laying down one 

condition, one little thing that you have to do to be saved. It’s always stunning to me how many 
preachers don’t see the contradiction when they say, “You’re saved solely by the grace of God and so you 
don’t have to do anything for salvation – not one little thing! You just have to repent.” But if you have to 
repent, is that not one thing you have to do? Is this the asterisk that says you’re not quite saved by grace 
alone? Is that too good to be true?  

 



Not at all. This is the King talking, the King of the kingdom of God, the Lord who created heaven 
and earth. When this King speaks, things happen. In the beginning, He says, “Let there be light,” and 
boom. He stands at the mouth of a tomb and says to a dead man, “Lazarus, come forth,” and Lazarus 
comes forth. When Jesus says, “Repent,” He commands, “Let there be faith.” By saying “believe,” He 
gives belief. It’s a gift of God, not a work of sinners. Sinners often throw away the gift and refuse to keep 
the faith God gives, but He’s always giving it in His Word.   

 
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe in the gospel.” 

“Gospel” literally means good news, and it’s good news that the kingdom of God is at hand. It’s not 
always good news when a new kingdom arrives: when the Babylonians showed up at the gates of 
Jerusalem about 600 years before Jesus was born, it was not good news, but the start of violence, 
bloodshed and exile. It’s not always good news when a god arrives: I’ve recently been reading a little bit 
of Roman mythology for fun, and it’s striking how the gods and people interact in those stories. 
Essentially, if you’re a human being, it’s best to stay off the gods’ radar and avoid notice. If they do 
notice you, then you’d better work very hard to be humble and to make them happy, or else they’ll turn 
you into a lizard or something; but if you keep them happy, then they will do you a favor or two until 
they get bored and turn you into a lizard anyway. This is how a lot of people view God today: not the 
lizard part, but that it’s best to go unnoticed because He’s aloof and distant and sometimes wants to yank 
your chain for His own cruel amusement. All of this is false, but it’s the sort of stuff that a guilty 
conscience whispers in the ear.  

 
Honestly, if God were a cruel prankster, that would be bad news. But He’s not, and His coming is 

good news. The King is not at hand to take out His wrath on sinners or to bully them because He’s bigger 
than they are. He is at hand to save. He is there in the flesh – in their flesh – to take their place in death, 
to suffer His own righteous wrath on their behalf, so that they can have eternal life. 

 
That’s the good news of the king: you can live forever, because the King is going to do 

everything to remove your sin and give you eternal life. There could be no better news.  
 
As Jesus begins to preach this sermon here and there, He also begins to call disciples. In our 

text, He calls Simon Peter, Andrew, James and John. It’s not apparent yet, but He’s already setting up 
how His sermon will continue after He has finished His public ministry, died for the sins of the world, 
risen from the dead and ascended into heaven. Once He is no longer visibly present with His people, the 
good news will still spread, because He will teach it to His disciples. They will tell it to others, who will tell 
it to others still, and so the Word will spread.  

 
This is a remarkable honor. Sinners are far from dependable, and yet the Lord honors His people 

with the privilege of speaking it with other people. Pastors carry on the work of the apostolic ministry, 
publicly proclaiming it as those set aside to stand in the stead and by the command of Christ; and all 
Christians have the honor of speaking this best news ever at any time, to anyone. In fact, one of the 
themes of Epiphany is evangelism, which simply means telling this good news to other people. 

 
As I said, though, sinners are unreliable, and so Christians have an amazing way of messing up 

evangelism and making it hard. When the word “evangelism” is uttered, Christians often have a negative 
reaction. They envision an elite class of believers who fearlessly stride door-to-door and breathlessly 
argue unbelievers into the faith. They imagine that evangelism is an art, a skill that only a few possess 
after years of study and training. In other words, they hear the word of evangelism and say, “Yeah, that’s 
not for me.” The church then responds to this by producing all sorts of programs which are designed to 
help, but often reinforce the notion that evangelism requires a PhD in theology and at least a bachelor’s 
in communications or something. It’s as if the gospel is the toughest sell in the history of salesmanship.  

 
If that’s true, then here’s a funny thing: we have four gospels’ worth of Jesus teaching, and 

never does He conduct a seminar on how to “sell” the gospel. This is followed by a New Testament full of 



epistles that don’t have one passage of methods or strategies to convince someone to believe. In 
between, you have that marvelous book, The Acts of the Apostles, where the apostles go about their 
work with nary a gimmick, a bait-and-switch, a cultural disguise or an altar call: they just keep saying 
what Jesus said and did. Really, the only counsel on evangelism that the New Testament offers is that 
pastors are to keep preaching the Word and administering the sacraments.  

 
And yet, in the New Testament, the gospel spreads like wildfire. Why? Because it’s such good 

news. It’s deliverance from bondage to sin, death and devil, absolutely free – the price paid by the Son of 
God. Why would you need elaborate techniques to market the gospel? 

 
Because, you say, people don’t want to believe it. Their sinful hearts naturally reject it. True, but 

when you speak the Word of God, the Lord Himself is at work to give repentance. The triune God is 
saying, “Let there be faith!” We don’t have to figure out how to sell the good news of Jesus. We just say 
what the Bible says. And if you’re worried that you’re lacking the PhD in theology, please note that Jesus’ 
disciples start out by saying, “Come and see.” Invite a friend to church. You might have been fed the line 
that our worship is too inaccessible with the liturgy and people will be offended if they can’t take 
communion right away; but people who are hungry for the grace of God will not be turned off because 
we sing His Word and follow His Word, and I’m pretty sure that the Holy Spirit can overcome such 
reservations.  

 
The point is that evangelism is simply sharing good news. It’s simply saying what God says in His 

Word. The key to evangelism for us is repentance: to turn from not knowing the gospel well enough to 
tell it, and to turn to learning it better by knowing it more; and to turn from the idea that the Word can’t 
get the job done without gimmicks and techniques, and to turn to just saying what it says.   

 
Therefore, the sermon of Jesus is the same today: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God 

is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” 
 
All is fulfilled, for Christ has died and Christ is risen and Christ is coming again.  
 
The kingdom of God is at hand, because God is as near to you as His Word and His sacraments 

to save you this day.  
 
Repent: stop believing that you’re God-forsaken, and keep believing that you’re forgiven; 

because, in Christ, you are.  
 
Now … isn’t that gospel “good news”? 
 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen 

 


