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The Opening of the Veil 

Mark 1. 1-13 

 
One of the most common perceptions I find in talking with people outside the church today, and I 

must admit a surprising number inside as well, is the view that has a lot of time for Jesus the man. 

People say they admire the example he set of selfless living. A wonderful teacher, probably the most 

profound ever, and if we tried to live like him and followed his teachings then the world we live in 

would be a much better place. But they find the notion that we should worship him quite offensive, 

and even more the idea that this man who walked around Palestine was divine, was actually God, 

quite unbelievable. Polls in most western societies like NZ show that whereas about 70 to 80% 

believe in the existence of God, less than half that number believe that Jesus was the Son of God, or 

was divine.  

 

I mentioned in an advent sermon on Mary, about the book by Jarislov Pelikan, Mary through the 

Centuries. Its predecessor as I indicated was Jesus through the Centuries. Presents different images of 

Jesus in literature and in art down through the ages. It is revealing to see all the different views of 

Jesus. Jesus the moral example. Jesus the teacher of noble virtues. Jesus the wonderworker and 

magician. Jesus the dark enigmatic figure. There is truth to the claim of Albert Schweitzer that every 

age has tended to remake Jesus in its own image, like looking down a deep well and seeing our own 

face reflected back. 

 

Even in our age we have had SFG Brandon presenting Jesus the political revolutionary, Dominic 

Crossan a wandering Jewish peasant, Marcus Borg a countercultural charismatic trying to make the 

world a better place. Barbara Thiering a member of the Qumran community who married Mary 

Magdalene, had 2 sons and a daughter, divorced and remarried and Bishop John Spong that Jesus was 

born of a woman who had been raped and decades after he died was morphed into the resurrected Son 

of God by later Christian midrash.  

 

Well some of these latter are rather bizarre, and supported by very few scholars of any note, but I 

wonder what is the predominant image of God in our age? Come to the conclusion it is “Jesus the 

Friend”. Jesus is the kind, empathetic, nonjudgmental friend who soothes, comforts, and rarely 

condemns or judges. An older generation sings “What a friend we have in Jesus” and a younger 

generation a cacophony of songs that have been described as of the “Jesus my boyfriend” genre.  

 

A very interesting book by Marsha Witten, a Princeton Professor, examined sermons on the prodigal 

son by Presbyterian and Baptist preachers and found that the language of secular, psychological 

therapy is much more influential in the church than the language of the Bible. The language of the 

bible, sometimes disturbing, disrupting, demanding is replaced by a Jesus who always affirms, 

blesses, supports, cares and welcomes.  

 

And let’s face it, life for many in NZ in the first decade of the 21
st
 c. is demanding, tough enough 

without making religion into another problem, a guilt trip, a critique of our lifestyles. So we have 

made it into a positive affirmation of life as we know it. A massive survey of the religion of American 

young people coined the term “moral therapeutic deism” for what it discovered to be the 

overwhelming understanding – God was there to make them happy and feel good.  

 

As Witten indicates this kind of Jesus is a Jesus well suited to the yearnings of people who are 

reasonably healthy, happy enough, relatively affluent and really don’t need a saviour who makes 

changes, disturbs, disrupts. Most of us in the West are still comfortable enough, despite recent 

economic events, that we don’t need much of a saviour. We are able to provide most of what we need 

for ourselves. Self sufficient independence is what we aspire to. To pray to God to “Give us today our 

daily bread” seems somewhat unnecessary when we know exactly where it is coming from. We don’t 

need much of a god, for we have become like a god unto ourselves. So most of us modern people 

don’t get much of a god. Our god is our good friend, the one who brings out the best in us (for deep 
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down we believe that we are really basically good), the one who always blesses and affirms (for we 

do not believe that we are capable of much evil), the one who gives us what our hearts desire (for in a 

consumer economy it is only natural that God becomes just another “lifestyle choice”). 

There are times, moments in a doctors surgery or hospital ward, or when we are made redundant at 

work, or when we lie awake between 3am and dawn, when our world begins to crack, when there is a 

hint we may not be as omnipotent, as capable and competent at managing life as we suppose. Then we 

might need a god who is a bit more. 

 

A few years ago I was preaching at an Anglican church in Christchurch and a voice behind me after 

the service said “Hello Kevin”. I recognised neither the voice nor the face when I turned around. 

“Paul Seagar” he said. “Paul Seagar! The last time I heard of you you had just been rescued after 

drifting for over a week on an iceberg off Antarctica.” I had gone right through primary school, 

secondary school and university with Paul but hadn’t seen him since. Some 30 years. “What are you 

doing in church, I don’t remember you having any religious inclinations back then.” “Well I sort of 

always believed in God, you know brought up in an Anglican Sunday School, but never went to 

church since I was a teenager. But you adrift floating in the Antarctic Ocean on an iceberg with a 

couple of others, you get a lot of time to think about what matters in life, indeed what it is all about, 

about your limitations and mortality, utterly helpless to do anything to help yourself. You start to 

think about what this God you sort know is there might really be like. I’ve been a committed 

Christian, significantly involved in church, ever since I was miraculously rescued.” 

 

A god who could only soothe and bless was not of much help to him adrift in the Antarctic. It would 

be literally cold comfort. Catholic theologian Monika Helwig says “If it won’t play in a cancer ward 

or a shoddy nursing home for the elderly, then whatever it is, it is not gospel.” You see our need is 

greater than the need for a little nudge, better therapy, a more positive outlook on life. We need a God. 

We need to know that the one who set the planets in their courses is there for us. We need One who 

not only cares, but also saves. 

 

And so to come to our text. That day as John conducted another of his baptismal services in the 

muddy Jordan, and a young Galilean came spluttering out of the water, Mark says, he saw heaven 

being torn open and the Spirit descending on him. Mark doesn’t say that everyone saw it. Doesn’t 

even say that John the Baptist saw it. But Jesus saw it. That Baptismal day was the inauguration of his 

ministry, the beginning of the revelation of who he truly was and what he had come to do. 

 

Robert Stein prominent NT scholar has written an excellent book on interpreting the Bible. Includes a 

dialogue from a home Bible study group about what this passage in is Mark about.  

 “What this passage means to me is that everyone needs to be baptised, and I believe it should be 

by immersion.” (Baptist) 

 “I think that everyone needs to be baptised by the Holy Spirit, as well as by water.” (Pentecostal) 

 “I am not exactly sure what I should be doing.” (honest) 

 “The passage means that if we are to meet God we need to get away and commune with nature in 

the desert.” (Greenie) 

All very interesting, but missing the point of what the text is actually about. Mark not talking about 

us, about what can happen to us or what we should do. His emphasis is solely on the one who comes 

who is more powerful than John, who will baptise with the Holy Spirit, who is announced from 

heaven, and is tested by Satan. Jesus is the long promised Messiah, the Son of God, the bearer of the 

Spirit and the victor over Satan. The passage is not about John – in fact Mark tells us nothing at all 

about John – the nature of baptism, meeting God. He introduces us here to Jesus the central character 

in all that follows. He tells us that at the very beginning of his gospel, which is about Jesus Christ, 

the Son of God. 
 

Now it is interesting that if it is about Jesus, Mark leaves out of his introduction all the details of 

Jesus’ background most moderns are interested in. Shows no interest in listing his background, 

pedigree, or birth, nothing about heavenly portents, strange callers at the baby shower or childhood 
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incidents. Provided by Matthew and Luke. It is not that Mark is necessarily uninformed about the 

circumstance of Jesus’ birth and background, as some have contended, but providing a chronicle of 

such things does not suit his purpose. He does however sprinkle the text with OT allusions to give us 

the background he thinks is essential for understanding who Jesus really is. They tip the reader off 

that unseen forces are working within history to accomplish in Jesus what God has always been 

working toward. 

 

And then we read the heavens were torn, or literally, ripped open. The words are dramatic, powerful, 

maybe even violent. The verb is in the passive, stressing this is an act of God. It is the same verb that 

is used later when it is said that, at the crucifixion of Jesus, the temple of the curtain was torn in two 

from top to bottom. Sometimes in the OT, such as in Ezekiel’s vision, we read that the heavens were 

opened, usually a sign that God is about to speak or act. But here, torn, as one might imagine a bolt of 

lightening tearing its fabric. It is a significant difference. What is open may of course be closed, but 

what is ripped cannot easily be returned to its former state. And in another difference whereas when 

the heavens were opened, Ezekiel got a vision of God, here something different happens. It is not so 

much about our access to God so we can catch a glimpse of God, but God’s access to us. God comes 

to us. The Holy Spirit descends. The barriers are torn down and ripped open, and God is now in our 

midst and on the loose. Here in Jesus’ baptism is being fulfilled that great hope expressed by Isaiah in 

64.1 that God would tear the heavens and come down. A text often used in Advent, and this text 

today is the fulfilment of Isaiah’s longing for the presence of God. Here in Jesus, the heavens are 

being torn open, God’s Spirit is resting on Jesus, and the presence of God is being made near and 

visible. Now in Jesus, nothing was standing between us and the very throne of God.  

 

And then to add to the demonstration of this the voice from heaven declares You are my Son whom I 

love; with you I am well pleased. Again we might assume that only Jesus hears this voice, because 

the “you are” is addressed in the singular “you”, rather than the plural. The language here draws 

significantly on OT themes again. You are my Son is from Psalm 2.7, an enthronement Psalm which 

celebrates the enthronement of the king to rule over God’s people. With whom I am well pleased 

reflects Isaiah 42.1 where God points to his servant as one chosen to speak for God. And so building 

on the declaration right in the very first verse of his gospel, Mark states for his readers from the outset 

that this Jesus who is the content of the gospel, is in fact the Son of God. In other words he is letting 

us in from the start on what is going on behind the veil, the hidden forces that are really at work as the 

life, ministry and death of Jesus unfold in the story he is narrating. 

 

Now while we as readers have this privileged insight, all of the other characters we read about in the 

story do not. The bystanders on the Jordan that day could not distinguish Jesus from any of the other 

hundreds coming up out of the water. And throughout the narrative that unfolds, and that we follow in 

the lectionary this year, a variety of baffled characters in the story, including his most devoted 

followers, continue to ask questions about who he really is and what is going on.  

 A stunned synagogue crowd asks, “What is this? A new teaching – and with authority (1.27) 

 Livid theological experts ask themselves, “Why does this fellow talk like that? He’s blaspheming! 

Who can forgive sins but God alone” (2.7) 

 Spooked disciples ask, “Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!” (4.41) 

 A resentful hometown crowd asks “Where did this man get these things?... What’s this wisdom 

that has been given him, that he even does miracles!” (6.2) 

 Vexed priests ask, “By what authority are you doing these things?... And who gave you authority 

to do this?” (11.28) 

 

Finally at the end the truth suddenly hits a centurion in his execution squad when he sees how Jesus 

died Surely this man was the Son of God. (15.39). The Pharisees think he is in league with Satan, 

Herod’s best guess is that he is John the Baptist come back to haunt him for his sins. Some think he is 

Elijah, others one of the prophets. The disciples are captivated by his powers but baffled as to who he 

is for most of the journey. Only Peter, James and John are let in on this mystery when at the 

transfiguration they hear the voice from the clouds declare the same words as Jesus heard at his 



Mark 1.1-11. Kevin Ward. Jan 2009…4 

baptism, that this is my Son whom I love. But even then they show little understanding of what that 

actually entails and try constantly to divert Jesus from the path he must follow as the Messianic Son 

of God.     

 

We readers of this Gospel though, both today and down through the 20 centuries since Mark wrote it, 

know far more than the characters we read about in it. We know that John the Baptiser, the messenger 

sent before the more powerful one, must be referring to Jesus when he confesses that he is unworthy 

to stoop down to loosen the thong of that person’s sandals. Unlike the bystanders we see the heavens 

rip open at his baptism and the Spirit descending on him and we hear the voice proclaim that he is 

God’s much loved Son. And so while we may become exasperated at the apparent thickness of those 

in the story, and above all the disciples, who just can’t get it, can’t see who this Jesus actually is. 

Emmanuel, God with them, the Son of God come as their Messiah to do for them what they cannot do 

for themselves. We know this and because of that we are more culpable than they. The coming of the 

Son of God has made an irreparable breach in the fabric of reality and makes a claim on everyone’s 

life. As Paul put it in the passage from Ephesians we looked at on the first Sunday of the year, he has 

made known to us the mystery of his will which he purposed in Christ. 

 

To go back to the question I raised at the beginning. What is our image of Jesus today? Or perhaps an 

even bigger question, what is our image of God? The two are related. Belief in God as I said is very 

widespread in NZ. Somewhere between 70 and 80% of us believe in God. I find I talk to very few 

people who don’t believe in God. 40 years ago belief in God was a problem. Time Magazine asked Is 

God Dead?  and Lloyd Geering expressed the scepticism of many. But not today. God talk is 

everywhere, even among NZ politicians, sports stars and media celebrities. But when in conversation 

you attempt to define what people mean by God, then an even greater array of views are expressed 

than we find about Jesus. And in NZ for the majority of those who do believe it is in a God who is 

some kind of ethereal spirit or life force, but not a personal God. God is a very fuzzy concept for most 

today. 

 

But what this gospel, as well as the rest of the NT, claims is that if you want to see what God is like 

and what God in on about then look at Jesus, the Son of God, this young Jewish man coming up 

gasping out of the Jordan that day. I sometimes say to people to stir up discussion that “Christians 

don’t believe in God. We believe that Jesus Christ is God.” Tom Wright suggests that rather than 

trying to understand what the word God means and then trying to fit Jesus into that, the NT works the 

other way and invites us to look at this Jesus – the earthly Jesus of the Gospels, the kingdom 

movement man, the parabolic teaser, the healer, the radical who needled the establishment, the man 

who wept over Jerusalem and then sweated drops of blood in Gesthemane before hanging on a cross – 

to look at this Jesus and say with awe and wonder and gratitude not only with Pilate and many 

contemporaries, Ecce Home (behold the man) but Ecce Deus (behold your God). 

 

Mark begins The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ the Son of God. The writer to the 

Hebrews begins by saying that In the past God spoke… through the prophets (including those 

Mark begins by quoting) but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son. The heavens have 

been ripped open, God has descended and shown himself to us in Jesus, and from that time on our 

understanding of reality has been changed forever. In the Son we see a God who is not content to just 

soothe and comfort, to bless our settled arrangements, but a God who is powerful to act on our behalf, 

to save, to heal, to redeem, when we are unable to do these things for ourselves. A God who both calls 

us and empowers us to change and to follow his Son in living lives that also show to a damaged and 

hurting world an image of  this wonderful gracious God who is willing to give up even that Son in 

order to redeem it and return it to the glory with which it was created.  

 

 

 
 

 

 



Mark 1.1-11. Kevin Ward. Jan 2009…5 

 


