
               SERMON "TURNING OUR HEARTS RIGHT SIDE UP" 
        (Mark 1:9-15 Preached at MPC on February 18th, 2018 1st Sunday in Lent) 

What a dramatic beginning for Jesus' ministry!  Jesus came from Nazareth to be 

baptized in the River Jordan, and the Spirit descended on him like a dove.  Then Jesus 

heard his father's voice from heaven proclaiming, "You are my beloved Son, in whom I 

am well pleased."  What a wonderful affirmation!  Isn't it wonderful that the Father 

could say such a thing about the Son! 

But then immediately, Mark says IMMEDIATELY the Spirit of God drove Jesus out into 

the wilderness—the desert wilderness which was a deserted, lonely place where God 

often put people to the test.  Jesus stayed in the wilderness forty days, living among the 

wild beasts.  While he was there, Satan tempted Jesus, and angels waited on him. 

Then, having been baptized and affirmed by the Father—and having passed the test, 

Jesus began to preach.  Mark tells us what he preached.  Listen to his sermon.  Jesus 

said: "The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God is at hand! Repent, and believe in 

the Good News."  

That was a short sermon.  Don't you wish this sermon were as short!  At last year's 

Christmas party, we sang the 12 days of Christmas and on the tenth day, came the 

request from one table for "10-minute sermons."   I can make my messages short but 

never and not as short as Jesus' sermon—but Jesus managed to pack everything into it. 

"The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God is at hand!" 

Jesus was saying that a new age was upon them.  God's kingdom was about to break out 

in glory and power.  It was time for people to prepare for its coming.  It was time for 

them to become a new people.  Jesus summarized his message by saying: "Repent and 

believe in the Good News." 

That's what we need to do to make ready for the kingdom of God.  The kingdom might 

come but, unless we are prepared to receive it, it's coming will have no effect on our 

lives.  Jesus called us to prepare ourselves for the kingdom of God.  He said: "Repent 

and believe in the Good News."  The kingdom is ours for the taking, but we need to enter 

it.  The gift is free, but we have to receive it.  We must be there when the Spirit calls.  The 

Spirit offers us change.  The Spirit offers to make us new people.    



First, let's ask the basic question to Jesus' short sermon. What is repentance?   

Repentance is all about change.  Repentance means a change from the RULE OF SELF 

to the RULE OF GOD—it comes from the Greek word "metanoia."  Literally in the Greek 

it means “change of mind”.  Yet the full meaning is somewhat more than that.  In the 

New Testament, that word metanoia is often translated as “repentance."  But this kind 

of repentance is not about regret or guilt or shame; it means making a decision to turn 

around, to face a new direction—or really to turn toward the light.  Here's a simple 

illustration of turning toward the light! 

Imagine you are standing in a circle of people. In the center of the circle, there is a 

source of light. But rather than facing the center and the light, you are standing with 

your back to the light, facing outward. When you stand this way, facing away from the 

light, all you can see is your own shadow. You cannot see the light. You can only look 

into your shadow. You cannot see the others in the circle with you. From what you can 

see, you are disconnected and alone in the dark.   

Now imagine that you turn around to face the light that is in the center of the circle. 

When you turn toward the light, you no longer see only darkness. When you turn toward 

the light, your shadow is behind you. When you turn toward the light, you can now see 

the other people who are standing with you. You can see that the light is shining on 

everyone and that you are all connected in its radiance. 

Our natural inclination is to seek the fulfillment of our own desires.  We want exactly 

what we want—exactly when we want it.  Sometimes we throw an angry fit when we 

don't get exactly what we want exactly when we want it.  We want new clothes, new cars 

and new houses the latest new tech toys.  We want fun and adventure.  We want 

promotions and recognition.  We're in a hurry.  We want them now.   

But Christ says: "Don't be anxious, saying, 'What will we eat?', 'What will we drink?' or, 

'With what will we be clothed?' For the Gentiles seek after all these things; for your 

heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. But seek first God's Kingdom, and 

his righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well" (Matthew 6:31-33). 

Christ calls us to repent—to turn in a new direction—to change from our old person to a 

new person—to see the world from a different perspective—to see it through Christ's 

light and eyes.  Christ calls us to care less about THINGS and more about GOD.  Jesus 

calls us to care less about SELF and more about OTHERS. That's what repentance 

means.  It's a change of mind—a change of heart and a change of direction.  It means  



opening ourselves to turning toward the light of Jesus, and the possibility of Christ  

making us a new person. 

One great personal illustration about a man repenting and turning toward the light of 

Christ after God turned his heart right side up, is two-time ex-heavy weight champion 

George Foreman. I have his book "God in My Corner" is truly inspirational—before the 

book Margie and I, like so many folks helped make George a wealthy businessman by 

owning the electric indoor "lean mean fat reducing George Foreman grill." 

When interviewed he was asked why he named his 5 sons all with his same name 

George. He jokingly responded, "When you get hit as many times as I have by 

Muhammed Ali, Ken Norton, and Evander Holyfield, let's see how many names you can 

remember.  But the serious and true answer is George Foreman grew up never knowing 

who his real biological father was.  He says, "I named all my sons George as a promise to 

myself that they would always know who their father was." 

But before God turned George's heart right side up on the evening of March 17, 1977, 

there were two George Foremans, not counting his five sons.  George testifies in his 

book how he was motivated early on his life by hatred and selfishness.  He dropped out 

of high school in the ninth grade—he was a vicious, brutal, and a savage teenager—he 

bullied and mugged people to get drinking money—George used his fists to beat up two 

to three people a day—all of this before he turned pro and then people paid to watch him 

fight! 

On the evening of March 17th, 1977 after he lost his first fight to Jimmy Young in the 

pack filled stadium in Puerto Rico—Foreman describes in vivid detail in his book his 

encounter with the living God—a come to Jesus moment.  He describes his legs buckling 

and collapsing on the floor.  Instantly transported to a deep, dark void like a bottomless 

pit.  He felt totally isolated, cut off from everything and everyone.  He knew he was dead.  

He was terrified as a feeling of deep sorrow engulfed his soul.  The placed reeked of an 

awful foul stench—this place was a dark vacuum without light, love, or happiness.  

Everything he worked for—money, cars, houses, fame, meant nothing to him now.   

But now he was crying out to God trying to make a deal—George promised to give all his 

money to away to charity, but the voice of God thundered back, "I don't want your 

money, I want you!"  He screamed with every ounce of strength, "I don't care if this is 



death, I still believe there is a God."  Instantly, he felt a gigantic hand reach down and 

snatch him out of that horrible place and he awoke in his dressing room on the training  

table.  Everyone surrounding the table—his trainer, brothers, his masseur Perry, a 

strong Christian man, were all crying—they thought he died—but the first words out of 

George's mouth was, "Tell everyone that I'm dying for God."   He sat up on the table and 

yelled at the top of his voice, "Jesus Christ is coming alive in me!  Hallelujah, "I'm clean, 

I've been born again!"  When God intervened in his life that night, a new George was 

born.  He is an ordained minister today and known as Rev. George Foreman of the Lord 

Jesus Christ Church in Houston, Texas.  

Friends, Christ came calling sinners to repentance, and we can affirm that after hearing 

George Foreman's story.  It was because of love that Christ came to be concerned about 

sinners like George and so many others. And yet many of us want nothing to do with 

sinners—but Christ loved sinners.  And Christ did great things with sinners.  Billy 

Graham says: "The men who followed Christ—they turned the world upside down 

because their hearts had been turned right side up." 

But what about us?  What about those of us who already believe?  What about pastors, 

elders, deacons, choir members, Sunday school teachers, and youth group leaders? Does 

Christ also call us to change?  We already did that, didn't we? 

We can find the answer by thinking about the religious people of Jesus' day.  It's ironic 

that, when we hear the phrase "scribes and Pharisees," we think of them as bad people. 

The truth is the scribes and Pharisees were not bad people at all.  They were good 

people. They were religious people.  They were the pastors, the elders, the deacons, the 

choir members, the Sunday school teachers, and the youth group leaders.  They were the 

best of the best—and they knew it. 

But knowing that they were good, they couldn't repent.  They weren't open to change. 

 They didn't believe that they needed the Great Physician.  And so, they became the 

enemies of Christ.  They became Christ's enemies because Christ called them to repent

—-to change—to become new people—to come into the light, and they resented it.  It's 

precisely those who think that they need no repentance who most desperately need it. 

 And so, Jesus calls us—the pastors, the elders, the deacons, the choir members, the 

Sunday School teachers, and the youth group leaders to: "Repent, and believe in the 

Good News." 



That's not an easy word for us to hear.  As Christians, we are tempted to believe that we  

don't need to repent—to change—to become new people—to ask for forgiveness and to 

forgive others.  We may even resent any serious call to repentance.  But, this is the first 

Sunday of Lent—Last Ash Wednesday we kicked off this season of Lent with the mark of 

ashes on our foreheads—ashes represent our mortality and humanity as I imposed the 

ashes on the foreheads of those coming forward with the phrase "from dust you came 

and to dust you shall return." Lent is a call to public penance, self-examination through 

mourning, suffering, prayer, fasting, and the giving of alms.  

Repentance is usually painful, in the case of George Foreman, very painful.  But there is 

good news associated with it.  The good news is that, when we repent and turn our lives 

over to Christ, and step into the light, Jesus brings out a beauty in us that we never knew 

was there all along— to make all the difference in our own lives and the lives of others.  

I am reminded of Luther Burbank, the great American horticulturist of the early 19th 

century. He paid careful attention to the characteristics of different plant varieties—both 

of their strengths and weaknesses.  He painstakingly bred new varieties that combined 

the best qualities of the various plants.   He developed over 800 strains of new plants, 

fruits, flowers, grains, grasses, and vegetable and his work helped to feed the world.  You 

could say that Luther Burbank kept thousands of people—perhaps millions of people—

from starvation. 

On one occasion, someone asked Burbank what he considered to be his greatest 

contribution.  He thought for a moment, and then he said: "If I have made any worthy 

contribution to the world, it is the advancement and proof of the great principle in 

botany that a plant, born a weed, or a plant degenerated by the conditions of nature, 

does not have to remain a degenerate. I have enunciated the principle that there is no 

plant so great an outcast, that it cannot with skill and care be redeemed." 

When I read that story, I could not help but think of Jesus.  If there is any one thing that 

Jesus proved, it's that there is no person who cannot be redeemed.  There is no person 

so bad and no person so good that Christ cannot make a wonderful difference in his or 

her life. We are neither so bad as to be hopeless nor so good as to be beyond 

improvement.  Friends, it's not our badness or goodness that counts, but only our 

willingness to place ourselves in Christ's hands.  And so, Jesus says to us today: "Repent 



and believe in the Good News." Let us repent and believe—let us step into the light and 

put ourselves in Christ's hands.  When we do that, we will find that the news is very good 

indeed—and we have a ring side seat to the glorious victory of Jesus over sin and death! 

Amen!  


