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“Preparing to Believe”

“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”

Credo in unum Deum.

No, I am not reintroducing Latin into Lutheran worship after a 500 year absence.  These words are at the
beginning of the Credo, the Creed in the Latin Mass that has been set to music by numerous composers. 
Among these sung masses in Johann Sebastian Bach’s Mass in B Minor, one of the greatest works of choral
music ever composed.  I had the privilege of singing this mass as a member of the Long Island Choral Society,
and it was both one of the most challenging and most rewarding musical experiences of my life.  Bach’s music
in general is challenging, and the B Minor Mass may be the most complex of his works.  The choruses are long
and intricate works, with complex runs that often go in unexpected directions.  Performing a work such as this
requires weeks of intense preparation, and even as we gathered in the Cathedral of the Incarnation for our
performance many of us were nervous as to whether we were adequately prepared.  Fortunately, the
performance went very well, including the Credo, but I will always remember how much preparation was
needed before I could sing those words of faith that are at the heart of Christian worship.

The word credo simply means “I believe”; “creeds” are statements of the faith upon which a religion is
established.  For the Jewish people, their fundamental creed is the shema in Deuteronomy 6:4: “Hear, O Israel:
the LORD is our God, the LORD alone.”  In Islam, their faith is rooted in the creed that “there is no God but
Allah, and Muhammad is his prophet.”  In the Christian faith, the earliest creeds are recorded in the New
Testament, statements of faith from Jesus’ earliest followers of what they believed about the man from
Nazareth:

· When Jesus asks his disciples “but who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter replies, “You are the
Messiah, the Son of the Living God.” (Matthew 16:15-16).

· The prologue of John’s Gospel identifies Jesus as “the Word [that] became flesh and lived among us …
full of grace and truth.” (John 1:14).

· In his sermon to the household of Cornelius, Peter proclaims that “you know the message he sent to
the people of Israel, preaching peace in Jesus Christ – he is Lord of all.” (Acts 10:36).

· In his letter to the Philippians, Paul quotes from an early hymn that served as a creed for the first-
century church: “Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every
name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the
earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Philippians
2:9-11).

The Christian faith is rooted in our distinctive belief in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, a faith that is expressed
in the three Ecumenical Creeds of the Church: the Apostles, Nicene, and Athanasian Creeds.  While each of
these creeds predates the Reformation by several centuries, they were embraced by the Lutheran Reformers
as true expressions of the faith of our Church.  Each of the Lutheran confessional documents in the Book of
Concord quotes from or mentions one of these creeds: “the document’s authors understood that they were
united with the faith of the whole Christian church” (Robert Kolb & Timothy Wengert).  Their inclusion in our
Church’s book of confessions underscored the deep conviction among Lutheran theologians that the
Reformation, far from breaking with the ancient church, upheld and received the chief teachings of the
universal Christian faith.  “Throughout the history of the church, people have witnessed to that Gospel, as the
creeds themselves bear testimony.” (Kolb & Wengert).  



Belief in the Gospel is at the center of Jesus’ opening words in Mark’s Gospel.  Our Lord’s first appearance
follows the arrest of John the Baptist, who had witnessed to “the one who is more powerful than I [who] is
coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.  I have baptized you with
water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” (Mark 1:7-8).  The arrest of John is a precursor to what will
happen to Jesus; “arrest” (paradidomi) is used later in Mark for the “handing over” of Jesus to the authorities:

· “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and
the scribes, and they will condemn him to death; then they will hand him over to the Gentiles; they will
mock him, and spit upon him, and flog him, and kill him; and after three days he will rise again.” –
10:33-34.

The end of John the Baptist’s ministry “reminds the Christian of the fate awaiting Jesus.” (Pheme Perkins).
Jesus’ first act in Mark’s Gospel is proclamation: “Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God”
(1:14).  This “good news” (euangelion, lit. “good announcement”) is the root of “Gospel.”  In New Testament
times, “good news” did not refer to a book or writing but to a proclamation or message.  As the good news of
what God had done for God’s people is proclaimed throughout the Old Testament, it will now be proclaimed in
and through Jesus Christ to all nations (“the good news must first be proclaimed to all nations” – 13:10).  This
good news “involves the kingdom or rule of God that is made present in Jesus’ forgiving sins, healing the sick,
feeding the hungry, raising the dead, calming storms – a kingdom/rule proclaimed in his teachings and
parables” (Raymond Brown).  

Jesus’ opening words in this Gospel are a declaration and a challenge to all who hear him speak: “The time is
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” (1:15).  “The time is
fulfilled” indicates that Jesus’ ministry will bring about the age of salvation spoken of by the prophets:

· “See, the Lord God comes with might, and his arm rules for him; his reward is with him, and his
recompense before him.  He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms,
and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep.” – Isaiah 40:10-11.

· “The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel
and the house of Judah … I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be
their God, and they shall be my people.” – Jeremiah 31:31, 33.

· “I saw one like a son of man coming with the clouds of heaven.  And he came to the Ancient One and
was presented before him.  To him was given dominion and glory and kingship, that all peoples,
nations, and languages should serve him.  His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall  not pass
away, and his kingship is one that shall never be destroyed.” – Daniel 7:13-14

The word Jesus uses that is translated as “time” is Kairos, which is distinctive from chronological time
(chronos).  Kairos refers to the “decisive point” in a place, situation, or time.  In the New Testament, it is the
decisive point that is divinely ordained, the “right time” that is present with Jesus (“For while we were still
weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.” – Romans 5:6).  The presence of this Kairos in Jesus is God’s
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy; such fulfillment intensifies the decision that one must make at such a
decisive point.  Kairos is “the acceptable time … the day of salvation” (2 Corinthians 6:2) that is the decisive
moment in which the promises of Isaiah are fulfilled: “In the time of favor I have answered you, on a day of
salvation I have helped you” (Isaiah 49:8).

What has occurred in this decisive Kairos moment is that “the kingdom of God has come near.”  Unlike the
“kingdoms of this world” – especially the Roman Empire – that rule through fear and intimidation, the Kingdom
of God will be marked by God’s justice and love: as Luther teaches in the Small Catechism, “God’s kingdom
comes … whenever our heavenly Father gives us his Holy Spirit, so that through the Holy Spirit’s grace we
believe God’s holy word and live godly lives here in time and hereafter in eternity.” 



· “What is the kingdom of God?  Answer: Simply what we heard above in the Creed, namely, that God
sent his Son, Christ our Lord, into the world to redeem and deliver us from the power of the devil, to
bring us to himself, and to rule us as a king of righteousness, life, and salvation against sin, death, and
an evil conscience.  To this end he also gave his Holy Spirit to deliver this to us through his holy Word
and to enlighten and strengthen us in faith by his power.” – Large Catechism.

After his opening declaration of the arrival of the decisive moment and the imminence of the Kingdom of God,
Jesus issues a challenge to the Galileans who hear his words to “believe in the good news.”  In the New
Testament, to “believe” or “trust” (pisteuo) denotes a relationship with God, in connection with the Christian
mission and its call for faith as a turning to God.  It implies acceptance of Christ’s work as proclaimed in the
gospel.  This includes believing, obeying, trusting, hoping, and being faithful; but above all it is primarily faith in
Christ.

· “The obedience of faith is obedience to the way of salvation in Christ, which includes, of course,
turning aside from sin.  In every dimension it means a radical reorientation to God that governs all of
life.” – Geoffrey Bromiley.

Belief in the good news, the Gospel of Jesus Christ, is at the heart of what binds us together as Christians.  But
as our chorus needed to be prepared to sing the words of the Creed from the B Minor Mass, Jesus’ command
includes the means through which we prepare ourselves for such belief: “repent, and believe in the good
news.”  Repentance (metanoia) literally means “a change of mind, conversion).  It is the imperative the is
implied in the indicative of the message of the Kingdom of God.  It is the call that the prophets proclaimed to
the people of Israel when they had stayed from following God’s Will, a call to return to walking in the paths of
righteousness.

· “If you return, O Israel, says the LORD, if you return to me, if you remove your abominations from my
presence, and do not waver, and if you swear, ‘As the LORD lives!’ in truth, in justice, and in
uprightness, then nations shall be blessed by him, and by him they shall boast.” – Jeremiah 4:1-2.

· “Yet even now, says the LORD, return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with
mourning; rend your hearts and not your clothing.  Return to the LORD, your God, for he is gracious
and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing.” – Joel 2:12-
13

· “Return to me, and I will return to you, says the LORD of hosts.” – Malachi 3:7.

In order to prepare ourselves to confess our faith in the good news of Jesus Christ, we first have to repent of
our former ways of sinfulness and rebellion that have drawn us away from God.  If we are to believe in the
good news of Jesus Christ, we first have to turn away from other gods and all other elements of life that seek
our allegiance and loyalty.  If we are to confess our faith in God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy
Spirit, we have to renounce “the devil and all the forces that defy God … the powers of this world that rebel
against God … [and] the ways of sin that draw you from God.” (ELW Holy Communion).  Repentance is the
means through which we are prepared to believe in and embrace the life-giving good news that is ours in the
Gospel of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Christ’s command to repentance is “a call to conversion in a final
and unconditional decision, in a once-for-all turning to God in total obedience.” (Bromiley).

For Martin Luther, repentance is an important part of our lives as Christians.  Even though we have been born
anew through the waters of Baptism and made members of the Church which is the Body of Christ, because we
are human we are still under the influence of the powers of sin and death; we are simultaneously saints and
sinners (simil justus et peccator).  We are in constant need of God’s grace and forgiveness, and are called to
come into God’s presence confessing our sins in the assurance that because we are children of God there is
forgiveness of sin and new beginnings because we have been baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection:



· “Confession consists of two parts.  One is that we confess our sins.  The other is that we receive the
absolution, that is, forgiveness, from the pastor as from God himself and by no means doubt but firmly
believe that our sins are thereby forgiven before God in heaven.” – Small Catechism.

Repentance is our call to return to God whose love is gracious and unconditional, who “proves his love for us in
that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8).  Repentance calls us to turn around from
journeys that are leading us away from God so that we might return to “the source of eternal salvation for all
who obey him” (Hebrews 5:9).  Repentance is the means through which we come back into God’s loving
presence so that God might bless us with God’s abundant, steadfast, never-failing love that is ours from the
moment God claims us in the waters of Holy Baptism:

· “The total gift of baptism is meaningful throughout the Christian’s life and remains constantly valid
until he enters into eternity.  He lives from no other grace than from that promised and conveyed to
him through baptism, and he never needs new grace.  That repentance which is proper when we have
fallen away from our baptism into sin is not a new means of grace, but only a return to our baptism
and to faith together with the promise and the power which are given to us through it.  ‘For the truth
and the promise once made to us remains unchanged; it waits to receive us with open arms when we
repent.’” – Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther.

As a choir needs preparation to sing a magnificent work like Bach’s B Minor Mass (including the Credo, the
Creed that is the statement of our belief in the good news of Jesus Christ that we share with Christians
throughout the world) we need to prepare ourselves for confessing our faith in the good news of Jesus Christ
by repenting of our former sinful ways and “turning around” so that we might return to the Lord who is
gracious and merciful slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.  Repentance is preparation for believing
in the good news that is our source of forgiveness of sins, life and salvation; it is the means through which our
faith is rooted in the sure and certain message of the Gospel of Jesus that is “most certainly true.” Amen.


