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“The Company You Keep”

“In those days Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.”

If it’s true that “you are known by the company you keep,” then a first-time reader of Mark’s Gospel may have
some serious questions about the identity of this Jesus of Nazareth.  Mark’s Gospel completely omits the story
of Jesus’ birth and early life that we find in Matthew and Luke; the first time he appears is as an adult on the
banks of the Jordan River.  But before he appears, Mark goes to great lengths to identify him as the fulfillment
of God’s prophetic promises in the Old Testament:

· “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,
‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; the voice of one crying out
in the wilderness, “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”’” – Mark 1:1-3.

In Mark’s Gospel, “Christ” is a messianic title, the means through which Peter answers Jesus’ question “But
who do you say that I am?” with the confession “you are the Messiah.” (8:29).  The phrase “Son of God”
occupies a special place in Mark’s presentation of Jesus; God refers to Jesus as “beloved Son” (1:11, 9:7) and
even demons acknowledge him as the Son of God (“What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High
God?  I adjure you by God, do not torment me.” – 5:7).  During his Passion, Jesus accepts this title (14:62), and is
acknowledged Son of God by the centurion who witnesses his death (“Truly this man was God’s Son!” – 15:39). 
Jesus is “the beloved Son of God who accomplishes God’s will on the Cross” (Pheme Perkins) and who is exalted
as God’s Son in the letter to the Hebrews (“So also Christ did not glorify himself in becoming a high priest, but
was appointed by the one who said to him, ‘You are my Son, today I have begotten you.’” – Hebrews 5:5).  

The first person we meet in Mark’s Gospel is John the Baptist, who the Evangelist identifies as the fulfillment of
the prophecies of Isaiah and Malachi:

· “A voice cries, ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway
for our God.’” – Isaiah 40:3.

· “See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will
suddenly come to his temple.  The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight – indeed, he is
coming, says the LORD of hosts.” – Malachi 3:1.

John’s appearance is marked by his “proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” (1:4).  As
people from Jerusalem and “the whole Judean countryside” come to the banks of the Jordan River to be
baptized by John as they confess their sins, John continues his proclamation that points beyond himself to the
superior status of the one who is to come:

· “The one who is more powerful than I 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.” –
1:7-8.

Those who repented and received baptism from John would be the elect, who are prepared to receive the one
who is to come.

In the midst of this crowded scene along the banks of the Jordan, Jesus appears.  But the manner in which he is
introduced by Mark is surprising; after John’s words about the superior status of the one who is to come, Jesus’



appearance among a crowd of sinners seems to be out of place.  Since the early church had preached the
sinlessness of Jesus (“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God.” – 2 Corinthians 5:21), it may strike the reader as inappropriate that Jesus is stepping
into the same waters as this gathering of sinful humanity.  In Matthew’s account of the baptism of Jesus, even
John objects to his presence: “John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do
you come to me?’” – Matthew 3:14. The banks of the Jordan are the last place one might expect to find one
who Mark has exalted so highly as the Messiah, the Son of God, the superior one who is to come.

· “The place was teeming with sinners – faulty, sorry, guilty human beings – who hoped against hope
that John could clean them up and turn their lives around.  If you have ever read the arrest record in
the newspaper, then you know the kinds of things most of them were guilty of – drunk driving, bad
checks, petty larceny, assault.  Some were notorious sinners, and some were there for crimes of the
heart known only to themselves, but none of them had illusions of their own innocence.  They had
come to be cleaned.  They knew they were not clean.  Then Jesus showed up and got in line with
them.” – Barbara Brown Taylor.

This would not be the first time in the Gospels that we might have questions about Jesus based on the
company that he keeps.  Later in this first chapter of Mark, Jesus encounters a leper, a person whose disease
made him an outcast in society.  But instead of shunning this man when he calls out to Jesus “if you choose,
you can make me clean,” (1:40), Jesus is “moved with pity” and touches him, declaring, “I do choose.  Be made
clean!”  Because Jesus dared to touch a person who others considered untouchable, “immediately the leprosy
left him, and he was made clean.” (1:42).  On another occasion, Jesus is the guest in the home of a Pharisee, on
of those “righteous” people with whom a person of Jesus’ status would be expected to associate, when “a
woman in the city, who was a sinner” (Luke 7:37) – one of the people who would have been found on the
banks of the Jordan – crashed the dinner party as she “stood behind him at his feet, weeping, and began to
bathe his feet with her tears and to dry them with her hair.”  This offends Jesus’ host, who mutters to himself
“if this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of woman this is who is touching him –
that she is a sinner.” (7:39).  But instead of disassociating himself with this “outcast,” Jesus turns his attention
to the “acceptable” person at the table, declaring that “her sins, which are many, have been forgiven; hence
she has shown great love.  But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.” (7:47).  On a similar occasion, the
Pharisees and scribes scoff when they see Jesus associating with tax collectors and sinners, grumbling that “this
fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” (Luke 15:2).  But instead of trying to make amends with those in
powerful positions, Jesus teaches three parables on “lost things” – a lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son –
declaring that “there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous
persons who need no repentance.” (15:7).  Throughout his life, Jesus makes it clear that the Son of God is to be
known by “the company he keeps,” for the Messiah has “come to call not the righteous but sinners.” (Mark
2:17).

· “Jesus is clear as to whom his ministry is extended, but his listeners have to decide whether they are
well or sick, saint or sinner.  Indictments are self-inflicted.  And the reader is also caught and can no
longer be a spectator at the banquet: Am I at the table with Jesus, tax collectors, and sinners, or am I
among the critics?” – Fred Craddock.

It is after Jesus comes out of the waters of the Jordan that he has shared with that motley crew of sinful
humanity that his status as the Son of God is confirmed:

· “And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit
descending like a dove on him.  And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you
I am well pleased.” – Mark 1:10-11.



Jesus is the only one who sees the heavens opened and the Spirit descend, and only he hears the divine voice. 
The descent of the Holy Spirit shows that Jesus is the suffering servant of God who is to bring salvation to the
nations (“Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon
him; he will bring forth justice to the nations.” – Isaiah 42:1).  Elements of apocalyptic symbolism – the open
heavens, the descent of the Spirit, and the divine voice – also call attention to the fact that Jesus is the agent of
God’s salvation.  Therefore, this episode continues the opening theme of prophetic fulfillment (1:2-3).  The one
with whom God is “well-pleased” will pay a role in the coming of salvation: “Jesus is indeed the Lord whose
coming was foretold by the prophet Isaiah.” (Pheme Perkins).

So if it is true that “you are known by the company you keep,” then Jesus is to be known in the Gospels as a
“friend of sinners,” one who from the beginning associates himself with the outcast, the downtrodden, the
rejected, the marginalized, and the powerless.  Jesus does not shun the powerful, righteous, and respectable
persons – indeed, he accepts invitations to their homes – but he treats those who do not receive such
invitations as equals, because “God so loved the world that he sent his only Son, so that everyone who believes
in him shall not perish but shall have eternal life.” (John 3:16).  Jesus is known by the company he keeps
because he has come to be Lord and Savior of all – including those who are invisible to others.  Because
“there’s a wideness in God’s mercy like the wideness of the sea,” Jesus keeps company with all persons because
the one who is Christ and Son of God has come to be the Redeemer of all humanity.

· “I cannot moderate my definition of grace, because the Bible forces me to make it as sweeping as
possible.  God is ‘the God of all grace,’ in the apostle Peter’s words.  And grace means that there is
nothing I can do to make God love me more, and nothing I can do to make God love me less.  It meant
that I, even I who deserve the opposite, am invited to take my place at the table in God’s family.” –
Philip Yancey, What’s So Amazing About Grace?

The one who is known by “the company he keeps” has chosen to keep company with all persons – including us. 
At the beginning of this service, we confessed that we are the very people with whom Jesus entered the waters
of the Jordan; we have “sinned against you in thought, word, and deed, by what we have done and by what we
have left undone.”  All of us are “captive to sin and cannot free ourselves,” but we come to this place knowing
that Jesus has chosen to keep company with us, to be born a human being and abide with us as our Lord and
Saviour, and to free us from sin, death, and the power of the devil “not with gold or silver but with his holy,
precious blood and his innocent suffering and death.” (Small Catechism).  Jesus has chosen to keep company
with us and promises to be “with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20) so that we might live in
trust and hope that “neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor
powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God
in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39).

· “If no creature can separate us from God’s love, then in the end even our own almost limitless ability
to rebel against God is overcome; and we are saved from our last and greatest enemy, ourselves.  God
has known us from the first and set us on the path of a destiny surrounded by his love.  Armed with
that knowledge, we can face the future with hope and confidence, knowing that the Lord of all
creation is the lord of love and that he is for, not against, us.  There, laid bare, is the basis of our
Christian confidence: the surety of grace.” – Paul Achtemeier.

Because Jesus has chosen to be known by “the company he keeps,” we live in the sure and certain knowledge
that he keeps company with us always, that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever”
(Children of the Heavenly Father).  And because Jesus chooses to keep company with all of humanity –
including those with whom others do not choose to keep company – then our call as the Body of Christ is to
make certain that our life together includes keeping company with all of the people whom Christ loves and
chooses to associate.  The Church is not a clubhouse where only those who are “one of us” are welcome; it is



the house of the Lord, and “all are welcome in this place.”  The Church is where our Lord chooses to keep
company with us, sinners who have been justified solely by God’s grace, and calls us in turn to “reach beyond
the wood and stone to heal and strengthen, serve and teach, and live the Word they’ve known.” (ELW Hymn
641).

· “We ourselves can be agents of God’s holiness, for God now dwells within us.  In the midst of an
unclean world we can stride, as Jesus did, seeking ways to be a source of holiness.  The sick and the
maimed are for us not hot spots of contamination but potential reservoirs of God’s mercy.  We are
called upon to extend that mercy, to be conveyers of grace, not avoiders of contagion.  Like Jesus, we
can help make the ‘unclean’ clean.” – Yancey.

It was by the company he kept that Jesus revealed himself as the true Christ, the Son of God who came to
redeem all of humanity, because “Jesus loves the little children, all the little children of the world.”  It will be by
the company we keep – welcoming all persons into this place, serving all people following the example of
Jesus, seeing all persons as persons who are loved by God – that we will be known as authentically Christian. 
By the company we keep as children of God, “they will know we are Christians by our love.” Amen.


