
Prelude: Aria by William Lloyd Webber, played by John Crombie 

 

Words of welcome: 

Wherever we are when we turn to God, that place becomes holy.  So in our holy places, we 

worship God through his Son Jesus as we sing or listen to the hymn 

 

Hymn: Join all the glorious names 

 

Prayer: 

God of many names, Holy, Lord, Saviour, Redeemer, Creator, Comforter, Disturber, Jesus, 

Emmanuel, Spirit, so many names and each illuminating one facet of our infinitely faceted 

God.  God of many names we bow before you, reflecting on your vastness and variety.  We 

thank you that in your variety you are still the same, yesterday, today and forever; always 

present for us, always to be trusted.   

 As we seek to follow in your way, to be disciples of Jesus your Son, so help us to 

know you better day by day, to come closer to your holiness, to see more of your immensity, 

to find that you hold our hearts and lives as no one else can. 

 Forgive us if sometimes we try to make you too small, to bring you down to the 

parameters of human experience and understanding and forget that you are the Almighty 

God.  Keep us living with awe before you, even as we discover your love and your leading. 

And hear us as we pray as Jesus taught us, saying: 

Our Father who art in heaven hallowed be Thy name. 

Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread,  

And forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. 

For Thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory for ever.  Amen. 

 

Reading: Hebrews 12:1-3 

This is one of my favourite passages of scripture – though those of you who know me well 

will realise that I make that statement about quite a few bits of the Bible!  And there are 

always new favourites to discover!  I like this passage because it reminds us what our calling 

is: what we are to do as Christians.  We are to fix our eyes on Jesus and not let anything else 

get between us and him.  We are to be undistracted by anything that is not keeping our eyes 

on Jesus.  We are to consider him, even, especially, when we go through difficulties, since he 

did not let even the prospect of the cross distract him from what he set out to do.  We are to 

keep our eyes on him when we might be tempted to grow weary or lose heart. 

 I do love this letter known as the one to the Hebrews.  It has a lot of quite difficult 

stuff in it, but it does not make light of the difficulties of life, and it is realistic about how we 

sometimes can fall from grace or be discouraged in our faith.  These things can happen, they 

can happen to any one of us, and the best way to guard against it is to keep our eyes fixed on 

Jesus. But if we find we are discouraged or we have fallen from grace the best answer, the 

best way back is to fix our eyes on Jesus, for forgiveness and restoration and hope. 

 Just now we are all living in unprecedented times – you can almost get tired of 

hearing that, I know!  But it is true.   In these times we have to re-discover what it means to 

follow Jesus.  It can’t mean just coming to church on a Sunday, anymore – if it ever really did 

mean only that – because that option is not there for us.  No, as we go forward into the future, 

we will find that it is different from the past.  The “new normal” is again a phrase which is 

much used, but no one knows what the new normal will look like, or if indeed we will ever 

feel that it has arrived, since life is always a work in progress.  But as we negotiate the twists 



and turns of life and what it is like for us as individuals who follow Jesus and as a church 

which seeks to show him to the world, then we must fix our eyes on him.  That is simply 

good sense – how can we follow someone if we don’t keep him in sight? 

 So for the next while, our Sunday worship and possibly quite a few of our prayer 

services as well, are going to be rooted in the gospels, and in particular in Mark’s Gospel.  

Let us fix our eyes on Jesus and follow where we find that he leads us. 

 

Hymn: Focus my eyes on you, O Lord  

 

Reading: Mark 1:1-15 

 

Mark is the gospel writer who uses the fewest words to say what he has to say.  He begins his 

account of Jesus’ life by recalling the prophetic message that there would be a herald when 

God came to his people, and then he identifies this herald with John the Baptist, the radical 

prophet who attracted crowds in the wilderness.  He proclaimed a baptism of repentance and 

the forgiveness of sins. 

 We can forget how radical this was.  The Jewish people already had a way of showing 

repentance and gaining forgiveness of sins, it was found in the sacrificial system of the 

temple.  There were rites and rituals for all occasions, so that people could repent of going 

against God’s ways and know that they were forgiven.  There were sacrifices and offerings 

and prayers and priests to help the people do things right.  And John was brought up to know 

that world very well: his father was a priest: he might well have been expected to become a 

priest himself.  But instead he headed out of town, out of the cultivated areas of the 

countryside, to the wilderness near the river Jordan.  And he proclaimed a baptism. 

 A baptism was not a new invention of John’s.  It was something that was already 

known, but it was not for the Jewish people, for God’s chosen nation; it was for the gentiles, 

if they wanted to become worshippers of God they could go through a baptism in water to 

symbolically cleanse them of their sins (and of the misfortune of not being a Jew).  Then they 

would be known as God-fearers.   

 But John offered baptism to Jews.  John was saying that they were no better than 

Gentiles (or maybe that Gentiles were no worse than them).  John was offering them a 

forgiveness that depended, not on right rituals, but on a right attitude of heart – repentance 

and turning around from the old ways.  And Jesus agreed with him. 

 The first time we see Jesus in this gospel is not as a baby, but as a grown man, coming 

to John and asking for baptism.  John promised that the one who was coming, who was, of 

course, Jesus, would baptise not with water but with the Holy Spirit: that God’s Spirit would 

be the agent that cleansed people from wrong and led them to repent and turn their lives 

around.  But before Jesus could fulfil that statement, he came to John for baptism.  In doing 

this he was saying that he was going to start from where John left off.  He was going to start 

with a forgiveness that was for all, and a repentance that was more important than ritual.   

 In fact, he did start exactly where John left off.  After his time in the wilderness, 

which Mark does not show us in detail, Jesus appears on the public stage just when John has 

been arrested.  And what does he say?  “Repent!”  (Yes, he says a little more, but we will get 

to that.) 

 Jesus starts with the idea of repentance.  He begins with the call to turn away from the 

old life, the old values, the old habits, the unthinking following of the crowd – even if the 

crowd is a religious crowd. He starts with a message which has already led to trouble for 

John, because the good news he came to bring was and is going to shake things up and there 

is no hiding that there might be trouble.  He begins where he started himself.  He was 

baptised – and then he went into the wilderness to be alone. 



 We thought last week about the importance of time spent alone with God, for Jesus, 

for other Biblical figures, and for us and any who would be disciples.  In some ways we can 

feel like a church in the wilderness just now.  We have had our usual props of building and 

regular meetings for worship taken from us.  And, you know, hard though it is, maybe that is 

no bad thing.  Back in March, when lockdown started, I rather thought it might last a couple 

of months or maybe three – twelve weeks seemed to be a number that was bandied around. 

Three months is a hiatus, but need be nothing more.  But now we are seeing that there is no 

going back, just a going forward discovering what restrictions and liberties the suppression of 

the pandemic – which is the loving of our neighbours – allows us.  No going back – which is 

a very good realisation for people who want to follow Jesus.  Repentance is not about going 

back, but turning our lives to go on in a different direction.   

 So just now, when we can feel that we are in a wilderness situation, we should take 

advantage of it to spend time with God, evaluating our lives and the life of our church, and 

working out, in God’s presence, what needs to be left behind as we go forward.  In our prayer 

services in St. Bride’s on Monday and Thursday evenings, we have a space to do this 

together.  In your own times of devotion make space to do it alone. If we are to fix our eyes 

on Jesus then we begin with repentance and a turning around; as the writer to the Hebrews 

says we “lay aside the weight and the sin which clings so closely” so that we can run with 

endurance.    

 Of course, when Jesus emerged into public, he did not just say repent.  He also said 

that the Kingdom of God is at hand.  He was to spend the rest of his ministry teaching and 

showing what he meant by that: it was vitally important to him.  It is only as we follow him 

and heed him that we can hope to know what he meant and to enter and live in that kingdom 

ourselves.   

 So let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith. 

 

Hymn: May the mind of Christ my Saviour 

 

Prayer: 

Lord God, we want to be those who keep our eyes on Jesus and follow him.  But sometimes 

we have other thoughts and desires which push in and supplant our desire to follow.  We are 

not simple in our lives or single-minded in our devotion.  And you know that, because you 

made us, and you understand how we respond to life.  And so we ask that you help us to 

focus, to fix our eyes on Jesus at all times, to bring him into all the aspects and moments of 

our lives, so that we may follow him better. 

 Teach us to remember that if we are to follow Jesus, he will ask us to move and grow.  

He will not allow us to remain the same, but will lead us into places and situations, into 

thoughts and activities where we feel challenged, and where we can deepen our love and 

knowledge of you and your way.  And help us to welcome that movement with joy and not 

fear. 

 We pray today for those who you want us to serve in your name, as your people in 

this place.  We pray for our schools, the children and the teachers as they get used to being 

back together again and adapt to some new ways of being.  We pray that you protect these 

learning communities from the coronavirus infection, and so protect the families and contacts 

that the children and staff have in our communities and beyond. 

 We pray today for our leaders asking for strength and wisdom.  We remember Kate 

Forbes and Drew Hendry who represent us in the parliaments, asking that they find their 

wisdom and direction from you.  And we pray for those who give a lead in our national 

church, for Martin Fair the Moderator and those who serve on committees and forums to give 



a direction and help us steer in the dark.  May they too find their direction from fixing their 

eyes on Jesus. 

 We pray again today for the people of Lebanon, with all that they have been through 

and are now suffering.  Comfort the bereaved, calm the anxious, find homes for the homeless 

and bless your people who work to bring your help to a shattered community.   

 And, Lord God, as we take steps forward into a world that is changed and changing, 

help us to remember that you, who walk ahead of us to show the way, also walk beside us to 

accompany and protect us.   

 So we bring all our prayers to you, spoken or unsaid, asking them in the name of 

Jesus.  Amen. 

 

Hymn: Look forward in faith 

 

Benediction: 

Look to Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith. 

And may the blessing of God Almighty, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit,  

Be with and remain with you now and always.  Amen. 

 

Postlude: Voluntary by Thomas Weelkes, played by Alan Buchan on the Laggan organ 


