Mark 1:1-8

1The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 

2As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, 

“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,
who will prepare your way;
3the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
‘Prepare the way of the Lord,
make his paths straight,’”

4John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. 6Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 7He proclaimed, “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. 8I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”
Isaiah 40:1-11

1Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. 2Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins. 

3A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 4Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain. 5Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” 6A voice says, “Cry out!” And I said, “What shall I cry?” All people are grass, their constancy is like the flower of the field. 7The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of the Lord blows upon it; surely the people are grass. 8The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand forever. 

9Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, lift it up, do not fear; say to the cities of Judah, “Here is your God!” 10See, the Lord God comes with might, and his arm rules for him; his reward is with him, and his recompense before him. 11 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. 

Good News
In a “Peanuts” comic strip, good old Charlie Brown says to Linus, “Life is just too much for me.  I've been confused from the day I was born.  I think the whole trouble is that we're thrown into life too fast.  We're not really prepared.”  And Linus replied, “Well, what did you want . . . a chance to warm up first?”  There’s just no bullpen for the adventure of life, is there?
But in a way that’s what the Advent season is: our chance to warm up.  It's the time to prepare our hearts and homes for the birth of the Christ child.  But if we aren’t careful the whole thing can go by too quickly.  We might have all the decorations in place, the presents bought and wrapped, the cards sent out and received, but all of sudden – whoosh, bang – it’s over.  The gifts are all open; Christmas dinner has been eaten; and we’re watching one of the games or a Christmas special, when all of a sudden a sort of empty feeling might hit us: a Charlie Brown feeling of something missing, as if the whole thing went by too fast.  Instead of feeling the wonder of the season, we might wonder where it went.  And that's when we'll realize we needed time to warm up.

Now is that time.  But we have to take the time to prepare: by spending time in meditation and prayer, by reading Scripture and advent devotionals, by helping folks who are less fortunate like at the Domestic Violence Center or a homeless shelter, food pantry, or soup kitchen.
Last week we said that during the Advent season, we enter into the mystery of faith a little more deeply: “Christ has died;’ Christ is risen; Christ will come again.”  We enter into the story of God taking human form – the story of Christ’s humanity – from the very beginning.  But at the same time we hold in tension the reality that the resurrected Christ is among us, and we also look forward to the 
Parousia, the time Christ will return.  I liked what a writer in the Upper Room said this week: “In the season of Advent, we prepare ourselves to welcome the One who is always coming to us, always present with us.”  And that is a mystery, isn’t it?
In today’s Advent lesson we hear the first verses of Mark’s Gospel with John the Baptist announcing the coming of Jesus’ ministry.  Of the four accounts of Jesus’ life and ministry in the Bible, Mark’s was written first, and it’s also the shortest.  Mark pretty much cuts to the chase, not giving any more details than absolutely necessary.  In fact, Mark doesn’t give any information about Jesus’ birth or his early years.  Instead, Mark just pretty much started with Jesus’ baptism.  But to do that he had to include the one who was doing the baptizing.  And so Mark also includes a little bit about John the Baptist, so the reader can have at least some understanding of why it was John who baptized Jesus.
And it’s interesting that all four Gospels do start with the story of John the Baptist.  I say it’s interesting, because from the way we celebrate Christmas, you’d never know it, would you?   I mean, have you ever received a Christmas card that depicts John the Baptist preaching in the desert?  I haven’t.   Christmas cards portray beautiful depictions of the Christmas story, like the Madonna and child; or the star piercing the darkness over stable and manger.  Can you even imagine a Christmas card showing the barren wilderness of Judea out by the Jordan River, with an unkempt figure in camel’s hair?  John the Baptist really doesn’t fit the way we normally celebrate Christmas – but perhaps he should!
The first line of Mark’s Gospel: “the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,” isn’t simply an introduction to Mark’s prologue.  Instead, it serves as a title for the entire writing.  For the readers of Mark, including us today, this book is only the beginning of the gospel.  The end hasn’t come yet. The story continues as Jesus’ disciples today continue to proclaim the good news to all nations.
Mark immediately begins the good news by quoting Old Testament Scripture, implying that what is taking place is the culmination of all that God had said and done through Moses and the prophets.  Those earlier actions and promises were being fulfilled in the ministry of John the Baptist and then the life and ministry of Jesus.

Although Mark cites the prophet Isaiah in the first two lines of that quote, we hear echoes from other parts of the salvation history.  The statement, “Look, I am sending my messenger before you who will prepare your way,” is heard in both the books of Exodus and Malachi.  In Exodus, God promised Israel an angel to guard them in their wandering in the desert on their way to the Promised Land.  In Malachi, the angel becomes the messenger, later identified as Elijah, who would come in the future to usher in the “day of the Lord,” that time God’s rule would be upon the earth.  In other words, there’s a continuing thread in the story of God’s redemptive activity: from the angel (or “messenger”) of God in Exodus, to a voice crying out in Isaiah, to the promise of the return of Elijah in Malachi, and finally to John the Baptist in Mark.
And John’s ministry is the culmination of that story, as once again the elements of wilderness, the Jordan River, and repentance are brought together to prepare the Hebrew people for the dawning of the messianic age.  In the book of Exodus, the wilderness was the place of God’s continuing redemption after Israel’s escape from Egypt.  It was in the wilderness that God tested the people.  It was in the wilderness that they rebelled and God saved them again and again.  The wilderness was both a route to the Promised Land and a place of exile.  It was a place where people sinned and where they also repented to restore their relationship with God.

In the book of Isaiah, the wilderness is a place of God’s protective presence as Jewish exiles in Babylon were offered a new hope and restoration to the homeland.  And here in Mark, the wilderness is again a place of preparation for God’s final and culminating act in history, the dawning of the end times and preparation for the coming of the Messiah through John’s baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  

The fact that John’s baptism was in the Jordan River is also important.  After God redeemed Israel from Egyptian slavery, and led and cared for them in the wilderness, God finally made a miraculous path for them through the Jordan River into the Promised Land.  And now, in a way, John was doing a similar thing:  going once again out to the desert and making a path in the Jordan River for folks to enter into God’s promised new messianic age through repentance and baptism.

And even John, himself, provides an important link to those earlier prophecies.  The Scriptures promised the return of Elijah, before the coming “day of the Lord,” and John's dress, diet, and prophetic speech provided that link to Elijah.  It had been more than three hundred years since a prophet was active in Israel, and the people thought that the age of prophets was past.  But now, learning of John the Baptist and his wilderness proclamation, they flocked to hear him.  And it’s interesting that John's preaching was so powerful that those who were Jews by birth confessed their sins and submitted to baptism, because within Judaism it was only the new converts who would normally be baptized.

But John's baptism was one of repentance.  John knew that if folks were going to accept and enter into relationship with Jesus that they needed to turn their lives over to God.  And that’s what repentance is.  Rather than simply being sorry or feeling guilty about our sins, the meaning of repentance is a change of mind or direction.  When we learn and truly understand a new and better way to think and act, we naturally respond by changing our behavior in accordance with that understanding.  If we understand that our previous actions had harmed others or ourselves, we will feel sorry that we acted in those ways and for the harm that we caused.   But we are only truly repentant when there is real change within us.
But what is the “good news?”  The Greek word used here, euaggelion, was primarily used to denote a victory in battle.  It was often seen in stories of the lives of the Roman emperors who were honored as gods.  If these opening words were paraphrased: “The beginning of the victory of Jesus, the Messiah, the Son of God,” we might be able to better see the many ironies in the story of Jesus, where many times the victor appears to be much more like a victim.  And, too, if we always think about the good news as the victory of Jesus, perhaps it might stir a little more excitement among us.   A commentator states:

I think that euaggelion is word that evokes a response.  It is like shouting, "We won!" or "Victory is ours."  When game show contestants are told that they've won, there is shouting and jumping and waving of arms.  The words are more than just information. They are an event that engulfs the hearers.

Today, talking about the good news of Jesus Christ can almost have the opposite effect.  Instead of like:  “We’ve got good news!” it’s more like: “Oh yeah.  The good news.  I’ve heard about that.  Ho hum.”  How many of us announced the birth of our first child, “Oh by the way, Terry had the baby today, but did you see that basketball game last night!”  Of course not, we were thrilled to death, excited to share the news.  Shouldn’t we be at least that excited about sharing the good news of Jesus Christ?

Of course, the good news is the story of Jesus, the Christ.  By the way, Christ isn’t Jesus’ last name.  Christ is the Greek version of Messiah, which literally means anointed one.  In the Old Testament, messiah, or anointed one, is used to describe various priests, kings, and prophets.  But Jesus wasn’t a messiah, he was the Messiah, the everlasting heir to King David’s throne that had been prophesied for about a thousand years.  And the Messiah had arrived to usher in God’s kingdom.  The Messiah won the victory by defeating sin and death.  The good news is that we, too, are saved from death through our relationship with the Messiah, and that partnering with him we, too, can help usher in God’s kingdom.  We can serve the purposes for which God created us!  There is meaning and purpose to our lives.

As Christians we have been baptized; we’ve entered into the relationship of the redeemed.  But while baptism is a one-time event, repentance isn’t.  Because we are human, we continually sin.  No matter how hard we try, we’re unable to overcome sin in our lives.  Even the “super-apostle” Paul said in Romans 7: “I don’t understand my own actions.  For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.”  
If we’re not careful, we, too, can end up in the wilderness.  We can feel estranged from God and others.  We can feel guilty over things that we’ve done.  There are so many things in this world we live in that can make us fearful.
But there is good news!  Our God always awaits our coming.  Our God continually makes available the opportunity to leave the wilderness through repentance.  And repentance is required for forgiveness of sins.  But it’s a guarantee:  through repentance our sins will be forgiven.  

Only our Lord Jesus can remove the sin in our lives.  That’s one reason he’s called the Prince of Peace.  Genuine peace is a divine gift that is available only through our relationship with Jesus Christ, the peace giver.  Those who come to know personally the Prince of Peace, come to know the real meaning of peace.  We can leave the wilderness behind.  To know Him is to be at peace with the peace giver: to begin to understand how infinitely loved we are, to truly receive forgiveness and be able to shed all feelings of guilt, to cast all of our cares and fears upon him.  All of these are ours as we grow in relationship with our Lord.  It is the amazing secret needed to attain a triumphant and harmonious life as we experience true repentance.  We become changed persons as we come again and again, staying as connected as we possibly can to the Source of love and forgiveness, healing and direction.
And it’s that very relationship of forgiveness, acceptance, and love that creates within us an excitement and enthusiasm for the good news.  This year I invite you to hear with new ears the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  Victory has been achieved, and it is ours to experience and to share.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
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