2nd Sunday in Advent [b]
December 4, 2011

Isaiah 40:1–11;  2 Peter 3:8–14 
Mark 1:1–8
1The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

2As it is written in Isaiah the prophet,

“Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will prepare your way,

3the voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord,

  make his paths straight,’”

4John appeared, baptizing in the wilderness and proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 5And all the country of Judea and all Jerusalem were going out to him and were being baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. 6Now John was clothed with camel’s hair and wore a leather belt around his waist and ate locusts and wild honey. 7And he preached, saying, “After me comes he who is mightier than I, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. 8I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
It’s a strange man out by the Jordan River, this John the Baptizer.  He’s dressed retro—looking a little like the prophet Elijah in the days of old. He’s dressed in camel’s hair and leather, no nice clothes of silk and woven wool for him.  And no finely cooked meals either—he’s living off locusts and wild honey.

He’s worth going out to see, this strange prophet of the Lord named John.

But going out to see him is no small deal.  The Jordan River is anywhere from 30 miles to 50 miles out from Jerusalem, depending on what part of the Jordan River area John is preaching in when you want to catch him.  So for a man to get his family out to see this John, it’s going to take probably a two or three day journey, just one way.  Take a week off work, and get your family out to see this leather-dressed man eating bugs.

But if this John is dressed strangely, and eats strangely, he speaks even more strangely.  He wears clothes no one else wears, and eats bugs no one else eats, but he’s also preaching a Word no one else is preaching.

These people, these families taking the week off to travel out to the Jordan to hear John, they do hear preaching in their lives.  They’ve heard preaching their whole life from the Sadducees. But the Sadducees, while they’re able to speak of things that should make society work better, they have no way to speak about how you can have life in this world of death, and how you are set apart by God for the resurrection of the dead.  Speak about Heaven, speak about the resurrection of a dead person to a Sadducee, and you will be met with dead silence.  

But the people have been brought up also listening to the preaching of the Pharisees.  The Pharisees could preach from God’s word—no one knew the Bible like the Pharisees did—but they used it to show people the rules of how to live a good life.  The Pharisees did do that—they showed you how to clean up your life.  Having problems in life?  The Pharisees could clean you up.  They were the food police, the wash-your-hands police, the farming police, and whatever else you needed to be told how to do.  By telling you how to wash your hands before you eat, how to plant your grain, how many steps you could walk on certain days, which foods you could eat at what times, the Pharisees would straighten you out good.

So the people had heard the preaching of the Sadducees and Pharisees their whole life, but they had never heard anything like the preaching of this prophet John out by the Jordan river.

His preaching was different, strange.  He’s out there telling people not how to clean up their lives, but that they are, before God, a brood of vipers.

Then, after preaching the Law to them, after declaring them to be nothing but sinners before God, he preached what was so strange: The Gospel.

If the Law judges and convicts, if the Law can be used to shame people and control them (as the Pharisees used it for), the Gospel cannot.  Mark 1:4:

4John appeared, baptizing in the wilderness and proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 

That’s what John is preaching, a baptism which gives the sinner the gift of repentance and forgives him all his sins.  He’s out there by the Jordan giving comfort to the Lord’s people, speaking tenderly to the people of Jerusalem, telling them that their warfare with God is over, their iniquity is pardoned, and they have received grace upon grace from the Lord’s hand, double for all their sins.

If the Sadducees could not cleanse you before God, because they taught that there was no Heaven anyway, and if the Pharisees cannot cleanse you before God, because they just keep telling you what you need to do, John can cleanse you before God.  He’s a prophet sent by God, and out in the wilderness he’s preaching the strangest thing of all: God cleanses the sinner.  God loves the sinner.  In his grace, he comes to the sinner in order to release him of all sins, free him from shame—to cleanse him.  That’s what that Greek word baptism means, to cleanse something.  When it’s a prophet doing it, the sinner is being made clean by a Word of God, according to the Lord’s instructions and by his gift.

So the prophet John is doing a strange thing: He’s telling these families who have hiked out to the Jordan to walk down to the banks of the Jordan, to be washed with the water of the Jordan, while he, John intercedes to the Lord and pronounces the sinner clean of all sins.


That’s what it means to be baptized: to be cleansed by the Lord, and in the way appointed by the Lord.

And then John gives the big clincher.  After cleansing the sinners, John then announces another cleansing, another, a final, baptism.  Mark 1:8:

“I have baptized you with water,”

declares John,

“but [the one coming after me] will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”

John is a prophet; he uses the means of water and the word to cleanse people of their sins.  Out there at the Jordan, John is baptizing them into the righteousness of Jesus, and he is baptizing Jesus into their sins—the great exchange!  So that just as the people now stand in the righteousness of Jesus, so Jesus stands in their sin—and takes those sins to the cross, there to put them to death forever.

And then, having crucified our sins in his own body on the cross, Jesus is coming again.  One last time, his final Advent—coming again on the Last Day to cast into Hell all those who have rejected his cleansing, and to bring into Heaven all those called by his Name.  He will baptize you, says John, he will then cleanse you with the Holy Spirit.

To be cleansed by the Holy Spirit, that’s what all this has been about.  The sinner who cannot cleanse himself, the sinner who has be deceived by the preaching of the Sadducees who teach that there is no Heaven and no resurrection from the dead, and who has been pressed-down by the preaching of the Pharisees who can only tell you how to follow the Law a little more stringently in an attempt to cleanse yourself—the sinner is cleansed, is baptized by the Holy Spirit.


There is no other cleansing to make the sinner clean before God the Father, but to be baptized by the Holy Spirit.

So John is baptizing people by means of water in the Jordan.  They are forgiven, they are cleansed before God, they are comforted to know that in that baptism, God has made them his people.

And for those coming in the generations after John, the New Israel living in that time after Jesus is crucified and then is ascended to Heaven, for you and me and our families, there is baptism by means of the water which Jesus instituted for us before he ascended.  In that Baptism, the Holy Spirit is forgiving us, is cleansing us before God; and we are comforted to know that in that Baptism, God makes us his people.

And along with John and those who heard him, we then await our Lord’s final Advent, when he comes again to judge the Living and the Dead.  He who has given us the Holy Spirit in our Baptisms, Jesus will baptize us, cleanse us for eternity, by the Holy Spirit.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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MARK 1:1-8

