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Word association: I say ‘John the Baptist’, what image comes to 

mind? e.g. camel hair clothing, leather belt, locusts and wild honey 

(picture) How John acted, what he did, what he said, his clothes 

were not accidental, they were full of meaning for 1
st

 century Jews. 

(Back to pulpit) 

Note the start of the gospel. There is no Christmas story here. It is 

all about who Jesus is.  It is the beginning of his public ministry. The 

Greek word euangélion means "good messenger". It was Latinized 

as evangelium, where we get the word evangelism.  In Old English, 

it was translated as gōdspel (gōd "good" + spel "news"), where we 

get the word gospel.  The good news is about Jesus, in the Hebrew, 

Joshua, meaning ‘God saves’, Jesus the Christ, the Messiah, the 

‘anointed one’, who is the Son of God.  These are the markers Mark 

is laying down right at the beginning of his gospel. It is all about 

Jesus. 

Yet after only one verse it suddenly switches to John the Baptist. 

Malachi, regarded as the last of the Old Testament prophets says 

this about John (v2) and Isaiah in famous words applies them to 

John (v3) He is not the messiah, but he will make the way ready for 

the Messiah, and this was a country ready with expectation. At last, 

someone to set us free.  

By this time the great age of the prophets had died away, yet here 

is John, compared to Elijah in dress and language and message, 

coming from the wilderness of the desert, where Israel’s history 

had been formed in Exodus and law giving. (Isaiah 40:3) Mark is 

saying loud and clear, here is a new prophet in the mould of Elijah, 

and even seen as a new Moses. John and his message is a living link 

that bridges the Old with the New Testament.  

He was the baptiser. That in itself was not unusual, ceremonial 

washings were already part of Judaism and non Jews wishing to 

convert to Judaism were immersed in water as a sign of that 

change. The difference here was this was a call to national 

repentance; the messianic age is at hand. ‘Turn from your sin’, says 

John, and be baptised and you will be forgiven by God. The big 

challenge for the Jews hearing these words, is to come to God in 

the same way as the non Jews, through this baptism offered by 

John. 

He was a popular man. People came from far and wide, from Judea 

and Jerusalem to listen to John and be baptised in the Jordan. We 

have no idea what motivated them. Maybe to say they were there, 

part of the crowd, caught up in the moment. Maybe some 

understood what John was saying, maybe others believed without 

knowing why. If John came today, baptising in the Forth with a call 

to national repentance and announcing the coming of the Messiah, 

what would we do? What would our witness to Kirkcaldy be? 

John then turns the focus away from himself and back to Jesus. (v7-

8) To untie a sandal of one deemed greater, was a really menial 

task, the job not of a Rabbi’s disciple, but a slave. If John’s message 



is urgent, he is unimportant. If John baptises with water, the one to 

come will baptise with the Spirit of God. Yet shortly after this, Jesus 

himself will be baptised by John and the Spirit of God will come 

upon him.  

I believe the message of John is a challenge in many directions. For 

ourselves, what is our response to the call of John, repent; the 

Kingdom of God is near. For our society, what would make people 

today sit up, listen and act in response to the message of God? For 

the church, how do we point to the one who is greater than we are, 

in a way that is appropriate and relevant?  

This Advent time, let us reflect on such questions, but always 

remember, this is the Good News about Jesus Christ, the Son of 

God. Amen. 


