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Did you know that you can that you can get honey by crushing 

dates? I didn't.  You need a lot of them, but you can do it. I 

found a recipe on line. Did you know that you can get flour for 

bread by grinding the bean of the locust tree? Did you know 

there was such a tree? I didn't. The seed pods of the Carob or 

"locust-tree" are 6 to 10 inches long, full of a sticky pulp and 

honey-like syrup when ripe and are used as food for livestock, as 

well as people. Those were the "husks" eaten by the prodigal 

son and probably the "locusts" eaten by John the Baptist . 

It gives us an idea of how John might have survived living in the 

desert, living off a form of honey and maybe the pods of the 

'locust' tree.  

John was a man who lived in both the past and the future. He is 

identified as the last of the great prophets, reaching back in to 

the ancient and familiar words of the Jewish scriptures, and at 

the same time, pointing to a new and challenging world, 

ushered in by the Kingdom of God. In looking to John, Mark 

quotes both Malachi and Isaiah 

 “God said, ‘I will send my messenger ahead of you 
    to open the way for you.’ 
Someone is shouting in the desert, 
    ‘Get the road ready for the Lord; 
    make a straight path for him to travel!’” 

 

If John lived in the present tense, it was as a bridge between 

what people understood as their relationship with God, going 

back to Abraham; only Israel were God's people,  and, the new 

way to God, revealed in Jesus Christ. Standing at the crossroads, 

he said to the crowds; look to the man who comes after me, he 

is greater than I am. I am only the messenger, I am clearing the 

way. 

We like the familiar, it is comfortable, we know what to expect. 

For the people who gathered by the Jordan that day; they were 

comfortable with words like, "Turn from your sins and be 

baptised." and they knew about the forgiveness of God, but the 

familiar was about to be  blown away.  

The Christian church adopted baptism. It was already familiar to 

the people of Palestine. For the Jewish nation, purification by 

immersion in water restored them back to a condition of "ritual 

purity".  For example, Jews, according to the Law of Moses, 

became ritually unclean by contact with a dead body.  They had 

to be purified by ritual immersion before being allowed to 

participate again in the Temple worship, and so back to full 

participation in the life of the religious community. Water 

immersion was also required for converts to Judaism, as part of 

their conversion.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jew
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ger_tzedek


Whatever their reason for gathering to hear John; possibly 

asking questions like, 'who is he, is he Elijah come back?' or 

'what's going on here', or them wishing to being baptized; did 

they feel guilty of their sins before God, because of John's words 

or anticipating in some way the dawn of a new Messianic age 

and wishing to prepare themselves;  whatever the reason, John 

points away from himself, to the one who was to come. He 

moves the language to a higher level and changes the symbols; 

my deeds, he says, have been to do with water, but watch out, 

for the coming baptism in the Spirit.  

That is Mark's link to what happens next. We don't need to 

debate why Jesus felt the need to be baptized. What we see 

here is a seamless transition, from the purification of water; 

baptism, the ritual of the people, to a transformation by the 

Spirit; baptism, by the hand of God.  In so doing, the focus has 

totally altered; John recedes into the background, his work 

done; and to the fore comes Jesus of Nazareth, to begin his 

public ministry and so usher in the Kingdom of God. 

In a real sense this is where it all begins. It is in his baptism that 

the declaration is made to Jesus, "You are my own dear son", a 

quote from Psalm 2, where the Messianic king is promised 

dominion over the whole world, and, "I am pleased with you.", 

from one of the 'servant songs' in the book of Isaiah. It does not 

matter if nobody else heard these words, they were intended 

for Jesus alone. I wonder, did they confirm within Jesus a 

growing sense of who he was, a man different, the Messiah, 

sent by God. Might he even have been shocked at hearing these 

words, and so required all those forty days and nights in the 

desert, to grapple with the enormity of what those words 

meant; the challenge of the task ahead of him, of being God in 

his own creation. His first challenge to enter the temptations of 

the wilderness.  

In many ways this story has taken us full circle. Out of the desert 

came John the prophet, and into the desert, went Jesus of 

Nazareth, Son of God. Our story began with a promise of the 

Messiah to come; our story ends with the Messiah revealed.  

In our opening prayers I used the idea of Jesus 'taking the 

plunge'. In our baptisms, we have done exactly that. We have 

jumped into the water with Jesus. One with his baptism and we 

have been raised to new life. We to have heard the voice of 

God; who says to each of us, you are my adopted child and I am 

pleased with you. That is the core message of the gospel. At that 

very moment, our life in the church began. We continue to 

listen out for our name and to obey words of Jesus, 'come follow 

me'.  

I think it is no coincidence that Jesus then enters the challenging 

domain of the desert, to face the consequences of who he is. 

Our lives often follow similar paths. The desert taking many 

forms, in the tough and challenging place that is, life. 



In the times we are tempted to give up, and to say, it's just not 

worth it, may God's messengers come to us, after all they are 

only angels, there to help us bear the load, that we might look 

back and know, God was there for us. We have taken the 

plunge, let is walk the journey of pilgrimage, in faith. Amen. 

 


