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“The Beginning of the Gospel” — December 10, 2017
Isa 40:1–11
Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. 

2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, 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. 

3 A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord,

make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 

4 Every 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. 

5 Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together,
for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” 

6 A voice says, “Cry out!” And I said, “What shall I cry?”

All people are grass, their constancy is like the flower of the field. 
7 The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of the Lord blows upon it;
surely the people are grass. 
8 The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand for ever. 

9 . . . . Say to the cities of Judah, “Here is your God!” 
10 See, the Lord God comes with might. . . . 
11He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms,

and carry them in his bosom. 

Mark 1:1–8

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

2 As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,
“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; 
3 the 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 forgive–ness 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.”

I want to talk about Isaiah 40 first.

This chapter marks a sudden change of style and message within the Book of Isaiah. The previous chapters have numerous details about Isaiah of Jerusalem. We know his father’s name, his friends’ and enemies’ names, and the nickname by which he calls his wife—he calls her “the prophetess” (Isa 8:3). We read about his confrontations with four successive kings of Judah, from Uzziah to Hezekiah. He details where in Jerusalem they met, and what the king’s response in each case was. 

He talks about Judah’s alliances and enmities with other nations, and the invasions by the Assyrian empire.

Suddenly, in chapter 40, the writing changes; there is only prophetic oracle; all the stories cease. There are no personal details, no Jewish kings, no friends, no geography, no mentions of Assyria, although the city of Babylon (43:14; 47:1; 48:14, 20) is mentioned four times, and Cyrus, the king of Persia, three times, pointing to a time much later time than that of Isaiah of Jerusalem. 

Scholars have long recognized that chapter 40 marks the beginning of a new section, written by a prophet during the Babylonian Captivity, about 160 years after Isaiah’s time. Since this author’s material is included within the Isaiah tradition, scholars call him Second Isaiah, or Isaiah of Babylon. 

No longer does Judah have a king or even their own territory. All that came to an end in 586 b.c., when the Babylonians conquered Judah, destroyed the First Temple, and took away the Jewish upper classes in captivity to Babylon.

Second Isaiah’s time is very different from First Isaiah’s. The Jews are a captive people, downcast and uncertain about their future. And Second Isaiah’s message is very different from First Isaiah’s.
Notice how comforting his words are. First Isaiah had issued many sharp warnings and threats to the people and the nation. But this author says “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” (Isa 40:2). 

This prophet knows what the people need to hear now, namely, that God feels for them, will strengthen them, and give them a spiritual mission.

They would have been comforted to hear that every mountain will be laid low and every valley raised up (40:4), which is a metaphor for powerful people being humbled, and lowly people being exalted. He is stimulating their hopes for justice, for change.
They don’t need to be scolded any more. They’ve been punished by being taken away from their homes, or rather their parents’ homes. The Jews have been in Babylon for fifty years now. Most of the people hearing this prophecy have never even seen Jerusalem. But he can still call them “Jerusalem” and promise their eventual return to their city.

The prophet is confident that God is going to USE them. He promises that “the glory of the Lord shall be revealed,” God will bring a reward, will stand and feed the people like a shepherd feeding his lambs, and will gently lead them (40:5, 10–11). In the following chapters, they are told that they are a light to the Gentiles (42:6), that God is their husband who “has called you like a wife” (54:5–6), who “with everlasting love will have compassion on you” (54:8), and who says “Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters . . . . Come buy wine and milk without money . . . . nations that do not know you shall run to you, because of the Lord your God” (55:1, 5).
It almost sounds like the New Testament, doesn’t it? Because of its emphasis on God’s generous love and self-revelation, and the outreach to the nations, Isaiah has sometimes been referred to by Christians as a sort of “pre-gospel.” The teachings of Second Isaiah, in a way, are a beginning of the gospel.

But we have those actual words in Mark, which starts: “The beginning of the gospel [or ‘good news’] of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (1:1). There is no verb there; it is not a sentence. It seems to be functioning as either a title or a prescript. Before long, this book, our oldest existing gospel, was called “Kata Markon,” that is, “from Mark,” but it might not have had a formal title in the very beginning.

Mark starts right in on John the Baptizer as the one who fulfilled the Isaiah prophecy. John preached and baptized in the wilderness, and he was ultimately preparing the way for the Messiah.

Sometimes we forget how influential John was. With only a little exaggeration, Mark says “all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins” (Mark 1:5). Yet John is not self-important. He knows that his job is to prepare the way for the Anointed One, the Messiah. 

For Mark, the beginning of the gospel is John’s preaching of repentance from sin, completely apart from the priests’ ritual system for cleansing sin and impurity. He tells people they can get right with God simply through honest repentance, a change of heart. Baptism symbolizes the change of heart, but it is not a ritual cleansing, like the sacrificial system, which the priests said was necessary to cleanse the people from impurity.

Were the priests happy with this? Not according to the Gospel of Matthew which, of course, has a longer version of the story of the baptism, having John pointing at the Pharisees (who were laypeople) and at the Sadducees (who were priests) and saying “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” (Matt 3:7). But even without this passage, we could guess that the priests were not happy with a prophet who told people that they could turn to God for themselves, and find forgiveness without needing to even mention the priestly ritual system. John has made the priests irrelevant!
This really is a fitting introduction to the gospel of Jesus. Although Jesus’ teaching goes much further than John’s, John did embody the correct spirit and attitude that Jesus called for. It was an attitude of whole-hearted sincerity and desire to cooperate with God.

Jesus taught that the key to the kingdom is the sincere desire to do the will of God. In the Gospel of John he says “anyone who resolves to do the will of God will know whether the teaching is from God” (John 7:17). 

So you and I can resolve to do the will of God. But not only that, we have the capacity to discern it and to do it! In the Gospel of Luke (11:28), Jesus says “Blessed are those who hear the word of God and obey it!” In Matthew he tells us who “will enter the kingdom of heaven . . . only one who does the will of my Father in heaven” (7:21). 

So it becomes a big part of our job on earth to try to discern what is the will of God, both in general, and for our individual lives in particular. Now that’s a motive for living. That can become our main motive in life, the attempt to get the finite into sync with the infinite. 

Is this too much for us to even attempt? Are we too insignificant to dare to think that way? Not according to Jesus.

Jesus is not one of those who says that we are always sinful and our motives corrupt. In fact, he says “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God” (Matt 5:8), which means that purity of heart is possible. 

This is what he is driving at with his insistence that we “receive the kingdom of God as a little child” (Mark 10:15). He is calling for a child’s openness to receive.
So the openness and receptivity of John the Baptist, and of the people who sincerely participated in his baptism, were a fit beginning to the gospel story. And Second Isaiah, centuries earlier, was able to foreshadow the gospel when he taught that the Jews, with their belief in One loving God, were functioning as a light to the Gentiles.
We are the Gentiles who have been enlightened and who have become a light, who have been comforted and who are learning to comfort others. We can help to feed the flock, Jesus’ flock. And we have been taught about the life of Jesus the Messiah. In that respect, we know more than Isaiah could ever have known, or even than John the Baptist could have known. Do we realize what a gift the story of Jesus’ life is? Through our study of Jesus, we learn what God is like.

That is the good news, the life and attitude and spirit of Jesus, who shows us God, and who inspires us to follow after him. Accept the invitation of Jesus, who welcomes you into his family.
