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Isaiah 40:1-8
Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak 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. A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the 
way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 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. Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all 
the people shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” 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. The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of the Lord 
blows upon it; surely the people are grass. The grass withers, the flower fades; but the 
word of our God will stand forever.

Mark 1:1-8
The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. As it is written in the 
prophet Isaiah, “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your 
way; the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make 
his paths straight,’” John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism 
of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And people from the whole Judean 
countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and where baptized 
by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. Now John was clothed with camel’s 
hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. He 
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. I have baptized you with water; but he 
will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”



Sermon

What does an angel look like? If you are like me, the word conjures up images of white 
winged people who fly through the air and shine with light. They might have halos over 
their heads and cary harps of gold. We think of semi-divine spirits who dwell in heaven 
and come to earth as God’s liaisons, sharing messages and changing history at pivotal 
points in time. They are an intrigue part of the Christmas story, sharing messages with 
Mary and Joseph, and with shepherds as well. It just wouldn’t be Advent or Christmas 
with out the Angels.

But where is the season of Advent in the gospel of Mark? There is no baby or 
shepherds or wisemen or census decree. No manger and no angels. No, there will be 
no passages from Mark’s gospel that will be read during today’s Christmas Pageant. 
Maybe Mark didn’t know the story of Jesus’ birth, or maybe he did not find it important 
for his audience to know, an audience we believe is at least partially greek gentiles. But 
that doesn’t mean that Mark has no Advent story.

If Advent is about the coming of our Lord, then suddenly we recognize that the first eight 
verses of Mark’s gospel is his advent message. This is the beginning of the good news - 
literally of the gospel of Jesus Christ. A messenger who will prepare the way, a voice 
crying out in the wilderness. If Advent is about Christ’s coming, then Mark doesn’t point 
to shepherds or angels, but to John the Baptizer as the herald of the Messiah. Instead 
of a heaven spirit robed in white, Mark’s angel is clothed in camels hair. And John cries 
out, “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.”

What does it mean for Mark to have this wild man in crazy clothes be the angel of his 
advent story? What does it mean for us to replace the choir in the heavens with the gruff 
voice speaking with the scent of sweet honey mixed with the crunch of grasshopper? 
John looks more like a homeless beggar on a street corner than a divine messenger.  
This isn’t the image we were hoping for, this isn’t the “angelic” Christmas we have been 
awaiting.

Yet John’s message was one that resonated with the people. For all the challenges of 
the time, the political unrest, the sense of failing systems and failing leaders, the people 
sought a different way, a restart button on their lives and in their community. John’s 
voice offered both that new start and a new hope. Forgiveness of sins and the hope of a 
greater one then John, whose voice will do more than proclaim forgiveness, but also 
freedom and salvation and life everlasting. One so great that baptism will not be enough 
to make us worthy to be in his presence, to serve him even in the most lowly and menial 
way. 

Who am I to speak up against injustice in my school, business, or church? Who am I to 
think that I have any gifts or talents that someone else might enjoy or need? Who am I 
to believe that I might share love and welcome and forgiveness? I am unworthy to 
serve, unworthy to follow, unworthy of grace, unworthy of love - I am sinful, flawed and 



broken. I mess up more often than I like to admit and I conceal my heart and my truth in 
an effort to protect my heart and the life I lead. I am unworthy to untie his sandals, I am 
unworthy to serve the one whose advent we celebrate.

And I am. And you are.

Not one of us is worthy of becoming a disciple or a servant. Not one of us any better 
than John. And yet, though John was unworthy, Jesus still came to him and it was John 
who baptized Jesus - not the other way around. And though we are unworthy, Jesus is 
still coming to us, hoping we too might serve, we too might love and forgive, we too 
might share peace and joy. We too might find our voice and find a way to cry out - “He is 
coming! His grace is breaking into the world, raise up those who have been pushed 
down in the valley’s shadows. His justice is loving and faithful, call down those who live 
on the tops of mountains and think themselves above all others. His mercy is 
everlasting, call back those whose paths have become crooked with deceit or abuse 
and those whose lives have become rough with disease or pain. Make a way in the 
wilderness, for those who are left out, those who are pushed out, those who are ignored 
or reviled. 

Maybe the advent of Mark’s gospel is a story of God coming into the world, not because 
of our righteousness, but because of his mercy.

Maybe hope comes when we are are unworthy to untie the Messiah’s sandal are still 
called by our savior to serve in love and mercy, justice and humility.  


