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Call to Worship 
 
Isaiah 40 

1 

Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. 

2 

Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is 

pardoned, that she has received from the LORD’s hand double for all her sins. 

3 

A voice cries: “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 

And the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together, for the 

mouth of the LORD has spoken.” 

 

Mark 1 

1 

The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 

2 

As it is written in Isaiah the prophet, “Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who 

will prepare your way, 

3 

the voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths 

straight,’“ 

4 

John appeared, baptizing in the wilderness and proclaiming a baptism of repentance for 

the forgiveness of sins. 

5 

And 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. 

6 

Now John was clothed with camel’s hair and wore a leather belt around his waist and ate 

locusts and wild honey. 

7 

And 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. 

8 

I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 

The Baptism of Jesus  

9 

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the 

Jordan. 

10 

And when he came up out of the water, immediately he saw the heavens being torn open 

and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. 

11 

And a voice came from heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.” 
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In the world (not delivered due to time constraints) 

 

Following the earthquake in Nepal, the reports of the death toll continued with 

increasing numbers day by day. There are disasters—natural and man-made—that put 

life in jeopardy. We live with such a high level of safety and comfort here in Canada 

that we can, sometimes, lose sight of how tenuous life is and we can also lose 

perspective. 

 

Apparently, there are about 400 Canadians who were in Nepal at the time of the 

earthquake. We don’t have a proper embassy or consulate there, just a designated 

consular official. You may not know that when you travel outside of Canada, you can 

register your trip on a government of Canada Internet site. That plus airline ticket 

reports and call-in concerns of relatives probably went into those estimates of the 

number of Canadians there. 

 

Within a relatively short time, some—a small number—started contacting Canadian 

media complaining about how long it was taking to get them out of the country. I 

think those people had really lost perspective. Their response to the disaster and their 

own situation have some lessons and reminders that can be translated into spiritual 

principles. 

 

One thing for me, as Christians, is that my primary citizenship is in heaven and God 

has promised to care for me into eternity. It’s a privilege to live in Canada but a 

country owes me no protection when I travel into other foreign parts. 

 

God has already done the best for me. A country and its representatives can only try to 

do their best for me but there are no guarantees. 

 

It’s a special opportunity to be able to travel. Many Canadians do not have the 

resources to even make long trips within our own borders. If I should leave this 

country (and I’ve done that many times), I am placing myself at the whims of other 

powers and jurisdictions. A corresponding spiritual lesson is that if I move from under 

my Father’s care, I am at jeopardy with whatever lies out there. Close to God is the 

safest place to be. 

 

Turning attention back to those complainers, they have some assurance in that they 

will eventually be able to come back to their comforts here in Canada. Theirs is only a 

brief trial. What about the Nepalese who lost loved ones and homes? They must build 

their lives in the midst of the devastation. 

 

One other thing about the complainers—how much better a response it would have 

been to say, “I am to be here for a few days. What can I do to help these people before I 

have to go home?”  

 

“God, keep me from having a complaining spirit!” 
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Introduction 

 

It’s interesting to see how some historical figures are portrayed through popular media 

like films and TV entertainment programs. The American film industry has built some 

people into legendary figures and held up some of those as models to be followed. But 

then, it is more interesting to learn about them from good research and documentation 

that actually goes back to their time. “Who was this person?”  

 

Earlier this year during long car trips, I listened to a series of 8 CDs that were 

narrations of a book called “The Imperial Cruise.” It was a political trip made by 

Americans to the Philippines and Far East around the turn of the last century. The 

book was well researched and the conclusions of the author—an American—were very 

interesting about his country’s foreign policies then and the outcomes reaching right 

into this century. One thing that I experienced, as I heard from letters, newspapers 

and documents of that time, was that my image of a particular US president was 

changed. I won’t say more but if you are a history buff, you can borrow the set of CDs.  

 

The point is, “How do we come to know who a person is?” and “Is a person true to the 

image that we have of him or her?” 

 

Now, you would think that, in the Christian community, there is widespread and solid 

agreement about who Jesus Christ is. Outside of the Christian community, you could 

expect a wide range of opinions. But among Christians, do we not very much agree 

about the person of Christ? 

 

To my great disappointment, there are people who call themselves Christians who 

contest the Bible accounts of the person of Jesus. I’m not going to get into who they are 

(e.g., Bart D. Erhman, Tom Harpur) or what they say. Personally, as I look into the 

Bible, there are many things that I don’t understand but it appears clear what it says 

about Jesus and what Jesus said about Himself. 

 

The account from Mark starts this way: The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the 

Son of God. 

 

We could rephrase this saying: The start of good news about Jesus of Nazareth, the 

Anointed One, who is the Son of God.” 

 

Now, before we go any further into this morning’s passage, let’s take a brief look at 

this gospel account as a whole and also look into the person who wrote it. 
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The Gospel of Mark 

 

First off, you know that there are four books of the Bible that are called “gospels”—

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. 

 

John’s account is different from the other three. It is more theological in its statements 

and has more of the sayings and prayers of Jesus. 

 

The other three gospel accounts—Matthew, Mark and Luke— are called the 

“Synoptic” Gospels. “Synoptic” (syn + optic) means “viewed together.” They have a 

similar approach to one another but provide three different perspectives on the life 

and ministry of Jesus. They also were written with three different audiences in mind. 

 

Now, Mark’s Gospel, in particular, was probably written from Rome and so, it was 

originally directed to Gentile Christians. In it, we’ll find descriptions of Jewish 

practices to help these Gentiles understand more about the Jewish context in which 

the Messiah came to His people. 

 

This Gospel was the earliest one written (about 50 AD), two decades after the 

resurrection of Jesus. Mark was a protégé of the Apostle Peter and so, this gospel 

reflects Peter’s perspective on Jesus and His ministry. 

 

The book is a fast-paced narrative filled with a collection of discrete story units rather 

than a continuous story line. It has been described as “a collage or mosaic of the life of 

Jesus” (ESV Study Notes). 

 

At the end of the book, Mark may be describing himself (Mark 14v51-52) as one who 

ran away when Jesus was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane.  

 

Well, let’s get into the opening verses of this gospel account and if more need be said 

about Mark or the book as a whole, we can have that added later. 
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Opening Mark 

 

Reading again, Mark starts this way: The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son 

of God. 

 

We don’t get into the birth account of Jesus or into His genealogy as in the other 

Synoptic Gospels. Mark starts right in by introducing Jesus as who He is at the 

beginning of His public ministry.  

 

As we read this opening, it may seem like something that we could expect but imagine 

yourself to be a follower of Jesus living in the Roman Empire perhaps even in some 

town or city in Italy. Most non-Jewish people at that time would read the title “Son of 

God” to mean Caesar, the head of the Roman state. For Mark to write this would take 

the designation away from Caesar and would exalt Jesus above the rule of any 

government. 

 

Later in the book, we will see that Mark reinforces this introduction and tribute to 

Jesus. 

 

Twice the voice of God the Father will reaffirm Jesus to be “The Son” (1v11 and 9v7) 

1v11 
And a voice came from heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.” 

9v7
 And a cloud overshadowed them, and a voice came out of the cloud, “This is my 

beloved Son; listen to him.” 

  

Twice, demons will acknowledge Jesus as the Son of God (3v11 and 5v7) 

3v11

 And whenever the unclean spirits saw him, they fell down before him and cried out, 

“You are the Son of God.” 

5v7
 And crying out with a loud voice, he said, “What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of 

the Most High God? I adjure you by God, do not torment me.” 

 

Twice, Jesus Himself will take this designation to be His own (13v32 and 14v61) 

13v32
 “But concerning that day or that hour, no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, 

nor the Son, but only the Father. 

14v61 

But he remained silent and made no answer. Again the high priest asked him, “Are you 

the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?” 

v62 
And Jesus said, “I am . . . 

 

And then dramatically, the Roman centurion will confess this at the foot of the cross 

15v39
 And when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that in this way he breathed his 

last, he said, “Truly this man was the Son of God!” 
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Jesus’ assignments of the title to Himself are the least forceful compared with the other 

spectacular testimonies. 

 

So Mark puts before anyone reading his Gospel account exactly who this Jesus is. And 

he calls it the beginning of good news. Yet, there was someone promoting the message 

before Mark and even before Jesus began His public ministry. 

 

 

Referring to Isaiah 
 

Mark captures this when he quotes the prophet Isaiah and presents one who came like 

a prophet—and that was the person of John the Baptizer. 

 

I hope that you can get used to my avoiding the convention of calling him “John the 

Baptist.” That makes it sound like he belonged to a denomination. What he did was 

proclaim and baptize repentant people and so, I understand that he was a baptizer.  

 

Well, Mark is looking back into Old Testament times when he quotes Isaiah the 

prophet. We heard that passage from Isaiah 40 in our Call to Worship. They are words 

that are quoted by all four of the Gospel writers— Matthew, Mark, Luke and John—so 

we have to consider them important for the context of what was happening here.   

(Matthew 3v3; Mark 1v3; John 1v23; Luke 3v4–6) 

 

The context for the words back in Isaiah’s time was that Israel had been in exile in 

Babylon. It had been a time of physical and spiritual hardship. The people had 

wandered from God. As a consequence, they had foreign masters ruling over them. 

They were lost and needed to find their way back to God. Isaiah approaches with this 

message: 

1 

Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. 

2 

Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is 

pardoned, that she has received from the LORD’s hand double for all her sins. 

 

Then, in John’s time, it was a parallel situation. There had been 400 years without any 

apparent activity of God. Although religious practices were being continued in 

Jerusalem and other surrounding places, it was just the outward forms. The people 

were missing the evidence of the presence and power of God. 

 

Then John comes in dress and in demeanor like Elijah, a prophet of old. You couldn’t 

miss noticing him and his message was clear, “Repent of your sins and be baptized.” 

 

And the effect of John’s ministry was sizeable. Mark tells us that: 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. 

 

http://www.esvbible.org/Matthew+3.3/
http://www.esvbible.org/Mark+1.3/
http://www.esvbible.org/John+1.23/
http://www.esvbible.org/Luke+3.4-6/
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Preparing for what is to come 
 
In spite of the successful results, John was also telling the people that there was more 

and better to come.  

 

Do you know what I am talking about when I speak of a “warm-up act”? 

 

Say there is a top-ranked performer going to do some concert. A common practice is to 

have another performer or group come on stage first to warm up the audience. There 

never seems to be an act after the top-ranked, feature performer—only in advance. 

The warm-up act creates some excitement and expectation before what is to be the best 

part. We have seen this at Christian concerts and you hear about it in other cases too. 

 

Well, John the baptizer was like the “warm-up act.” Remember that there had been a 

certain spiritual dullness and lethargy for a few centuries. There probably had been a 

small segment of the Jewish nation who were faithfully looking to God to fulfill His 

plans and send their Messiah and Deliverer. But then, there were many others who 

had lost their way—perhaps not caring anymore, perhaps not knowing what to care 

about. 

 

John came and stirred things up. People were being confronted to care again about 

their spiritual state: “Repent of your sins and be baptized.” 

 

For a Jew in John’s time to be baptized was quite extraordinary. Jews were born into 

the covenant and circumcision was the process for male children. Today, it would be 

like infants being baptized into the church. Some people regard them as “done” and 

there’ll be no further discussion. In John’s time, only converts to Judaism were 

circumcised and then, seven days later, they would baptized before being admitted as 

a son of Israel.  

 

But John introduced this unusual message for Jews to repent and be baptized. Yet, as a 

faithful messenger of God, he also wanted the people to have a proper perspective and 

so, there was more to be said: 

 

“Just wait. It’s good that you have turned away from your sin and turned towards God.  

It is good that you have acted in obedience and come to this river for baptism. But just wait. 

One is coming after me who is greater and will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 

 

Now the people, if they knew the Scriptures, would know that the Spirit of God came 

in power upon a limited number of people in special occasions. Here, John is 

promising that the baptism he is offering would be exceeded by someone else who 

would bring a baptism by the very Spirit of God. 
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John’s activity was like a warm-up act to stir the people, get their attention and prepare 

them for the best part—or, in this case, the best Person who would be there shortly. 

 

Today, we might call this pre-evangelism. Before a person is ready to hear the gospel 

message and before he is ready to make a decision to accept Christ as personal Saviour, 

some preparatory work needs to be done. I know in my case, it involved both the work 

of individuals who cared and shared as well as the essential work of the Holy Spirit. 

 

In two weeks’ time, we’ll look at the end part of today’s passage. Next Sunday, I’ll try 

to bring a message in keeping with Mother’s Day. 

 

For today, let’s affirm what we have heard about Jesus. In clear and straightforward 

terms, Mark tells us that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.  

 

If you were in conversation with someone, would that also be your testimony? 

 

Then connected with the coming of Jesus is this preparatory message of turning away 

from sin. It wasn’t just a change of attitude or opinion. It meant a change of direction. 

After all, you can’t follow Jesus if you are headed in the wrong direction. 

 

Let me give you a little bit about my background. I was christened and baptized in a 

Roman Catholic Church because of my mother’s Ukrainian Catholic background. 

That’s how I got my third name “Peter” and I am grateful for that. But as a young 

teenager, I heard a message and an offer to accept Jesus as my personal Saviour. There 

is no doubt in my mind about the inner working of the Holy Spirit that led me to 

confess my need and look to follow Jesus. 

 

I was baptized again because this was now my decision and not something my parents 

had chosen for me. I am grateful to God for my parents and love them deeply. Yet, like 

the Jews who gathered around John by the River Jordon, I had to make my own 

personal decision to turn and be obedient to the wishes of God. 

 

That is a brief part of my testimony. If you were asked to share yours, what would you 

say about yourself?  

 

 

Communion Service 

As we transition into our Communion Service, I think of the twelve disciples 

gathered for that last Passover meal. What would they have to say about Jesus? 

What would they have to say about themselves as people who spent time in Jesus’ 

presence?  
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Toward the beginning of the Christian era, the Jews adopted (as a custom unrelated to 
Divine guidance) the custom of baptizing proselytes seven days after their circumcision. 
A series of specific interrogations made it possible to judge the real intentions of the 
candidate who wished to adopt the Jewish religion. After submitting to these 
interrogations, he was circumcised and later baptized before witnesses. In the baptism, 
he was immersed naked in a pool of flowing water; when he rose from the pool, he was 
a true son of Israel. After their baptism, new converts were allowed access to the 
sacrifices in the Temple.   
http://www.bible.ca/ef/topical-baptism-a-prechristian-history.htm 
 

 

 

 

http://www.bible.ca/ef/topical-baptism-a-prechristian-history.htm

