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You can invariably tell a lot about a story by the way it begins and I must admit that almost every 
Christmas, as a family, we watch a film called ‘Raiders of the lost ark’.  I’m sure you’ve seen it?  It 
opens in the year 1936 with Indiana Jones, cutting a slightly scruffy dash, as a professor 
of archeology, venturing in the jungles of South America in search of a golden statue which he 
duly finds, and then by swapping the statue for a bag of sand which turns out not to be quite the 
correct weight, a deadly trap is set in motion leading to him being chased by a giant boulder. Of 
course, if you’re a certain age, or older, you no doubt remember this particular scene being 
spoofed in a famous Terry’s Chocolate orange advert!  Anyhow, the way the movie begins I’d 
suggest tells us a lot about how the rest of the movie plays out, fast paced, clever, and chock full 
of action and adventure. 

It seems therefore that the beginning of a story can tell us a lot about the remainder of the tale and 
so today we begin at the very beginning, as the song says a very good place to start.  And Mark’s 
gospel as we heard in our reading, begins with the very definite phrase, 'The beginning of the 
Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of God'. But hold on minute, we know by heart the beginning 
of our saviour’s story don’t we?  Angel Gabriel announces to a young girl called Mary she’s going 
to have baby which obviously worried her a bit due to the fact that she wasn’t yet married to fiancé 
Joseph and as a result was still a virgin.  But as we know the baby is the Son of God, conceived 
by the Holy Spirit and consequently Joseph and Mary remain a couple and head off to Bethlehem 
where she gives birth to baby Jesus, places him in a manger because there’s no room at the inn, 
then the shepherds watching over their flocks by night turn up followed by the wise men arriving 
from the east following a star and bringing their famous gifts of incense, gold, and myrrh.  Surely, 
this is the beginning of the Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of God….right? 

Wrong. Well, okay not wrong, but as we heard this very definitely isn’t the beginning of the story 
according to gospel writer Mark!  Other gospel writers Matthew and Luke are the ones that give us 
the story of our saviour’s birth, the nativity, which we see enacted each Christmas in schools and 
churches throughout the land.  But in Mark, there’s no birth story for the little Lord Jesus.  None. 
So we genuinely don’t know whether Mark perhaps thought the recording of Jesus birth was 
unnecessary, or deemed the boring bit of the story, or perhaps simply held up the action so much 
that, just as with directors of feature films nowadays, he decided to cut it.  Whatever the reason 
the nativity isn’t present in Mark’s account of Jesus life and because of this the writer makes it 
clear that Jesus, the Son of God, came to us as a servant and as such doesn’t need a 
genealogy.  But for whatever reason this part of the story is missing Mark instead chose to begin 
his telling of the good news of Jesus Christ not in a womb but in a desert, with a 
very strange looking bloke called John. 

Now recently I celebrated, although maybe that’s not quite the right word, my half century.  The 
expectation was to mark this birthday dog sledding in Norway with the Northern Lights overhead but 
in reality it was spent in lockdown with Christmas lights in my conservatory. The reality being very 
different to the expectation, as was the case with John. Now, lets be clear, even in biblical times the 
Baptists style left rather a lot to be desired.  He was odd even to his piers. He didn’t wear fine robes 
and he most definitely didn’t gravitate towards the finer things in life. Instead his rather distinctive 
look, as we heard, consisted of clothing which was rough and uncompromising just like his message. 
He was a man of the desert and he dressed like it with scruffy hair and clothes made from animal 
carcasses. Very definitely out of step with the fashion scene of his day. Similarly, he shunned the 
fine foods of the average person favouring instead the sustenance of the desert dweller. He got his 
honey from the rocks and lived on such things as he could trust the Lord to provide. To put it bluntly, 
he was a common man who didn’t seek the allurements and attractions of the world he lived in.  But 
make no mistake whatever he looked like, and personally I imagine him from descriptions to be a 
tall, hairy, unkempt, wild-looking guy with slightly matted hair sporting a camel hair tunic with most 
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probably a piece of locust caught between his teeth and dried honey in his beard, but that’s by the 
by, he was definitely a balanced individual.  Just look at his diet.  Locusts provided protein and 
honey carbohydrates. John was a balanced man wholly satisfied with the basics of life yet he was 
uncompromising.  Those he met had to take him as they found him for this was no act or gimmick, 
he was an uncompromising, larger than life character, no doubt louder than any Santa with their 
saccharine, “Ho, ho, ho’s” but rather with a genuinely important message for his listeners, an urgent 
message concerned with repentance of sin and cleansing through baptism.  He was a man out of 
step with his times, but God was with him and used him to carry out a powerful ministry.  And 
it therefore follows that John besides his clarion call to repentance teaches us the important truth 
that we do not necessarily have to fit in with this world. He teaches us that it’s alright to be different. 
To dress differently. To talk differently. To live differently.  To be different sizes, creeds and colours 
for our Lord can and will use us to grow his kingdom as we are if we let him just as he did John. 

Two of the ten commandments concern coveting. And so, often envy and jealousy spoil people’s 
effort because they’re unable to sacrifice for, nor celebrate their successors.  But this wasn’t the 
case with John.  John had no personal ambition to get in the way of his task and absolutely no 
interest in any limelight associated with his ministry. He took no notice of any praise or admiration 
he attracted.  He was merely concerned with preparing the way for the Lord and proclaiming his 
coming.   

In ancient times, earthly kings often sent people ahead of them to prepare the way for their coming 
and this was the divine mission, heavenly mandate if you like, given to the Baptist and John being 
the person he was was determined to do all that was asked of him in the only way he knew how, in 
a direct and forthright manner.  He didn’t preach to gain favour or to grow a great ministry or even 
to attract a crowd but rather preached a simple yet important message about a wonderful Saviour 
named Jesus together with a sermon that everyone needed to hear stressing the need for them to 
deal honestly with their sins. And John’s sermon was clearly a good one because people from every 
direction started coming out to him on foot, coming to him in the wilderness, where they confessed 
their sins and were baptised in the cleansing waters of the Jordan River, allowing them to come 
clean, to stop pretending they were someone else, and start over. John baptised with water forever 
pointing out that he was simply preparing the way for the one who would baptise with the Holy Spirit. 

For many of us we imagine the wilderness as a severe, harsh, dark or unknown place. The 
wilderness is where Hansel and Gretel were left to fend for themselves.  Or the haunted forest on 
the way to the Emerald City, Dorothy, the Tin Man, Lion, and Scarecrow, had to negotiate.  And of 
course, even the boy wizard, Harry Potter, came face to face with his nemesis Voldemort in the 
wilderness. But the wilderness in scripture isn’t simply a geographical concept but rather 
represents an aspect of relationship. It’s the place where the people of God get back in touch with 
Him.  The Lord takes His people into the wilderness so they can orient their lives once more 
around His presence and mercy, revelation and law. The Lord calls His people into the barrenness 
of wasteland, so worldly distractions might fade into the rear view mirror thereby allowing them 
to focus entirely on him. But the thing is, although the promised land is good and on the horizon it 
cannot be experienced until we take that decision to journey into the wilderness first. So, John the 
Baptist calls us to get ready for the coming of Jesus into the world at this special time by making 
that trek out into the desert.  For let’s be honest, if we’re going to receive Christ’s coming, we must 
be ready and we can only do this if we step away from distractions, step out of the pace and 
pattern of Christmas as it’s celebrated in our secular culture, and deliberately return to the 
stripped-down simplicity of the desert, where we learn again that we live not on bread but on the 
word of God; not on stuff, but on His presence.   
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The wilderness prepares us to be an alien people, different from the world around us,  a place 
where we can focus, especially during the advent season, on the true meaning of Christmas.  For 
sadly this isn’t a season with much resonance outside of Churches nowadays, we’ve been 
inundated with Christmas adverts on tv for weeks, seen festive lights switched on in the town 
centre and around our own neighbourhood even earlier than normal as Christmas trees and other 
decorations are already in evidence everywhere, and as for Father Christmas, well he’s been 
taking zoom calls for weeks and will imminently arrive in person in outdoor grottos far and wide. 
Instead of being all about expectation, hopefulness and preparedness we’re presented with full-on 
celebration which is precisely what commercial festivities seem to be. Then as soon as we’ve 
done Christmas, it’s time for New Year’s Eve, and then bang in the middle of the Twelve Days of 
Christmas, we’re on to the next thing, which is diet and fitness with the old adage, 'New Year, New 
You' ringing in our ears.   But if we take time out, slow down, and listen carefully to the Baptist’s 
cry then we can’t help but recapture the character of advent and revel in expectancy, anticipation, 
and even, magic as we prepare for the coming of our Lord by heading out to meet him! 

In order to receive the coming of Christ, we prepare by journeying into the wilderness to hear the 
Baptist's message of repentance. And it’s a message at the heart of what it means to receive 
Christ, who has come, and is coming, and will come again since God does not come only ‘once 
upon a time’, and then the story is over, ‘happily ever after’. It’s not something the Lord did once 
and was done. Nor is the coming of God a once, and then only again at the end of time, reality. 
God continually comes to us. Every moment of everyday, whether we realize it or not, whether we 
sense it or not, whether we can see or hear or touch Him or not, God comes to us. His presence 
bombards our lives, sweeping over us like waves.  And when we listen we find that we must ’turn 
away from those things that get in the way, hinder us, in our relationship with our 
Lord.  Hindrances often being wonderful things, good things, ‘fine for someone else’ kind of things, 
but they create an obstacle in our relationship with Christ and so we must recognise them and 
throw them aside. Such hindrances may take the form of the amount of television we watch, social 
media we revel in, or computer games we play, or in fact any activity that eats up so much of our 
time that we fail to read Scriptures or pray. Or it may be a poor diet or addiction that weakens our 
health and limits our effectiveness as the Lord’s instrument. In a similar way we must also be able 
to turn away from sinful things which violate our Creator’s intent that we love him and others and 
so it follows that we must keep a tight reign on dangerous traits such as envy, selfishness, 
unforgiveness and disobedience to name but a few. 

Be under no illusion, we need to hear John the Bapist’s message in all it’s fullness because we 
can preach all of the wonderful messages we want to about Jesus, and what He’s done for us but 
if we aren’t ready to receive, if we aren’t prepared through repentance to receive, then we like the 
majority of those who surround us will go through this entire advent season completely missing the 
coming of our Lord. We may well enjoy the festive lights and decorations, have fun with gifts, but 
we’ll miss the main event, the reason for the season!   

There’s also an odd sense of nostalgia today in our country and often in church, where we feel 
that the way ahead lies in the way back. That the glory days are in the idealised past. In a world 
where chaos theory reigns, a world of accelerated change, we perhaps long for past times rather 
than prepare for the future but the thing is the future's where it’s at if we’re to grow the 
Kingdom.  We need to know our place as people of Christ and eagerly point and prepare for his 
coming and we mustn’t limit what God can do and has done to the past, to the pages of our Bibles 
or the places of first century Palestine, for if we do we deny the work of the Holy Spirit at work in 
our world now. We must never forget that God not only came, but comes, and will continue to do 
so for evermore!  
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Our Lord Jesus was born in an obscure village called Bethlehem, in an out-of-the-way place that 
was shadowy, barren and unknown, but today, that very same Christ comes to those shadowy and 
barren places of our lives and this is what Advent is all about.  And, this is, good news! 


