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 <Slide #1> What is this?  [map of the world] Kathy had a study desk for years 
with a map printed into a laminex top, just like that 

 So, are all the oceans in their right place?  You sure?  Are all the continents 
there?  Yes?  Can we agree that this is an accurate map of the world as we know 
it?  Yes 

 Most of you know that a few years ago I travelled to Africa.  I flew out from 
Sydney <Frame #2> , and we went all the way, non-stop flight, to Johannesburg, 
South Africa, where we began our tour. 

 There we go, the shortest distance between two points, is a straight line, right? 

 …except that is not the route we followed.  No, the pilot got it into his head to 
take another path (His wife said to him, “if you would just take a look at the map!”)  

 <Frame #3> No, we went on this path  

 From Sydney, back over Canberra & Melbourne, <Frame #4> over the Southern 
Ocean & up again, approaching South Africa from the south 

 You know why?  Because the shortest distance between two points is a straight 
line 

 The problem with our map is that it is (actually) not an accurate representation.   

 They have taken the original object that is a ball, and squashed it out flat on a 
page, so the further you get to the top or the bottom, the more the scale in 
distance is all wrong. 

 So, in this illustration, because we are way down low on the map – the distance 
between places is closer than the map might suggest 

 But if you do not know that, if you cannot imagine a reality other than the one you 
have become accustomed to – you are likely to jump to incorrect conclusions 

 As we approach Christmas, on this the second Sunday in the Advent season, we 
(strangely perhaps) turn to John the Baptist 

 His proclamation of the Good News, the coming of God’s Messiah, is the point 
where Mark decided to begin his gospel 

 He doesn’t stuff about with genealogies or nativity stories – Mark has a habit of 
getting to the heart of the matter, no mucking around 

 And the showstopper news Mark wants to tell his ancient hearers (& us to) is 
about the coming of Jesus, and the need to prepare 

❖ <Slide #2> Mark 1:2–3 (NLT) 2 just as the prophet Isaiah had written: “Look, I 
am sending my messenger ahead of you, and he will prepare your way. 3 He is a 
voice shouting in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the LORD’s coming! Clear the 
road for him!’ ”  

 And so the direction he was giving them… <Slide #3> 
❖ Mark 1:4–5 (NLT) 4 This messenger was John the Baptist. He was in the 
wilderness and preached that people should be baptized to show that they had 
repented of their sins and turned to God to be forgiven. 5 All of Judea, including all 
the people of Jerusalem, went out to see and hear John. And when they confessed 
their sins, he baptized them in the Jordan River.  

 Lots of people came – from the hicks in backwater Judea, to the sophisticate city-
slickers from Jerusalem, to listen to him.  And they were baptised. 

 John was said to have come in the spirit of Elijah – a real stirrer, Elijah.  Elijah 
was a man of action who had shaped things – and here is John, doing something 
new – a Baptist of repentance & forgiveness. 

 John is already redefining their ideas of baptism – which had been more along 
the lines of hygiene ‘Cleanliness is next to Godliness’ kind of stuff 
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 John is saying, preparation for the coming Messiah involves a complete moral 
recalibration.  And it is not just for “the great unwashed”, (Gentiles and reprobate 
Galileans) – it is for all – including the hoi-ploi, the priests, Pharisees, the lot 

 Then he says this:- <Slide #4> 
❖ Mark 1:7–8 (NLT) 7 John announced: “Someone is coming soon who is greater 
than I am—so much greater that I’m not even worthy to stoop down like a slave and 
untie the straps of his sandals. 8 I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit!”  

 So this proclamation, this Good news, John is bringing is pointing to another. 

 And if they thought John’s baptism was cutting edge & radical – just watch out for 
this next guy. 

 Jesus said about John <Slide #5>(to close presentation) 
❖ Luke 7:28–30 (NLT) 28 I tell you, of all who have ever lived, none is greater than 
John. Yet even the least person in the Kingdom of God is greater than he is!” 29 
When they heard this, all the people—even the tax collectors—agreed that God’s 
way was right, for they had been baptized by John. 30 But the Pharisees and 
experts in religious law rejected God’s plan for them, for they had refused John’s 
baptism.  

 John stands in the gap, between what was known of God in the religion of 
Judaism, and the inauguration of a new age – and the coming of Jesus 

 “What John says Jesus will do is meant to heighten his hearers’ awareness of the fact that 

Jesus is not simply another in the series of prophets of religion: he is the fulfilment of 

their dreams and visions”1 

 So the difference here is not simply a “new take on an old message”, from the 
latest ‘shiny new celebrity thing’.  The Man Jesus IS the message.  God with us.  
God among us 

 They understood how John could baptise them with water – (that had been a leap 
in itself) – but what did it mean to be baptised by the Holy Spirit? 

 All of this would require a radical revision of the spiritual map, everything would 
be thrown up in the air 

 Evidently, some were not up for it. 

 Sadly, too often the years of survival have witnessed the hardening of customs, attitudes 

and expectations till faith itself depends on them2 

 We must be careful, every Christmas, to hold in our hearts expectation, that 
comes from the “right map” 

 Yes, we can become cynical and annoyed with the commercialism of secular 
Christmas 

 But we can also become resistant to the familiar rhythms and routines of Church 
– forgetting the radical nature – even today, of His inbreaking into our hearts 

 You came to Christ through the sharing of the faith of a friend; through the 
moving words of a gifted evangelist; through a dramatic work of God which 
touched your life 

 Don’t let that become the pinnacle of your faith development 

 Pasting on a cheerful expression – as if Christmas spirit can be measured in not 
being miserable, misses the point of Jesus living among us 

                                                           
1 English, D. (1992). The message of Mark: the mystery of faith (p. 34). Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press. 
2 English, D. (1992). The message of Mark: the mystery of faith (p. 33). Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press. 
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 The OT reading which was quoted about John in Marks Gospel largely comes 
from  

❖ Isaiah 40:1–5 (NLT) 1 “Comfort, comfort my people,” says your God. 2 “Speak 
tenderly to Jerusalem. Tell her that her sad days are gone and her sins are 
pardoned. Yes, the LORD has punished her twice over for all her sins.” 3 Listen! It’s 
the voice of someone shouting, “Clear the way through the wilderness for the LORD! 
Make a straight highway through the wasteland for our God! 4 Fill in the valleys, and 
level the mountains and hills. Straighten the curves, and smooth out the rough 
places. 5 Then the glory of the LORD will be revealed, and all people will see it 
together. The LORD has spoken!”  

 We carry a message of life into a dying world.  Hope, where people (even 
ourselves), may believe the trick is to hang on and survive. 

 We have good news. 


