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Our Gospel reading today might seem familiar because we read the first half back 

in December on the second Sunday of Advent.  The focus then was on John the Baptizer 

pointing toward someone more powerful who would baptize us with the Holy Spirit. 

Back then, we spoke a bit about how Mark combined a verse from Isaiah with one 

from Malachi to make a prophecy.  The prophecy creates a sense of expectancy with an 

anticipated promise about to be fulfilled by John.  Even so, you could remove the 

prophecy and not change the meaning too much, like this: 

“As it is written in the prophet Isaiah [or in the prophets, as the KJV has it], 

John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness,  

proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” 

John’s baptism is with water in the same river the Israelites crossed (on dry land) 

when they entered the Promised Land so long ago.  In the river, he stands between the 

wilderness and the land of milk and honey, between slavery and the Promised Land.  And 

he’s inviting people to transform their lives.  Thousands of people took him up on it; 

people who were desperate to return to God. 

And then John said, ‘I know a guy who will baptize you with the Holy Spirit,’ 

which is a whole different deal. 

That’s what we heard in December.  The rest of the reading is about Jesus.  To the 

naked human eye, he came out of nowhere – Nazareth in Galilee practically defined 

‘backwater town’ – and John baptized him too, and then everything changed. 

We find ourselves today at a point where everything has changed – again.  Things 

change all the time, and we deal with it, but sudden, violent change is unnerving.  It 

makes us anxious, maybe a little jumpy.  But we adapt.  “This too shall pass” is a very 

popular saying in times like these.  Of course, I’m talking about the weather here in New 

England, which can be very unpredictable. 
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More seriously and more importantly, change is to be expected.  We’re always 

making new versions of ourselves, of our institutions, of our sports teams.  Change is part 

of life.  Sometimes we don’t see it coming; we wake up one day and realize we’ve gained 

some weight since our high school days.  Other times, it’s a big surprise. 

Sometimes we choose to change because we have to, if only to protect our health.  

Millions of people quit smoking every year because they know it’s killing them, and it 

turns out to be the hardest thing they’ve ever done.  Not all succeed the first time, but 

most keep at it because it has to be done. 

With all that we see going on in the world, especially in places like Washington, 

D.C., we are reminded that God identifies with those who have lost their way, and that a 

baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins can be quite necessary for those who 

want it.  Baptism is not just the rising of new life in resurrection; it is also represents the 

death of our old self, and that can be a very good, life-changing event. 

On the first Sunday of Advent, we heard Isaiah pray that God would ‘tear open 

the heavens and come down’ (64:1).  Well, now, today that has happened.  The heavens 

opened as Jesus rose up out of the water and the Holy Spirit descended through that 

opening and entered into him.  The heavens will open again when Jesus dies on the Cross 

(15:38) and returns to God the Spirit he had received. 

In between, Jesus is a Spirit-filled man, but what kind of spirit? 

As we work our way through Mark’s Gospel, we will come to learn that all the 

demons that inhabit the world know exactly who Jesus is, and they are afraid of him.  

They know he is filled with God’s Spirit, and that’s how we know it too. 

It never occurred to me but when Jerusalem and all of Judea came out to be 

baptized, Galilee was conspicuously absent, until Jesus came by.  Jerusalem and Judea 

will end up rejecting Jesus, but not Galilee.  This seems to be an interest of Mark’s 

because the risen Jesus returned to Galilee (16:7) where Jesus’ public ministry began. 

Also, the people had to go to John, way out in the wilderness, but they went.  

Jesus, though, came to the people. 

When John’s ministry ends, Jesus’ begins.  John stands as the bridge between two 

ages – between the prophets of old and the new age of Christ. 
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It’s kind of interesting that when Jesus came up out of the water and the Spirit 

descended on him, a voice came from heaven.  Only Jesus and we heard this voice.  If 

verse one didn’t convince you who this story was about, then hearing God say to Jesus, 

“You are my Son, the Beloved” should certainly do it.  The word of God propels the 

entire Gospel just as surely as the word of God brought all of Creation into being. 

The Gospel message is about repentance, which means turning back toward God.  

It’s also about reconciliation between us and God and us with each other; it’s about 

building up the faith community; it’s about seeking out and returning the lost sheep back 

to the fold.  It’s about all that and more. 

It's about changing too.  As we said earlier, sometimes, change is the only option.  

We can get ourselves to a point where there is no going back to what was.  The way we 

gather in groups post-pandemic are already different than the way we gathered a year 

ago, for example. 

Change is the one thing we can always count on, and it’s the one thing we have to 

always be ready to do.  We need to be flexible.  Every parent of young children knows 

you need Plans A, B, and C – at a minimum – because you never know when a plan will 

fall apart.  Plan A could be a picnic in the backyard, but then it rains.  Plan B, then, better 

include snacks, games, and maybe some videos.  If not, then Plan C might be a trip to a 

movie theater.  We have to be ready to adapt to changing conditions. 

For John and Mark and Mark’s audience, the time for waiting is over; the times 

were changing right before their eyes.  For us, the present has already been transformed 

by Jesus’ baptism.  Let us celebrate the tearing open of the heavens.  In the weeks ahead, 

we’ll be talking about the hard work of discipleship.  There’s plenty of time to talk about 

what Jesus did in his ministry.  But for now, let’s celebrate how God’s love is present in 

this sanctuary right now. 

Amen. 

 

*  *  *  *  * 


