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THE MAN OF DESTINY
(Mark 1:2-8)

SUBJECT:  Jesus
F.C.F.: Why is Jesus so much greater than John?
PROPOSITION: Since Jesus is God’s Messiah, we must submit to and follow him.
INTRODUCTION

A. There are some in most every generation who will argue that things have never been worse in the world. And this may not simply be a reflection of a pessimistic attitude on their part. Perhaps they were quite sheltered as they were growing up and then later received a shocking dose of “the real world.” And they found it beyond their comprehension. Or perhaps the culture has deteriorated socially and morally: things may actually be much worse than before. But this judgment always lacks an historical depth of perception. Surely there were times in the history of our fallen race when things were much worse than anything we may know at present. I think of the days, of Noah, for example. 


B. But as we open the New Testament, we would have to conclude that this was one of those terrible times. Remember, Israel was to be the light of the world. No true light would be forthcoming except through God’s chosen people. And yet Israel was at its lowest ebb. Politically, they were a conquered people. Financially, they suffered confiscatory taxation. And spiritually, well, it was a dark time. It was a day when many were longing for God’s intervention; specifically, for God to send his promised Messiah. 

C. The spiritual leaders of Israel were useless and worse. The party of the priests, the Sadducees were the compromisers. They placed no hope in any life to come: they didn’t believe in a resurrection or afterlife. So, for them, it was “go along to get along.” They were the wealthy and influential, the power brokers, living in the nicest homes in the best neighborhoods—they lived for this life alone.


The Pharisees seemed to offer more promise. They were “Bible-believing.” They studied their Bibles diligently and became experts in the law. But sadly, for the most part, it was so that they could show off their knowledge and by their superior piety and law-keeping they could look down on others. Remember that the Apostle Paul called himself a “Pharisee of Pharisees,” which made him, in his own words, a blasphemer and persecutor, insolent. 

And then there were the Essenes, the AWOL party. They withdrew from everyone else and huddled in self-congratulatory, supposedly superior spirituality that was little more than self-absorbed mysticism. The leaders of the people who were to be the light to the nations were themselves steeped in darkness. The lamp of Israel had nearly gone out.


There were some among the common people who were pious believers like Zechariah and Elisabeth, Mary and Joseph, and Anna and Simeon. 

D. But it was into this dark, dark time that God sent word of his coming Messiah. First, God sent a forerunner. In the ancient world, when a king or other prominent official would go out to tour his realm, he would first send forth his herald to announce his imminent arrival. The forerunner would warn the people to make things ready, worthy of their ruler: “wash your clothes, sweep down your house, clean up that junk pile out back.” And the Lord God sent John to make ready, for the King was coming. 


Jesus is the man of destiny. He is the solution to our troubles, the answer to our dilemmas, and true help for the sin sick, weak, and weary. 
I. JESUS IS THE MAN OF PROPHECY.


A. The disaster that Israel had become created a longing among the faithful for God to rise up and come to their aid. And there were hints scattered all through God’s Word promising that a Man, the Seed of the woman, would come to rescue them. Mark cites two distinct promises of God’s coming helper, rescuer as part of the good news. 

‘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,’ ” 


B. Mark eventually quotes from Isaiah, but first he quotes from Malachi 3:1. He sees the link between this “messenger” in Malachi and “the voice of one crying in the wilderness” in Isaiah 40. Isaiah foretold of his coming long, long before, some seven hundred years before the event. Jesus was that long-promised, long-expected Savior and Messiah. And Malachi was the last writing prophet of Israel, four hundred years before Jesus. Then God took a long pause, like a deep breath before some big news, before his Son burst into the world with good news.
II. JESUS IS THE MAN OF RESTORATION.


A. But the preparation John called for as the forerunner of the Great King had nothing to do with washing clothes or washing down one’s house: externals. The true restoration was the cleansing of sinful souls. “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.” There are several striking aspects of this description of John.


B. He was in the “wilderness.” You probably remember that the theme of wilderness is prominent in the Old Testament. Moses led the people out of slavery in Egypt, through the wilderness, to meet with God at Mount Sinai. But then the great tragedy: the people sinned against God by refusing to believe him and enter the Promised Land, and so they were banished to the wilderness while that faithless generation perished. The wilderness evoked failure and sin and chastisement. But now John came in the wilderness baptizing for repentance and the forgiveness of sins. This was the preparation they were to make, not something outward, but the internal repentance from sin: rejecting, hating sinful desires and deeds, and turning, returning to God. This was the consistent message of all the Old Testament prophets: “turn from sin and return to the Lord.” 


C. John came baptizing. I hasten to add that John was not a Baptist, he was a baptizer. We know that John was not a Baptist but actually a Presbyterian because he wore odd clothing and ate an environmentally responsible diet. What’s odd about his baptizing was not the practice itself. Gentile converts to Judaism were routinely baptized. Rather, John was baptizing Jews. This sign and seal marked a total transformation of heart and life for Jews as well.


D. And God was at work! Something new, some great swelling of concern for their souls. “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.” “All” is surely hyperbole, not every last soul, but a striking majority, and all kinds of people responded. In chapter 40 Isaiah originally wrote of the return of God’s people back to Jerusalem from their captivity in Babylon. But this was deeper: liberation from sin and unto new life. 

III. JESUS IS THE MAN OF THE HOUR.


A. Mark notes John’s attire. “6 Now John was clothed with camel’s hair and wore a leather belt around his waist….” This is an unmistakable reference to the Prophet Elijah. In the opening verses of 2 Kings, the wicked king Ahaziah had injured himself. He sent his servants to the temple of a false god, Baal-zebub, to ask if he would recover. But the Lord sent the prophet Elijah to head them off and to have them deliver a message to the king, a message of God’s judgment. The king asked who it was who gave them this message. “They answered him, “He wore a garment of hair, with a belt of leather about his waist.” And he said, “It is Elijah the Tishbite.” (2 Kings 1:8) The king immediately knew him from his clothing. And we are to understand the same about John: he was Elijah. 

B. Now John was not the reincarnation of Elijah, of course, yet he came in the spirit of Elijah. This is something the people would have expected and understood. In the last verses of Malachi’s prophecy, the Lord promised that he would send Elijah the prophet “before the great and awesome day of the LORD comes.” (4:5) And his ministry would lead to restoration. This undoubtedly heightened the peoples’ expectation and hope: God was fulfilling his promise before the great day came. 

What they may have missed is that God originally sent his prophet Elijah in one of the darkest days of Israel’s history. The king was the most wicked of all the kings, Ahab. And the queen’s name has become a byword for evil: “Jezebel.” Her very name bore the mark of her devotion to a false God, probably meaning “exalted of Baal.” The queen of Israel was a priestess of Baal! At one point, Elijah feared that he might be the only one left in Israel who had remained true to the Lord. He was wrong: the Lord had reserved seven thousand for himself. 

C. What this implies, though, is that the Lord sent John, his promised “Elijah,” at a time of dire need. This confirms what we said earlier about Jesus coming at a time of great moral and spiritual darkness. This was the crucial hour; the lamp of Israel had nearly flickered out. 


But this is good news. God was sending his Messiah, a most unexpected Savior who was the Son of God himself. We will witness the people struggling in Mark’s gospel to grasp this stunning truth. Jesus of Nazareth is the very Son of God!

Jesus is the man of prophecy, of true restoration, the man of the hour, and…

IV. JESUS IS THE MAN OF HELP.

A. John reports two more truths about the one he came to herald and proclaim. “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 one who would come after him would be incomparably greater in his person and also in his power and privilege. 

B. John says that he considered himself “not worthy to stoop down and untie his sandal.” That may not say much to us, but it would have been stunning news to his hearers. 

One of the daily, dirty tasks of the household was lacing and unlacing the sandal straps of the members of the household. And there were rules about who did what. For example, a disciple would be expected to do most any menial task for his master EXCEPT for untying his sandals. It was the job reserved for the lowest servant in the household: to untie the sandals of the family. But John does not compare himself to the lowest servant. Instead, he instead says that he is unworthy even to serve as the lowest servant to the One coming after him. He was unworthy to stoop down and untie his sandal.

Who was the last prophet of the Old Testament? It was John. You must remember that we are still in the Old Testament, under the Old Covenant until Jesus ratified the New Covenant with his own blood shed on the cross. 

Ah, but who was the greatest prophet of the Old Testament? Again, that would be John. Jesus said that among those born of women, none was greater. (Mt. 11:11) Why? Because the prophet’s most important task was to point to God’s coming Messiah. John was the last to do so, and the closest to the event. John literally pointed to Jesus as the Messiah as no prophet before him had ever done. 

And yet, John admits that he could not hold a candle to Jesus. Jesus was so far out of his league that there could be no comparison. John was a sinful mortal, Jesus was the sinless Son of God. John spoke the Word of God, but Jesus was the Word of God. John pointed to the Lamb of God, but Jesus was that Lamb of God. 


C. And Jesus’ ministry was incomparably greater than John’s. “8 I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”  Beloved, we must come to grips with our great privilege in Christ and the great power at work in us. 

There are four components to any baptism: the one who baptizes, the one who is baptized, the element used in the baptism, and the destination into which the person is baptized. So, John baptized the repentant, with water, into the new people of God. 

But John’s work was symbolic and pointed to the greater work of Christ. The one who came after him, John said, this incomparably greater One would himself baptize the believer with the Holy Spirit into his church. John was the instrument of the symbol. But Jesus would be the agent of the substance. He would baptize us into his body, the church, with his Holy Spirit. The Spirit of God would link us to Christ and the life that is in him, and with all who believe on him. 
CONCLUSION


So it’s Jesus! He is the Son of God who has brought the best news. 

Jesus is the man of destiny. Long foretold by the prophets, he came to restore our ruined lives through repentance and the forgiveness of sins. He was the man of the hour who burst on the scene at Israel’s darkest moment, and in our dark moments. And he came to bring real help through the new life provided through the indwelling Holy Spirit, who forever links our lives to him, and to his people. 


And he is joining us together with all who likewise repent and believe the good news. Though this world is a wilderness, it ends for God’s people in the abiding and everlasting Promised Land where we will be with the Lord forever. ( 
____________________________________________________________________________________________


