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JOHN THE BAPTIST - Sermon by Bruce Barber

There is a Peanuts cartoon, which in two sentences poses the dilemma of Christian 
communication in our day. It also provides a salutary warning to all preachers. A figure 
carrying a placard with the words ‘Jesus Christ is the answer’ passes in front of Charlie 
Brown and Lucy, drawing from her the acid response: ‘What is the question?’

The pathos of Christian mission in the increasingly apathetic if not hostile environment 
in which we are living is that both the question, which identifies Christian faith, as well 
as its answer, is clearly falling on deaf ears. In such a climate, the question ‘Does Jesus 
have a Future?’ is in fact an excellent one for the current Boyer Lectures to be putting to 
contemporary Australia.

This is why Advent in today’s world is both our problem as well as our possibility, for 
Advent is about the originating question, the context, as much as it is about an answer. 
Indeed, unless in these weeks we at least engage for ourselves this question and this 
context, we will, like the wider society, do little but settle for a secularised Christmas, 
albeit with some traditional imagery.

This question, this context, is John the Baptist. To put it quite starkly, if we have no 
John the Baptist, we will have no Christmas worthy of the name. Conversely, if we 
come to terms with John the Baptist, there is every chance we will be able to celebrate 
Christmas with much deeper significance.

Why John? Because the gospel this morning makes it quite clear that ‘the good news of 
Jesus Christ’ - its opening words - does not come suddenly out of the blue as news so 
often does. Rather, says Mark, it begins not with Jesus, but with ‘John baptising in the 
wilderness and preaching’. But even John is shown to come in fulfilment of a larger 
longstanding promise. As we have heard again this morning from the prophet Isaiah, 
when God wishes to renew his world, he will first send a herald and a trailblazer to 
prepare Israel and the world for his coming. Now therefore in the figure of John, Mark 
sees these promises being fulfilled. This is why John appears in the desert, for the desert 
is the place where God has chosen to be alone with his people according to another 
prophet Hosea. And it is in the desert where Israel becomes the people of Jahweh 
following the exodus from Egypt. 

This is also why, to the first hearers, the details of John’s dress and diet would have 
powerful confirming significance. His clothes, we are told, were made of camel’s hair, 
and he wore a leather belt around his waist. Mark here is not, as it were, a contemporary 
fashion commentator painting for us dress appropriate for some ascetic figure. Rather is 
he summoning up the history of Israel. The description of the belt is taken almost word 
for word from the story of the most significant OT prophet of all, Elijah, and the 
clothing of camel’s hair is an allusion in the book of Zechariah to the hairy mantle worn 
by the prophets.
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And what of John’s diet - locusts and wild honey? This too is surely offered not just as 
idle information. At the most general level, each can be described as food far removed 
from what everyday civilization would eat. Each is ‘wilderness food’, ‘desert food’, 
with all that that implies for Israel. This is as much as the commentaries seem to allow 
us to say. But what if there is something of even deeper significance in these apparently 
mundane details? Given the precedent of the specific significance of his clothing, what 
if what John eats has just as rich associations? As to the locusts, that surely goes back to 
the prophet Joel, who lived probably 4 centuries before John. The occasion of Joel’s 
message to Israel was a locust plague of unprecedented severity, and its content was a 
summons to fasting and contrition. It was a warning that the all-consuming plague of 
locusts was to be understood as heralding the apocalyptic day of Jahweh. For Mark, it is 
clear that that day is dawning in the figure of John. But now, rather than the locusts 
being the aggressors, it is John who himself consumes that judgemental locust as a sign 
of renewal, not destruction, in the baptism of repentance.

And the wild honey? Why the specific adjective ‘wild’? Why not just ‘honey’? Wild 
honey, unlike sweet domestic honey, is ‘honey taken from the rock’. Could it not be that 
the first hearers would know something concealed from us? They would recall how 
Moses struck the rock for water to drink in the wilderness. What if they grasped that 
here, right before their eyes, from that same rock what was now about to occur was that 
long anticipated renewal of the land, suggestively portrayed in their tradition as a land 
indeed ‘flowing with milk and honey’?

If this is all too much, at least this is true. When Mark puts these things right in the 
forefront of his prologue, he intends to remind us that the great drama he is unfolding is 
one of fulfilment. It has its roots firmly in the Old Testament, and again and again it will 
be in the Old Testament that we will find the key to many of its scenes.

With superb economy, with vivid brushstrokes, Mark draws the context. He poses the 
question to which John in the first instance is the answer, only in turn to become the 
question to the Great Answer soon to appear. And that, of course, is true to the whole 
history of salvation, where everything is at one and the same time both answer to a 
previous question, only itself to become a new question looking for a subsequent 
answer. 

This is why I suggest that our time is a time of pathos. For this flow of question and 
answer has been stopped. The fact is that our world has been shaped by this reality more 
than it now understands, much less appreciates. But now the modern Western world has 
either forgotten the question, or has assumed that the answer is over and done with.

For example, we hear this Advent morning, ‘the beginning of the Good News of Jesus 
Christ is John baptising in the wilderness and preaching the baptism of repentance for 
the remission of sins’. What can one do with this today? The first incredulity will surely 
be: ‘What do I have to repent of? - and ‘I ’ is the significant pronoun for, unlike the text, 
in our world everything comes down to the individual. And the second incredulity must 
surely be mystification, not to say repugnance, at the inference that one is a ‘sinner ’. 
The whole thing, we are told, is overdrawn at worst or, at best, to be directed to 
somebody else.

All we can salvage from this might well be thankfulness that the possibility of 
manufacturing misery in order to feel saved has at last gone.

Well, if we cannot speak for the compact majority, might there not be something that 
we at least can do? There is, of course. For a start, we can allow the images of the OT 
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drama better to impinge on our understanding. This means that we will turn our backs 
on the individualising and spiritualising mentality of our day. We will hear this word 
addressed to us in all its concreteness and corporateness as a Christian community. We 
will remind ourselves again and again that the God who takes flesh amongst us on 
Christmas day is not that most unreal being caricatured in the media - a being who 
resides above the changes and chances of this fleeting world, but rather is a God of 
whom Jerusalem must say to the cities of Judah: ‘Behold your God! Behold, the Lord 
God comes with might, and his arm rules for him’. What a different God that is!

And we, if we really listen to the text, will hear something quite different about 
ourselves. We will repudiate the ghetto mentality that has forced itself more and more 
into our psyches, so that many have come to believe that the gospel is only a private 
affair for the few. Rather will we hear with this text that when the real God, the God 
who seeks to make covenant with his whole creation, when this God draws near to 
forgive us our sins, we discover what our real and only sin is, and that is unbelief in the 
face of his presence and promise.

Then we will not be surprised to hear that ‘everybody from the region of Judea and the 
city of Jerusalem went out to hear John, and confessed their sins and he baptised them’. 
Everybody - not just the faithful religiously minded few, but everybody. In the figure of 
John, the authentic OT prophet reborn, then as now, we are being invited to return, to 
renew the covenant promise, to pick up the revealing context, to appropriate the 
question, so that as ‘everybody’ we with them might participate in the answer, the 
covenantal fulfilment, the soon to arrive coming of the Son of God, and the promised 
baptism with the Holy Spirit.

John’s preaching was successful - everybody came! Advent is about God’s coming to 
the whole world, and the whole world coming to receive the promise of God.

It hasn’t happened you say. But the birth of Jesus is the fulfilment of that promise. It has 
happened. For in his own particular identity, he is ‘everybody’. He is at one and the 
same time both the ‘coming God’ and the ‘faithful responsive people’.

That is to say: the whole God and the whole of humanity, past, present and future, are 
now together in him. That is the gospel. It has taken place.

The reality of Christian mission, however, in Advent, as it is everyday, is the necessity 
of a vicarious keeping open on behalf of the world at large Lucy’s demand: ‘What is the 
question?’ Then, in the providence of God, there may yet come about in our own time 
for the ‘everybody’ of our text the rejoicing of that answer soon to be spoken on 
Christmas Day.

To this mission, therefore, in this week, let the significance of John the Baptist send us 
out.
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