The first messenger of that good news is John. Mark does not give us the details that Luke does about this strange figure appearing in the desert. There is no mention of a family connection to Jesus, nor do we read his back story. Mark is more concerned with what John came to do: announce the arrival of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and to prepare people for his arrival. That preparation would involve some deep soul cleansing, so John went down to the Jordan River to instruct people how to get really clean in a way that would remove even the deepest and oldest dirt embedded in their lives.

In our text, John provides three helpful tips if we want to do some soul cleansing of our own. First, use all natural ingredients. John's ministry is about as organic as it gets, drawing from the deep roots of Israel's prophets. It is no coincidence that Mark quotes Malachi (3:1) and Isaiah (40:3) in describing John's as the "messenger" and as "the voice of one crying out in the wilderness" (vv. 2-3). John's mission is to link the stories of the Old and New Testaments and his work is to announce that the promises God gave to God’s people long ago are about to be realized. God is doing a new thing, John says, but it springs up from the soil of Israel's history of election, sin, exile, and redemption.

John models that history in his own organic dress and diet. His "camel's hair" clothing and leather belt reminded the people of Elijah, whom many believed would return before the coming of the Messiah (2 Kings 1:8). John’s diet of "locusts and wild honey" is the ultimate combination of natural protein and sugar (though some say that "locusts" refers to the pods of the carob tree; still a natural food but a lot less…crunchy). John did not dress in white with the scrubbed and sanitized appearance of television commercials' Mr. Clean, but his way of life had the scent of authenticity, and his ministry was all about dealing with the persistent dirt that clung to Israel since the exile and to humanity since the beginning in the Garden.

John uses the most basic natural cleansing ingredient to do his work: water. But not just any water. John stands at the Jordan River, the same river Israel crossed to enter the Promised Land generations before. John sees his ministry as the beginning of a new Exodus, inviting people to enter a different sort of Promised Land. As Israel once passed through the waters of the Red Sea and then the Jordan into freedom, now God's people would again need to pass through waters of baptism to realize their freedom from sin and the new future promised by God's coming Messiah.

This association probably caused some confusion and maybe even some controversy. Jews routinely bathed in a mikvah before performing certain religious rites; but the "baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins" was generally reserved for people converting to Judaism (v. 4). Calling ethnic and religious Jews to such a baptism would be highly offensive, and yet Mark tells us that "people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem" came out to see John and be baptized by him (v. 5).

Some sought John’s cleansing baptism because of the stain which clung to Israel itself. The idolatry and apostasy embedded in Israel's history led to destruction and exile by foreign powers. The exile of Judah in Babylon lasted 70 years, but even though the people eventually returned, they still lived under foreign domination. At the time of John, Israel was still under occupation, now by the pagan Roman Empire. Many Jews hoped for a real return from exile which would happen only when Israel's Messiah came to permanently forgive Israel’s sin, and to bring God's glory back to Zion and the Temple. "Repentance" and "forgiveness of sins" were images of Israel’s restoration and return. If John was right, then God was about to send the One who would set things right once and for all. All these natural ingredients of Israel's past come together in John's ministry. The time was right for something new.

At the dawn of a new year, we might ask ourselves, "Of what do I need to repent to allow God to do a new thing in me? Of what do I need to be forgiven? Whom do I need to forgive to move toward a different future?" John reminds us that it is the natural ingredients of Scripture and the water of baptism that do the best work of starting to strip away the grime.
Second, know what kind of stain you are removing. You need to know the chemical makeup of the dirt you are trying to get rid of to know the best natural remedy. If you do not, you will only scratch the surface and fail to get down to the nitty-gritty of the stain. 

When it comes to dealing with sin, we often think of treating the "sins" we commit. We know we've done some bad stuff over the past year, and we make resolutions not to do those things again. But when we think of "sin" as a laundry list of missteps and mistakes, we miss the real problem that needs to be handled, which is "Sin" with a capital "S." Biblically speaking, that capital "S"-Sin is an enslaving power that needs defeating, along with its partner Death, and only a real Savior can remove it. The good news Mark reveals is that the Son of God comes to do just that through the cross and the resurrection.
Our baptism incorporates us into the Messiah's saving work. It is important to remember that dealing with capital "S"-Sin requires a deep self-examination of the ways in which we still find ourselves enslaved, thus allowing us to worship and praise the One who sets us free. Jesus undergoes baptism not because he is a sinner but because he will be the one who leads us on a new Exodus through the water and on to freedom from sin (vv. 9-11). Committing ourselves to him enables us to live in that freedom and deal with the sins that plague us. The first Sunday of a new year is a marvelous time for recommitting ourselves to Christ who is the only one who can make us clean once and for all.

Third, clean with a purpose. John baptized with the cleansing power of water, but repentance and forgiveness of sins was just the first step. The One for whom John prepared would come and baptize "with the Holy Spirit" (v. 8). The cleansing about which John spoke was not just about what had happened in the past, but also what these shiny, fresh, and new people, cleansed in the water of baptism, would do in the future. 

Baptized by the Holy Spirit, we are prepared for ministry and mission in the way of Jesus. Released from slavery to Sin, we can now live the life for which God created is from the beginning, the "abundant life" of people made in the image of God (John 10:10; Genesis 1:26-27). Baptism in the Spirit empowers and enables us to participate with God in God’s redemptive mission for the world, as it did with those first disciples (Acts 2). We not only get to hear and experience the "good news," we get to become part of it!

The first Sunday of the year is a great opportunity to reflect on the past and to remember where we experienced exile and slavery because of Sin. This is a good time to remember our baptism and the freedom God has given us in Jesus Christ. It is appropriate now to consider where the Spirit might lead us in the coming year as we grow more and more into the people God created us to be, people who look more and more like Jesus.

Prayer: Gracious God, thank You for Your Word and the wonderful truth that it contains. Thank You that Jesus set aside His heavenly glory and took upon Himself the humble status of Servant of all so that He could identify with our humanity and pay the price for our sin - a price that we are unable to pay. We pray that we may follow in His footsteps and live in humble submission to Your Holy Spirit all the days of our lives, for we would be his faithful disciples. Amen. 
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On the first Sunday of any new year, it is customary to come to church with ideas about what we will do differently in the coming months. Typically, we resolve to exercise more, pray harder, or eat less. But given the mess the house is in after the Christmas festivities we may also decide to clean the house. When we see all that accumulated dirt and grime on the baseboards or notice that the kitchen countertops still smell like Christmas dinner, it is tempting to run to the store and grab the latest cleaning product on the market. 

The truth is, however, that there are probably more effective and more environmentally conscious and health-friendly cleaning solutions already in your pantry. Does your bathtub look dull and water-spotted? Juice up a couple of the grapefruits, add four tablespoons of salt and give it a good rubdown. The tub will look new and smell like Florida! Same goes for those brass or chrome fixtures. They will shine like new with lemon juice and baking soda. Scrub your kitchen counters with a couple of tablespoons of baking soda, a cup of white vinegar and a few drops of eucalyptus oil to remove any caustic residue.

There are a lot of natural ways to get stuff clean in the kitchen and bathroom. But on this first Sunday of the new year, we might want to do some even deeper cleaning, the kind that gets all the way down to the soul. For that we need some expert advice, and our text today provides us helpful tips from the original “Mr. Clean”, John the Baptizer. Mark introduces us to John at the beginning of his gospel; a gospel which he announces as though some old nastiness is now wiped away. "The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God," is Mark's way of telling us that the story of Jesus we are about to read is the good news that a world stained by sin and dulled by death is desperate to hear (v. 1).


