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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, from the gospel according to St. Mark,  
 
“John appeared, baptizing in the wilderness and proclaiming a 
baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 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.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 Have you ever noticed that the season of Advent– at least for 

its middle two weeks – is really the season of John? The last and 

greatest of the prophets – more than that, the forerunner of Christ – 

gets all the attention for these middle two Sundays in Advent. And 

there’s no exception to that in the lectionary. Whether it’s the year 

we follow the gospel account of Matthew, Mark, or Luke, every year 

the first Sunday in Advent is the Palm Sunday procession, the next 

two Sundays are on John the Baptist. And, it’s not just the readings: 

later this hour, in the liturgy of the Sacrament, the season’s proper 

preface will be sung, “whose way John the Baptist prepared, 

proclaiming him the promised Messiah… and calling sinners to 

repentance, that they might escape the wrath to be revealed when 

[Christ] comes again in his glory.” 
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 Notice how prominent John is in this liturgical season. And 

that’s not a mistake, but is quite Scriptural and proper. Consider the 

very words by which the Holy Spirit inspires St Mark to begin his 

gospel account:  

 
The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God: 
 
As it is written in Isaiah the prophet, “Behold, I send my 
messenger before your face, who will prepare your way”…  
 
John appeared. 

 
That’s quite a beginning to “the gospel of Jesus Christ”, isn’t it?... 

that it would begin not by focusing on Jesus Christ, but on John. Why 

is this so? Not because the forerunner assists in carrying the Gospel, 

assists in earning God’s mercy for sinners; but because the Gospel 

cannot come where the Law has not been freshly preached. The 

Gospel cannot be planted and take root where the Law has not tilled 

the soil and laid hearts bare. 

Not only is this “Law-effort” found in John, but interestingly it 

is found in the Church’s ongoing life, that the Gospel might rightly be 

received. The elders and I were studying this past Tuesday night an 

authoritative Lutheran writing on the Office of the Holy Ministry, and 

the discussion cited the Augsburg Confession as speaking of the work 

of pastors this way: “according to divine right, it is the office of the 

pastor to preach… forgive… judge doctrine… reject contrary 

teachings… [and] exclude [the impenitent] from the Christian 
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community” (Church and Office, 205). Notice that three of those five 

divinely appointed tasks are Law-driven – “judge, reject, exclude.” 

How necessary it is to rightly uphold the Law of God, that the Gospel 

may be safeguarded and hearts may be called to repentance and 

prepared to receive the gracious truth of Christ Jesus about to flood 

the ears and hearts – and even mouths – of the penitent! But, 

without that preparation rightly done by the Law, the Gospel has 

nowhere to be planted and take root, but is ignored, brushed off, 

rejected, disowned, even “crucified anew” for supposed blasphemy 

against the very God who gave that Gospel.  

 Is it any wonder that pastors who hesitate to do the dirty 

work of pointing out error and calling to repentance end up 

preaching a watered-down, irrelevant, your-best-life-now gospel? Is 

it any wonder that congregations who fear temporal illness more 

than divine judgment upon sin so willingly turn to a virtual gospel? Is 

it any wonder that parishes too proud to hear the Law or too afraid 

to meditate upon it for fear of ridicule by the lawless world they so 

desperately want to attract end up with a Jesus who died to save us 

from nothing and whose death therefore means nothing in and for 

the daily lives of the hearers, daily lives now lived out without any 

reverence toward the holy Law or appreciation for the precious 

Gospel? 

 By divine inspiration of the Holy Spirit, St Mark describes for 

us the beautiful and divine relationship between the Law’s 
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preparatory function and the Gospel’s promissory function… 

between the Law’s proclamation of the sinner’s death and depravity 

and the Gospel’s proclamation of the sinner’s salvation and life in 

Christ Jesus. 

 Thus, St Mark is absolutely right to say that “the beginning of 

the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” begins with the coming of 

the forerunner, to bring anew the Law into the ears of Israel after 

400 years of silence. How many there are who would want to begin 

the age of the Gospel in the life of the hearer simply with Gospel… 

who say, “If we just hand out a trinket that says, ‘Jesus loves you,’ it 

will open the heart to hear!” The Scripture says otherwise. John 

comes; and he does so crying in the wilderness (and for those whose 

lives are wilderness), “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths 

straight!”  

 Now, to show that such work is divine, to show that such 

preaching of the Law and calling to repentance is just as divine as is 

the preaching of the Gospel, the Holy Spirit includes that important 

detail that He sets John out in the wilderness. John is not located in 

the most central place, that there might be “convenient preaching 

for the busy Christian.” He does not say, “I’ll work around your 

schedule; you tell me when you want to hear it, and I’ll show up 

then.” Rather, the Holy Spirit sets John out in the wilderness, almost 

making it more difficult to hear this call to repentance.  
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 And yet, because the Holy Spirit is at work in the preaching of 

the Law just as much as in the preaching of the Gospel, what do we 

hear but that “all the country of Judea and all Jerusalem were going 

out to [John] and were being baptized by him in the river Jordan, 

confessing their sins.” The crowds were not ashamed of such an 

oddball figure; they did not claim they didn’t have time to “be 

lectured” by this giver of the Law. But they were drawn to him, they 

flocked to him… just as the Israelites at the foot of Mt Sinai repented 

and said, “All the Lord has said, we will do,” so now the remnant of 

Israel cried out at the holy Law of God, given through a new Moses 

(of sorts) – indeed, “Elijah to come”, and they quaked in fear and 

shame over their sin, for John was preparing them for the great truth 

that the holy God would again visit His people:  

 
“After me comes he who is mightier than I, the strap of whose 
sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie.” 

 
Friends, what does it mean that you prepare to receive anew the 

Christ who comes to His people? Does it mean that hearts need not 

repent because Christ is full of grace? Or, does it mean that hearts 

are to be rent wide open and laid bare before the holy God, for the 

Gospel cannot be received by those too proud to be associated with 

John, too busy to run into the wilderness and be called to 

repentance? John puts us in our place and straightens our priorities. 

If we thought 2020 did a good job of that, consider that the 

forerunner comes as fulfillment of the holy God’s prophetic word: 
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“Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will prepare 

your way” – that’s what the Father promises His Holy Son. He 

doesn’t merely promise it to you; He promises it to the Christ 

himself! The Father does not say, “I will simply have my people ‘feel 

the Law’ in their daily lives by ‘feeling’ all the consequences of life in 

a broken world, so that they say, “Man, I can’t stand 2020, I guess I 

need Christ after all.” That’s not how the Lord God fulfills His 

prophetic promise to resurrect the preaching of Moses. Rather, John 

comes to proclaim the Law, that all stone hearts may be broken and 

all stubborn pride may be taught to bend the knee… that you might 

learn now the importance of escaping the wrath of God in this day of 

grace and salvation before Christ comes again in his glory on the day 

of Judgment. 

 And, if such preaching of John rightly strikes a thunder-blow 

to your heart, then take comfort in the subtle Gospel of this text… 

not just that the Gospel is coming, but that Jesus’ gospel is so 

bountifully overflowing and His merit so sufficient and His person so 

divine that His gospel can be shared with the penitent even before 

they see him arrive on the scene. Notice that the text says that John 

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

This does not mean that by jumping through the hoop of a baptism 

of repentance one might qualify to reserve his place, to pre-order a 

forgiveness yet to be released. Rather, it means that there and then, 

to the ones who confessed their sins at the preaching of repentance, 
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already in their baptisms they could go home with comfort that they, 

too, were beneficiaries of the coming Christ. They, too, were 

numbered among those who benefited from the Christ who would 

come into earth’s time and suffer on the cross, but who already – 

outside of and beyond that time, if you will – could offer to them the 

gifts of his completed mission and safeguard them in his merciful 

forgiveness. Indeed, just as Adam and Eve heard of the coming 

Messiah in that first gospel promise (protoevangelium), just as 

Abraham lived in faith of God’s already certain promises of the 

coming Messiah, just as David received forgiveness there and then 

by the mouth of Nathan because of the merit of the coming Messiah, 

so these crowds baptized by John were not baptized preliminarily 

and still awaiting the benefits of the Christ, but the penitent could, 

with a clear conscience, confess their sins knowing that their baptism 

meant they had the forgiveness of those sins by the very gospel and 

power of the coming Christ. 

 But, what of this phrase?: “I have baptized you with water, 

but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” Many will hear this and 

say, “See, John’s baptism is insufficient. His is a baptism of Law, while 

Jesus’ is a baptism of gospel.” This is not so.  

 To understand this correctly – and to appreciate how it ties in 

so well to this Advent season that looks not only to the first coming 

of Jesus but also the Last Day coming of our Lord – we ought hear it 

as recorded in Matthew’s gospel, which records John saying, “I 
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baptize with water, but he will baptize with the Holy Spirit and with 

fire.” Now, what does this mean? 

 It does not mean that the baptismal waters are different, nor 

are the baptismal acts. Rather, it means that all of John’s preaching 

points us to Jesus, and it is Jesus who has the final authority on Law 

and Gospel. The penitent will receive the Holy Spirit; the impenitent 

will not be spared the wrath to be revealed when Christ comes again 

in his glory, but will burn (Christ himself says) in unquenchable fire.  

 Thus, John acknowledges that what he prepares the people 

for is Christ, but John himself is not worthy to deal with the people 

as Christ does.  

 We see an example of this in the book of Acts, where a 

certain Alexandrian named Apollos came preaching what he knew 

about Christ, but – the text says – “he knew only the baptism of 

John”, so that others had to take him aside and explain more fully 

the revelation of God in Christ Jesus. Again, in the next chapter, 

some men claim that they had only received the baptism of John, 

and Paul more fully explains to them the person of Christ, saying, 

“John [told] the people to believe in the one who was to come after 

him, that is, Jesus.” 

 These examples remind us of John’s forerunner status and 

purpose. He is unworthy to touch the sandals of the Christ to follow 

him, specifically because what John gives regarding the Christ does 

not belong to him, but belongs to and essentially is Jesus. 



  9 

                                                                   9 

 In the same way, you may distinguish between the 

undershepherd and the Christ. Every undershepherd is sent by God 

to prepare the people to hear the good news of Christ Jesus. Every 

undershepherd is sent by God as representative of Christ, to point to 

and give the people Christ. But, that does not make Christ 

superfluous, as if the people are to be followers of the 

undershepherd. Rather, it only highlights Christ all the more, as all 

the preaching and all the rebuking and all the exhorting points every 

hearer to their need for Christ Jesus… and all the declarations of 

forgiveness and all the baptizing and all the administering of the 

Sacrament – that all gives the people Christ Jesus. Yet, the 

forgiveness and power remain not in the giving and receiving, but in 

Christ Jesus who is himself given and received.  

 You are not forgiven because you go through the motion of 

hearing the preaching; nor are you forgiven by (shall we say) the 

baptism of Pr. Bestul or the administration of the Sacrament by Pr. 

Bestul… but, you are forgiven because therein you receive Christ 

Jesus himself, to whom all forerunners and apostles and 

undershepherds must bend the knee and dare not touch his sandals 

where He has not specifically commanded it, but who do give you 

the Law and Gospel of eternal life and salvation, specifically because 

Christ has instituted it and said, “Here am I. Give them me.” 

 So, to preach to you the cross is to give you Jesus. To bestow 

upon you baptism is to give you the One who is Source and Object of 
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baptism. To feed you as His sheep is to give you the One so mighty as 

to strengthen your frailty by the power of His own body and blood.  

 Therefore, let these middle weeks of Advent point us to John; 

for, the forerunner faithfully does his work, that we all may be 

properly prepared to receive Jesus. 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
December 6, 2020 


