
Revd Ro's Reflection on

Second Sunday of Advent

Isaiah 40.1-11

Mark 1.1-8

This Sunday Advent 2 we light the second of our Advent candles. The candles represent hope in the

darkness. In a way our readings today are like that; Isaiah, who speaks comfort to the people and

John the Baptist who heralds the Messiah. The second Advent candle is the candle of peace and

preparation and we remember the prophets. I watched the film, ‘Bertie and Elizabeth’ last week. It

is about the reign of George VI. I think it is an excellent film. It goes beyond, ‘The King’s Speech,’ in

that it charts the war years too. At one point in the film he is talking to President Roosevelt. The King

obviously wants the Americans to come into the war on Britain’s side.  At one point the President

says, ‘Why don’t you command…’ To which the king replies, ‘I can’t command, my job is to, advise,

to warn, to council, to persuade.’  It struck me that a function of our monarch, head of the Church of

England with all that that means, should be to stand as a prophet to government when necessary.

The Old Testaments prophets had, in part, a similar function. These were the people like Amos,

Ezekiel, Micah, Zephaniah, Zechariah, Malachi, Jeremiah and of course Isaiah. They were

commissioned to represent the goodness of God in a troubled world. But it was a dangerous thing

to do.

We have seen how Jesus refers to the ways the prophets were often treated, Luke 13.34. ‘Jerusalem,

Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it!’ and again in some of

his parables

33“Listen to another parable. There was a landowner who planted a vineyard, put a fence around it,

dug a wine press in it, and built a watchtower. Then he leased it to tenants and went to another

country. 34When the harvest time had come, he sent his slaves to the tenants to collect his produce.
35But the tenants seized his slaves and beat one, killed another, and stoned another.’ Matthew

21.33.

Prophets were called by God to deliver his message to Kings, leaders and the people. They were

commissioned to warn and to tell them to keep to God’s teachings. If the people strayed from God

and broke their covenant with him there would be consequences. So often a prophet’s fate was to

be ignored, Jeremiah 5. 21, ‘O foolish and senseless people, who have eyes but do not see who have



ears, but do not hear,’ Sometimes, as Jesus said, it was downright dangerous to be a prophet.

Prophets were there to tell God’s truth and that was generally not what kings wanted to hear. They

wanted to go their own way and they did not want to be told they were wrong. If someone did

stand up to them then that person was likely to be ignored or punished. Jeremiah found that out

when he was thrown into a well and left to die.

‘The king said to Jeremiah, ‘I have something to ask you; do not hide anything from me.’ 15Jeremiah

said to Zedekiah, ‘If I tell you, you will put me to death, will you not? And if I give you advice, you

will not listen to me.’ 16So King Zedekiah swore an oath in secret to Jeremiah, ‘As the Lord lives, who

gave us our lives, I will not put you to death or hand you over to these men who seek your life.’

Jeremiah 38.

Zedekiah was a puppet King left by Nebuchadnezzar to govern the Jews.  Of course the prophet has

something of great importance to tell the king. He must trust in God and listen to advice. ‘Then

Jeremiah said to Zedekiah, ‘Thus says the Lord, the God of hosts, the God of Israel, If you will only

surrender to the officials of the king of Babylon, then your life shall be spared, and this city shall not

be burned with fire, and you and your house shall live. 18But if you do not surrender to the officials

of the king of Babylon, then this city shall be handed over to the Chaldeans, and they shall burn it

with fire, and you yourself shall not escape from their hand.’

Of course Jeremiah was ignored and Jerusalem was overrun by the forces of Babylon and this time

the Temple was destroyed.

Prophets were uncomfortable people; they always were, then as now. Those people who stand up

for right, who challenge authority, who metaphorically stick their head above the parapet and

confront those with power risk a great deal. People do not like to be challenged. But these were

men who braved all the dangers to teach the people and rulers  God’s way and when they turned

away from God they were prepared to confront them at whatever personal cost.

Just think of the great people in our own day and throughout history who have been prepared to

put themselves at risk and to stand up against what is wrong and to challenge authority and speak

out for what is right, whatever the cost. I am thinking of course of people like Martin Luther King

whose dream of fairness and equality ultimately led to his murder.

John the Baptist is the last in the line of the great biblical prophets and his story begins in our gospel

reading.

Jeremiah has warned the king about his behaviour which will invite Babylonian reprisals and he was

ignored. As I said last week, ‘The writings of Isaiah stretch over a long period. But they span a most

important epoch in the history of the Jewish people – the Exile….

Zedekiah the king was taken into slavery and most of the people with him. Only a few poor people

were left in the city. We can only imagine the desolation and pain felt by the people after The

Temple, the very presence of God, had been destroyed.’

It is against this background that Isaiah is, for the most part, writing. It was generally accepted that

the book of the prophet Isaiah should be divided into three parts. 1-39, 40-55 and 56 to the end.

Now it is more usual to view the writings as a unified whole. We are used to the bible being

demarcated by chapter and verse. That makes reference easy but it wasn’t always so at all. The text



simply followed on in unity, this is illustrated when Jesus reads in the synagogue.  ‘He went to the

synagogue on the Sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet

Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: “The Spirit

of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.’

The reading we have from Isaiah today is from the beginning of verse 40. Verses 1-11 they begin the

‘Message of Comfort.’ A prophet also promised comfort, joy and indeed sometimes deliverance

from oppression, as here.

Isaiah brings hope at a time of terrible desolation and despair. Chapter 39 ends with words of doom

for the nation under a king who ignores the word of God spoken by his prophet. But verse 40 brings

words of comfort on a huge scale. The people may have turned their back on God and they may be

paying a huge price now but God is a loving God, these are his people and his promise is that he will

never turn his back on them or abandon them forever. God will always stretch out his hand to his

covenant people and rescue them. Here we have the triumphant hope in the God who will rescue

them with power and tenderness.

40’Comfort, O comfort my people,

says your God.
2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,

and cry to her

that she has served her term,

that her penalty is paid,

that she has received from the Lord’s hand

double for all her sins.’

The Jews lived in exile for around fifty years, they are in dire need of words of reassurance that God

will comfort and restore them. Many of that original generation would have died in exile and people

have been born and spent all their lives in servitude in Babylon.

3-4 are the famous verses quoted in the gospel reading but as we shall see they are not quite the

same. Here we do not know who the voice is that cries out, in the gospel it is interpreted as John.

The verses here are metaphorical; it is not of the literal wilderness that the writer speaks. Think of

the words ‘the wilderness years,’ that is nearer the mark. These people have been lost in Babylon,

yes but more importantly in their hearts and in their spirituality, their faith in God. The preparations,

the paths that are to be made straight are their own attitudes to God. Their love for him, their

worship of him, their desire to walk in his ways, those are the preparations to be made. God will

come to rescue them but they must be ready to welcome him, they must turn from sin and turn to

him again.

5 ‘Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed,

and all people shall see it together,

for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.’

The next verses are often used in funeral services. They express the constancy of God. People are

like grass, they do fade and die. Their constancy fails and dies too but not so with God, 8b ‘but the



word of our God will stand for ever.’ Once again the constant nature of God’s love is emphasised.

That is a huge comfort, as relevant for us now as those exiles.

‘say to the cities of Judah,

‘Here is your God!’
10 See, the Lord God comes with might,

and his arm rules for him;

his reward is with him,

and his recompense before him.
11 He will feed his flock like a shepherd;

he will gather the lambs in his arms,

and carry them in his bosom,

and gently lead the mother sheep.’

God will come to save them, actually as we know his instrument will be Cyrus the Persian once the

forces of Babylon have been defeated. The people will return home. They will still be under foreign

rule, they will have no king now, but it is up to them to rebuild their Temple and their relationship

with God. If they do this He will tend them as a shepherd does his sheep. We think of course of the

detailed metaphor in the shepherd Psalm, 23. God is concerned for the welfare of his people. It is

good to remember that in the Holy Land sheep follow where the shepherd leads, they are not

driven. So the metaphor is a powerful one. God’s people must follow him in trust and love; it is a

two way responsibility.

The reading from Mark’s Gospel begins, ‘The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of

God.’

Isaiah makes many references to the Redeemer, the sinless servant who will bear the sins of his

people on his own shoulders and thus save them. He makes many references to the Messiah, the

one who will ransom his people; the holy one who will willingly give up his life as a sacrifice to save

his people. Really in Isaiah the suffering sinless servant is not specifically identified. For the gospel

writers these words have only one meaning, they refer to Jesus, the Messiah, the Son of God, the

Redeemer. For us too this sinless servant is Jesus, it is how he identifies himself. Just one example

occurs in Luke’s gospel directly after Jesus’ return from the wilderness and it is worth quoting the

passage from Luke 4 in full.

‘When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the

Sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given

to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:

‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

because he has anointed me

to bring good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives

and recovery of sight to the blind,

to let the oppressed go free,

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’

And he rolled up the scroll,



gave it back to the attendant, and sat down.

The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him.’

All eyes certainly were fixed on him particularly when he said the next sentence. ‘Then he began to

say to them, ‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.’ These were Jews, steeped in the

Jewish teaching and faith and what Jesus says to them in essence is, I am the Messiah. Their

reaction to him is swift; they are furious and try to kill him.

Mark in today’s gospel reading is quoting the verses we have looked at in Isaiah as being a specific

reference to John who is the herald of Jesus, God’s Son.

The quotation itself is changed slightly too to emphasise Mark’s meaning.

2As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,

“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,

who will prepare your way;
3the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:

‘Prepare the way of the Lord,

make his paths straight,’”

It doesn’t say quite that in Isaiah i.e. ‘I am sending my messenger ahead of you.’ Note the difference.

3 ‘A voice cries out:

‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord,

make straight in the desert a highway for our God.’

In the gospel it says ‘I am sending my messenger ahead of you who will prepare your way’ the ‘you’

is Jesus, the Messiah and John is the ‘messenger.’ The punctuation is different too, notice the colon

after ‘cries out’ in Isaiah, in Mark it is the voice that is crying in the wilderness and it is followed by,

‘John the baptiser appeared in the wilderness.’ It seems a tiny point but actually it shows clearly

how Mark and the gospel writers viewed Jesus as fulfilling of the scriptures as did Jesus himself.

Look at the number of times Jesus points to the scriptures as foretelling his life and death. This is

Luke 24, the meeting on the road to Emmaus 25’then he said to them, “Oh, how foolish you are, and

how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! 26Was it not necessary that the

Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?” 27Then beginning with Moses and

all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures.’

John then is preparing the way for Jesus, how is this done, by telling people to repent of their sins

and turn again to God. It is the message of Isaiah and all the prophets.

Many people respond to John’s call, they come to him and he baptises them. He is quite clearly seen

as a prophet with authority from God. Apart from baptising John has a huge message.

7He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop

down and untie the thong of his sandals. 8I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you

with the Holy Spirit.”

He is preparing the way for God’s Anointed One and when he sees Jesus he will recognise him as

such. Here at the beginning of Mark’s gospel we have the contrast between human, ‘I will baptise



with water’ and divine he will baptise with the Holy Spirit. Jesus is the one with divine authority. He

is God’s Son the Anointed Messiah.

During Advent we are required to prepare ourselves for the coming of Jesus. He is our hope, the

light that shines in the darkness.

‘Come thou long expected Jesus born to set thy people free.’ Charles Wesley

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


