
GROUNDED IN THE GOSPEL 

ii. John the Baptists Prepares the Way 

Mark 1:1-8 
 

Mark tells us upfront and centre what the gospel is.  It is the story of Jesus; not a mystery 

story in which we must piece together clues to discover its meaning, not a test of dates 

and places, not a mere system of thought or speculation.  He writes for Roman Gentiles 

under the direction of Peter.  He uses O.T. quotations sparingly.  Remarkably he begins 

his story with a tapestry of three O.T. verses from Exodus, Malachi and Isaiah.  He 

reminds us that the gospel is only understandable in light of what God has done in the 

O.T.  Jesus is not an afterthought of God, plan B as it were as if an earlier plan of 

salvation had gone awry. 

 

John’s calling is to ‘prepare the way’ for the One to follow.  He is identified with Elijah 

who did not die but was taken to heaven in a chariot of fire (2 Kings 2:11).  The 

expectation was that Elijah would return as a forerunner of God’s kingdom in the final 

day (Malachi 4:5). 

 

John’s distinctive clothing was that of Elijah.  The picture of John in Mark is more 

focused and defined than in the other gospels.  Mark does not refer to the supernatural 

birth of John as Luke does.  He omits the thunderous challenge to the Pharisees and 

Sadducees as in Matthew.   He is silent about John’s call to social reform as in Luke.  

Mark’s portrait of John is a voice crying in the wilderness preparing the way for Jesus.  

John summons the people from the surrounding countryside and Jerusalem in particular 

to the wilderness around the Dead Sea.  His call is to baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins. 

 

John’s baptism is proclaimed as an act of God and not simply a human action.  Unlike 

Gentile converts to Judaism who baptised themselves or the ritual cleansing rites of the 

Essene community, John’s summons recalls God’s covenant with Israel called to be ‘a 

kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (Exodus 19:6).  God lays claim to the totality of our 

lives through moral transformation, by way of repentance and response to grace. 

 

Throughout his life John focused on Jesus.  Likewise for Mark, the way of Jesus is God’s 

way; his work, God’s work; his person, God’s person.  The gospel is not about ethical 

rules and systems.  It is something practical and transformative, a way of salvation 

made possible by Jesus, whose forerunner John the Baptist was privileged to be. 
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