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Session 2Lesson 1

The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 
Mark 1:1

Preparing the  
Way of the Lord

Mark 1:1–8
1The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.
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,’”

4John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repen-
tance for the forgiveness of sins. 5And people from the whole Judean countryside 
and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him 
in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. 6Now John was clothed with camel’s 
hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 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.”
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The opening verse is a prologue for the gospel of Mark, serving as a lens 
through which the whole gospel will be viewed. It is the glad tidings 
about Jesus, who is the Christ (Messiah) and Son of God. The “begin-

ning” of this good news is the prophetic preparation made by John the Baptist, 
followed by the baptism and testing of Jesus.

The coming of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is both a continuation and a 
decisive new beginning of God’s saving plan. The opening quotations from 
the ancient Scriptures show that his coming has been prepared by God 
through the history of ancient Israel. Though attributed to Isaiah, the passage 
comes from several places in the law and the prophets of Israel. From Exodus 
23:20, “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you”; from Malachi 3:1, “I 
am sending my messenger to prepare the way”; and from Isaiah 40:3, “A voice 
cries out: In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord.” For Mark, Jesus’ mis-
sion involves the fulfillment of God’s plan in history. Though the Scriptural 
verses originally referred to Israel, they now refer to Jesus as the embodiment 
of ancient Israel.

John the baptizer understood his ministry in the wilderness as a desire to 
fulfill this passage from Isaiah. The fact that the Qumran community lived in 
this area of the wilderness where John ministered and that the community 
understood its own mission as fulfilling Isaiah 40:3 has led to a great deal of 
credible speculation that John had been a member of this community for a 
time. John is the “messenger” sent to prepare “the way” of Jesus. As the last of 
Israel’s prophets, he stirred up the people, challenged them to look at their 
lives, and prepared their hearts for Jesus Christ.

John’s “baptism of repentance” prepares the way of the Lord, offering for-
giveness of sins with a converted heart (verse 5). So attractive is John’s mes-
sage and baptism, that the whole countryside and all Jerusalem come to 
him. The place of John’s ministry, the wilderness and the Jordan River, 
evokes God’s saving history with Israel. In the wilderness God prepared a 
people for the liberated life he would provide for them, and the Jordan River 
was the way through which God’s people entered the promised land. John’s 
baptism was a way for the Jews to reaffirm their identity as God’s people—to 
come to the wilderness once more and to reenter the land of God’s promise 
through the water.

John’s clothing and diet not only associate his life with the wilderness, but 
they accentuate his sparse simplicity and his single-minded focus on his pro-
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phetic mission (verse 6). More specifically, his hairy garment and leather belt 
associate him with Elijah (2 Kings 1:8), and with the prophecy of Malachi that 
Elijah would return before the day of the Lord to bring a change of heart to 
God’s people (Mal 4:5–6).

John’s self-effacing proclamation specifies that the reason for his preaching 
and baptism is the announcement of the coming of Jesus Christ, the Son of 
God. He first describes Jesus as “more powerful” than himself (verse 7). Jesus 
would have more divine authority and would play a greater role in God’s 
redemptive plan for the world. Second, he places himself in the role of a ser-
vant, not even worthy to untie the thong of Jesus’ sandals. And finally, he con-
trasts his own baptism with the greater baptism Jesus will bring.

The baptism of John is part of the old covenant with Israel and prepares 
God’s people for the coming of the kingdom of God. The baptism Jesus brings 
will confer the Holy Spirit, evoking the scriptural promise that God would 
“pour out” his Spirit (Joel 2:28 [3:1]). Mark’s readers would interpret these 
words in light of the Christian baptism they had received. This Christian bap-
tism, like the baptism of John, used the form of immersion in water and was 
associated with repentance and the forgiveness of sins. But, unlike the bap-
tism of John, Christian baptism initiated believers into the new age of God’s 
grace, characterized by the unique blessings of the Spirit, promised by the 
prophets.

Reflection and discussion

• One of the earliest designations of the Christian movement was “the Way” 
(Acts 9:2; 19:23). How does the beginning of Mark’s gospel indicate that the 
ministry of Jesus would be a new Way?
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• In what ways does the geography of these opening verses recall the history 
of God’s relationship with ancient Israel?

• I, too, need to hear the message of forgiveness, to know that I can draw near 
to God. What can I do to turn away from all that could separate me from the 
life offered by Jesus?

• How can I, like John the Baptist, draw others to Jesus and help prepare them 
for a deeper relationship with him?

Prayer

Jesus, help me prepare the way for you. Come into my life today, and let 
me know that you are the Messiah and Son of God. Guide me with your 
Spirit as I encounter you through my study of this holy gospel.




