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A Strange Man with Something to Say 

Mark 1:1-8 
 

Introduction: The Strange Man, John the Baptist 
 Circus Freak Show 

 I really do not know what they saw in John the Baptist that attracted droves of 
people to go out and hear him. He is such a strange man. A man dressed in animal skins 

wrapped in a leather belt, and eating locust far on the outskirts of town in a forsaken 
place. If you ask me, it has the making of a circus freak show.   

 
 Hard to Reach 

   Perhaps the fact that the place was hard to reach was part of the attraction. I 
know where I grew up that the most successful restaurants were either outside of town, 

out in the country, or several miles away in an old dying town in one of the abandoned 
storefronts. People seem to want an excuse to get out of town and find something 

different.   

  
 Drama and Emotions 

 Maybe it was the drama and the emotions that he exhibited in his preaching. I 
know people in my home church still talk about Rev. Glenn, who had a booming voice, 

and could be quite loud and emotional in his preaching. One second he would have us 
laughing with him, and then a bit later, his eyes were full of tears that caused us to cry 

with him. People want to know that there is genuine conviction and feeling in a 
preacher, just as they want that from a soloist singing a moving song. 

 
 A Strange Man with Something to Say 

 But maybe they came because he was a strange man with something to say. 
Desperate people beg for a new voice that will speak to their unfulfilled hopes and 

dreams. How many hundreds of years had their nation been occupied by a foreign 
government that was oppressing them with their taxes and defiling their religious 

values? There had to be some kind of pain and struggle to cause people to listen to this 

man. A man who was willing to point out their sins to their face and daring them to 
entertain that something new was happening - different from before - fulfilling what 

seemed impossible. They came to hear one whom the prophets had foretold would 
come, “the voice that cries out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his 

path straight.” 
 

The Meaning of Repentance 
 His Message: Repentance 

 He proclaimed a baptism of the repentance of sins as a way to prepare the way for 
the one who he said was far greater than himself. According to all four gospels, he was 

only a prophet who came on stage to warm up the crowd for the main attraction, the 
coming Messiah. He preached the necessity of coming clean and repenting of the wrong 

directions they had been taking in their lives. Only then would they be ready to receive 
the greater One who was to come and bring healing to the nation and to their lives.  
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Repentance as Naming Sins: Confessional 

 Repentance can mean many different things to people. It can be naming 
something concrete that you have been doing that needs forgiveness and change. I 

know some of you are former Catholics who could probably tell me a thing or two about 
the experience of going to confession. Many have told me how much they dreaded 

having to walk in to the confessional and confess their dreadful little sins through a 
screen to the priest hidden on the other side. But one Catholic woman told me about a 

wayward Catholic friend of hers that had not gone to church for many years. Once she 
started her confession about the way she had lived her life, she could hardly stop crying. 

The priest on the other side kindly listened to her sob out her sins and then lovingly 
gave her an act of penitence, "she was to search for Christ's love within herself." How 

lovely and loving. That phrase, “to search for Christ's love within herself,” gained new 
meaning when she soon after discovered that she was pregnant. She and her boyfriend 

married, had 5 children together, and a happy marriage. 
 

 Illustration Confessional on a Plane 

 I know that it's not only Catholics who need to name, clearly and specifically, the 
ways they have been living that have betrayed their better self and caused harm. 

Sometimes when I travel, I just want to get away from it all. If I am sitting next to 
someone, the last thing I want to do is tell them that I am a pastor. It usually carries 

lots of baggage for people. Some will clam up and quickly go back to reading their book, 
or maybe apologize for a curse word they had used. There have been times when the 

opposite happens, and they seize the opportunity to make an informal confession. I 
remember one particularly bumpy flight where this happened. It made complete sense. I 

mean, you are traveling hundreds of miles an hour in a relatively tiny tin can, 30,000 
feet above God’s good earth. You have a person who is trained to hear confessions 

sympathetically, and you don’t have to give him your name or ever see him again. It 
makes sense. Confession, when done freely, is good for the soul. As it was for that 

person who confessed to me. 
 

 The Larger Meaning of Repentance  

 However, repentance has a broader and deeper meeting than naming what is 
wrong with you. The word means a turning away from one direction and going in a new 

direction. It implies not just a list of what you have done wrong, as helpful as that can 
be, but a complete change of direction. Repentance means a reorientation of your life. 

You let go of something that you need to be free from and then have a new conviction to 
travel in a different direction with your life. It involves not just a change of behavior but 

also of heart and mind and soul. It is to seek to live out the way of God’s justice and 
peace in all your relationships and in your social, political, and faith convictions. In 

reality, it is a gift from God - because only God’s grace can empower us to be forgiven 
and turn a new direction. That is why John baptized. In baptism, the old self is buried, 

and a new self is born. 
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Application: Preparing to Receive the Coming Christ 

 Illustration: Father-in-Law 
 Several weeks ago, while I was down in Biloxi with our mission group doing the 

back-breaking work of stripping off old roof shingles and nailing down new ones, my 
father and mother-in-law came to spend the week with Marla and the kids. Butch was a 

corn and bean farmer in southeast Iowa and also worked for the power company 
repairing power lines. Somehow he managed to make it out alive from not one but two 

of the most dangerous vocations you can do: farming and working high-up on power 
lines. That is because he knows what he is doing and is committed to doing it right. He 

is good with his hands and does not mind getting dirty. If something is broken, he 
knows what to do and will work patiently and methodically to fix it. It is what he is good 

at and what he likes to do.   
 

 He is not one who sits down on the couch and fills the room with lots of 
conversation. He is good for a joke or two or stumping the kids and myself with riddles 

he has come up with. He especially likes to see me struggle to figure out his riddles. I 

think maybe it is to remind me that just because I have two graduate degrees does not 
make me all that smart. Smarts come in many varieties. 

 
 So before he visits, it is my job to prepare for his coming. I need to list all the 

things in my house that have broken since the last time he came. This time I started my 
list: the ice dispenser in my refrigerator door, a leak in a faucet, the broken light fixture 

in the basement, to name a few. When I come home, I am delighted to discover that 
lots of those things that have been disturbing me for some time have now been repaired 

and made like new. But almost every time, I come home and realize that I have 
forgotten to tell him about something that really needed to be repaired. “Oh, I forgot to 

tell him about that electric plug!” 
 

Closing: Preparing for the Christ Child’s Coming 
 Summary 

 Today we hear, as we always do each Advent, about that strange man who has 

something to say to us. We are given an intentional time to reflect on the most 
important preparations we need to make for Christmas. It is not putting up the 

Christmas tree, or sending out the Christmas cards, nor is it making sure your gift 
buying is done on time. It is cultivating a place in our hearts for us to receive the One 

who comes to make us well - to make us and our world whole again. It is His grace that 
will save us - but only if we use the grace being given to us to lovingly look within 

ourselves for what needs to be turned away from and what we need to turn our lives 
towards. 

 
 Christ is coming to heal us - it is what He does - it is what He is good at doing.   

Let us make preparation for Christmas. Amen. 
 

      


