
Gospel: Mark 1: 1–8 
Jesus’s identity 

In this first part of St Mark’s prologue we are given an insight into the 
true identity of Jesus. In the first line Mark gives him his title, ‘Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God’. To his contemporaries, Jesus, whose name means 
‘Saviour’,  would have been referred to as Jesus the Nazarene or Jesus the 
son of Joseph.  

‘Christ’ is Greek for ‘Messiah’, a Hebrew word.  In ancient Israel it meant 
a king, a priest, or sometimes a prophet, anointed with oil by God for a 
task, but especially an anointed one yet to come.  

Mark was the first Gospel to be written, and he begins Jesus’s story not at 
the time of Jesus’s birth but long before that, as prophesied by Isaiah. 

The herald of the King 

Part of today’s first reading from Isaiah (40. 3) is quoted in today’s 
Gospel: ‘Prepare in the wilderness a way for the Lord’;  ‘make a straight 
highway for our God across the desert’.  This time, the way being 
prepared is not the return journey from exile in Babylon, but the path to 
our hearts, as John the Baptist calls the people to repentance, in 
preparation for the arrival of Jesus. 

It was the custom of kings to send a messenger ahead of them to 
forewarn the people of their arrival, so that they would smooth out their 
badly kept roads. 

When Mark refers to a baptism of repentance he uses the word 
‘metanoia’, a Greek word meaning ‘other-mind’, or a new attitude. 

John the Baptist in the wilderness. 

John arrived on the scene as the image of austerity, radical in his 
approach; the first prophet to appear for about 400 years.  

The desert was one of the most abandoned places in the world – rough 
and dry;  unbearably hot in the day and very cold at night. John’s diet, 
though strange to us, gave him the protein and sugar he needed. 

I am not fit to undo the strap of his sandals. 

John’s preaching was effective partly because of his humility.  Sandals 
were made of a leather sole fastened by straps passing through the toes. 
The roads were unsurfaced, dusty in dry weather, muddy in the wet. 
Slaves would be the ones to remove their master’s sandals, yet John did 
not consider himself worthy  to perform even that task. 

Second Sunday of Advent 
 
 

First Reading  Isaiah 40: 1–5, 9–11 
 

Today’s passage marks the beginning of the second section of the Book 
of Isaiah (chapters 40–55), which most scholars agree was written by a 
different author, referred to as ‘Second Isaiah’ or ‘Deutero-Isaiah’. These 
chapters were written c. 540 BC just before the Persian king Cyrus 
allowed the people of Israel to return to their land at the end of their 
exile. The Lord has not abandoned his people after all, despite what 
many thought. 

The first word, ‘console’, occurs in the plural in the original Hebrew text, 
thus leading scholars to believe that the Lord, in poetic language, is 
addressing an angelic heavenly court or a group of Prophets who would 
include Isaiah. 

There is hope here. Whereas in the previous chapters the author had 
repeatedly shown that the Exile was a way for God to show his 
displeasure at the people’s behaviour, now their sins are forgiven and so 
they can move on.  

However, the way home is not an easy one. The return from Babylon to 
Jerusalem across the desert will be difficult, even with a geographical 
highway.  

This physical journey can be seen as mirroring the exiles’ spiritual 
journey. Some scholars see in the wilderness a metaphor for the 
people’s state of mind while in Babylon, while others compare it to a 
new Exodus and the crossing of the Sinai desert. 

It is the first time that the image of ‘the Way’ is mentioned. This is rich 
in meaning: Jesus called himself ‘the Way’ (John 14: 6), and early 
Christians were referred to as ‘the Way’ (Acts 9: 2). 

The Lord’s coming and his nature, both as powerful king and as tender, 
caring shepherd leading his flock – as was the custom in ancient 
shepherding practice– will be their greatest comfort. 

This text from Isaiah would have ‘spoken’ to Mark’s  audience (see 
today’s Gospel, opposite). They, too, were struggling under foreign 
rulers, awaiting the coming of a God to deliver them, as John the Baptist 
had announced. 

 

Prego Plus: Background Notes 


