
What  sort  of  people  ought  we  to  be...? 

 
The Second Sunday of Advent       Readings:  Isaiah 40:1-11;  2 Peter 3:8-15a;  Mark 1:1-8 

 
The beginning of Mark’s Gospel needs to be accompanied by a fanfare...!   
Six times in the first chapter the word proclamation is used in connection 
with this Good News, and at the time Mark was writing a proclamation was 
something serious and important – an announcement that would have an 
impact on people’s lives and make a significant difference to them.  
 
In Mark’s Gospel this beginning does not involve a donkey or a crowded inn; 
no Bethlehem or flight to Egypt; no shepherds or wise-men...  It’s straight in 
with John the Baptist fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah – and preparing the way 
for Jesus the Messiah, who appears, as an adult, ready to be baptised by John,  

in the verse immediately following our reading! 
 
Last week Jill reminded us that ‘Mark’ is the Gospel we shall read from mostly in our new Church Year:  it’s the 
shortest of the four Gospels, and one third of it relates to Holy Week.  (If you get a chance it’s worth reading it 
all through in one go – you can do it in an hour or two.)  Most still think it was the first Gospel to be written 
(probably in about 60AD) and it was possibly dependent on St Peter for its first-hand accounts. 

 
The fanfare is for the “beginning” of the Good News – and it’s worth noting that the ending of Mark’s Gospel 
is famously abrupt...  Some women discover the empty tomb, they are dismayed, run away – “and they said 
nothing to anyone, for they were afraid...” (Mark 16:8)   It’s as if the gospel begins with a fanfare – but finishes 
in confusion.  Today we have the beginning – but it seems there isn’t an ending!  What that might signal to us 
is that the Gospel proclamation continues in the lives of Jesus’ followers – including you and me.  It’s really 
that continuing proclamation that we are concerned with today. 
 
At the beginning of the Gospel, and as a way of introducing John the Baptist, we’re taken back to the Old 
Testament, and particularly to the days of Isaiah.  Today’s first reading relates to people who had been 
through some very tough times:  their city, Jerusalem, had been destroyed and many of the people had been 
taken into exile.  There had been a lot of soul searching and an awareness that the people had paid a heavy 
price for their rejection of God and God’s ways. 
 
But now, wonderfully, the people hear God’s tender love and compassion:  “Comfort, O comfort my people, 
speak tenderly to Jerusalem”.  (Isaiah 40:1-2)  It’s clearly one of those life-changing messages that needs to be 
proclaimed – but the messenger is unsure what needs to be said:  “Cry out!” And I said,  “What shall I cry?”’  
(Isaiah 40:6)  Well, you need first of all to give a reminder that all people are vulnerable and frail – like the 
flower of the field.  But then, in contrast, God’s word will stand for ever.  And then tell people that their mighty 
God is with them: a God who will feed them like a shepherd, gather the lambs in his arms, carry them in his 
bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep.  Isn’t that Good News:  There can be no doubt of God’s deep and 
tender love for his people... 
 
It’s not necessary to elaborate on the similarities between the people of Isaiah’s day and the sufferings and 
struggles of many today.  People who literally suffer the same plight; who share that experience of being.  
displaced; refugees who wander from one country to another in search of peace and security.  
 

 

We know, too, that many experience other kinds of displacement 
and desperate anxiety;  vulnerable people who have fallen on hard 
times and feel that everything is against them – some of us will have 
members of our family or circle of friends who are struggling in that 
way.  Or those who are incapacitated by an inner sense of 
hopelessness and confusion.  Could we possibly imagine that these 
fellow human-beings will not be longing to hear such life-
transforming Good News. 

 



And so, back to Mark’s Gospel where we find the same clarity of proclamation:  the Good News that God is 
with his people – and has come to announce and inaugurate the new and transforming life of God’s Kingdom.  
 
As we reflect on the beginning of the Gospel this morning we are aware of our own frailty – and the 
vulnerability of all human life.  The Good News is that God understands this vulnerability – and brings comfort 
and hope.  The promise that the Messiah would come and bring in a new reign of justice and peace is a 
promise to us too. 
 
Actually, the promise is fulfilled in a way far beyond imagining:  as the Gospel of Mark will go on to reveal, the 
true wonder of the Good News is that God in Jesus identifies himself with human vulnerability – and makes it 
clear that he has come not to be served but to serve – and even to give up his life to show that God is fully 
identified with and therefore able to redeem and transform humanity. 
 
Now it is the continuation of this proclamation of Good News that is our responsibility.  We celebrate the 
beginning of the Gospel of Jesus – and we live out its continuation in our daily lives.  The passage we heard 
from what we call the ‘Second letter of Peter’ is really about just this...  The people are living, like us, in the 
days following the beginning of the Gospel and, like us, are waiting for its fulfilment.  Unlike most of us, 
however, they hadn’t ruled out the possibility that this great fulfilment was going to happen sometime soon,  
and they have to be exhorted to get on with living their lives whilst they waited. 
 
The question they are asked – and the question we are asked is:  “What sort of people ought you to be in 
leading lives of holiness and godliness”  as you wait “for new heavens and a new earth where righteousness is 
at home.” (2 Peter 3:11, 13) 
 
The challenging thing for us is to decide what sort of holy and godly life we need to be living where 
“righteousness is at home.”  “Righteousness” here is simply telling us that this new life will have all the 
characteristics of what God is like:  God’s love, God’s justice, God’s compassion, God’s holiness, God’s tender 
concern for the poor and the vulnerable and the displaced and the ill-treated. These things will characterise 
the life of the new  heaven and the new earth.  They’re the things we heard about in Isaiah’s prophecy, the God 
who will be like a faithful and gentle shepherd. 
 
Now I don’t know about you, but this is where I start to feel quite uncomfortable.  Uncomfortable because I 
look at a world where the dice is heavily loaded in favour of the rich and the powerful and where the interests 
of the privileged (of which I am certainly one) are protected.  A world where there are so many more people 
who are disadvantaged, deprived, marginalised, excluded – who are treated unfairly and unjustly and who do 
not enjoy what God intends for them.  A world where people get a raw deal in a society where God’s 
righteousness is not at home.  And I feel uncomfortable because I’m not really sure, given this denial of God’s 
righteousness, what sort of life of holiness and godliness, where righteousness IS at home, that I need to be 
living.  I can say all the right things; I can give money to charities; I can sign petitions and write letters of 
protest – but is that all God is asking of me?  Somehow I fear not... 
 
In this season of Advent we are invited to think about things that we might prefer not to think about.  About 
things we perhaps keep well hidden from our conscious selves.  As we try to make sure we are prepared for 
and open to the coming of God’s kingdom in our lives, the kingdom where “righteousness is at home”, we are 
challenged to take stock of our lives and to ask ourselves the uncomfortable questions about what sort of life 
we ought to be living.  It’s a time for honest and thoughtful reflection.  Perhaps you’ll agree with me that 
because we are fortunate to live in a lovely village in such a privileged part of the country,  it’s important that 
we don’t just batten down the hatches and protect our way of life.  We have a particular responsibility to think 
carefully about the sort of life we ought to be living that reflects the righteousness of God, and we can pray for 
God’s guidance as we think about what that might mean for us. 
 
Yes, let’s blow the trumpet – a fanfare for the beginning of the Good News of Jesus.  And let’s commit ourselves 
to continuing that proclamation in our day-to-day lives in a world that so desperately needs to experience the 
Good News of God’s righteousness. 
 
It is then that we too hear God’s message of comfort and hope. 


