ADVENT 2, B – December 6, 2020
SCRIPTURES – Psalm 80; Isaiah 40:1-11; 2 Peter 3:8-14; Mark 1:1-8

      Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned, that she has received from the Lord's hand double for all her sins. Isaiah 40:1-2
Trouble… big trouble… is brewing in my daughter Catie’s household. Emmett has started crawling. Catie sent a video of him the other day, up on his arms, legs moving, pushing and pulling himself across the floor. “Scootchie McGee” she calls him. “Look at him scootching along.” And when he caught sight of a toy that Claire was playing with, Scootchie McGee immediately began scootching toward it and reaching for it. “No, Emmett, no,” Claire said as she pulled her toy away. Trouble is brewing!

“Mine!!” Children learn this word very early in their lives, and they cry it out often. I expect I’ll soon be hearing it regularly. This word of possession… of ownership… of exclusivity and exclusion… is one that we all know well. We, too, cry it out.
· “Mine!” we say of our time when demands are placed upon it; and especially, perhaps, during these days of Advent, when we’re rushing to get cards out and gifts purchased and decorations up. “It’s unfair for people to make demands upon my time!”
· “Mine!” we say of our wallets when we have to pull them out to pay for gifts and decorations; and especially when we’re again asked for a donation to yet another worthy cause.
“Mine!” This word of possession… of ownership… of exclusivity and exclusion… is a harsh word for us. It is an angry word that separates brothers and sisters… husbands and wives… co-workers… friends and neighbors. For, it’s more than a word, isn’t it? It’s a desire… your desire and my desire… your desire vs. my desire. This separates us! The desire for “Mine!” creates a greater separation between us than the physical distancing this pandemic is creating. “Mine!” creates warfare between us. Worst of all, it puts us at odds with God… opposed to Him and at war with Him.
For He, too, cries out, “Mine!” But, how differently does He do so. “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.” (Is. 40:1) My people. God calls you, “Mine!” He speaks of possession… of ownership… but not of exclusivity and exclusion. When God says, “You are Mine!” it is with tenderness, not harshness… with a desire to give to you, not keep from you or take away. And, what does He give? “Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned, that she has received from the Lord's hand double for all her sins.” (Is. 40:1-2)

Well, this all sounds nice, doesn’t it? But, God spoke these words over 2,700 years ago… and to the people of Jerusalem, not to you or me. When has He said to you... to me… “You are Mine!” Where’s the evidence that you are His? That He is holding you and helping you? We see a pandemic. We see restaurants closed… Mom and Pop stores struggling… people angry and depressed. We struggle with sadness and loneliness. Where is God’s comfort, His giving hand?
He extended it in John the Baptist, whom He sent “proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” (Mark 1) Take note: it is clearly and plainly said that John’s baptism is “for the forgiveness of sins.” There can be no forgiveness without God, without Christ. Ultimately, our sins are forgiven by God and before God only because of Jesus; because God sent Him to take them upon Himself and pay for them by His death on a cross. If John proclaims and brings repentance and forgiveness in his baptism – and Mark says he does – then it’s because Jesus is the focus and center of John’s baptism… is in John’s baptism. And He is!
And yet, your baptism is even greater. John says, "After me comes he who is mightier than I, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit." John prepared the way for Jesus. And after He died for our sins and rose in triumph over them, Jesus sent His apostles out with a baptism “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” (Matt. 28:19) This is the baptism you received. “You are Mine!” God said as His name was put upon you in that act. He pardoned your iniquity and ended your warfare. And, blessing upon blessing, His Holy Spirit came upon you to fill you.
What a comfort it is to know that you belong to God… that He fills you and holds you close to Him! Your baptism is the assurance that this is so. Take comfort in this by rejoicing in your baptism; by saying to yourself, especially when you are sad, or troubled by guilt or difficulties, “I am baptized! I am God’s, and He is mine!” This is something we do not think and say nearly enough – if we think and say it at all.
For instance: God put baptism front and center in John’s ministry. Do you see this? Who do see when you picture John baptizing? Some sinful man or woman, I bet, for Mark says that people “were going out to him and were being baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.” The person confesses, and John lowers him/her into the water of the Jordan River. You’ve seen this pictured in a children’s Bible, perhaps, or in a movie about Jesus. But: is that the complete picture? Mark says that “all the country of Judea and all Jerusalem were going out to him.” Do you think that mothers and fathers were leaving their children behind when they went? Were no children brought to John? Would John have refused to baptize a child? “But,” you say, “Mark says that the people were confessing their sins. A child cannot do so.” Can’t he? And, can you not speak for your child? You pay for your child if he breaks something in a store. But, is a 3-year-old truly confessing his sin and repenting when he cries and says, “I’m sorry”? Pray that God not forgive you only if you are sincere enough and complete enough in your repentance! Don’t think that John put his confidence in people’s confessions. He knew what God says in Is. 40: “All flesh is grass, and all its beauty is like the flower of the field.” This means that not only our sinful acts, but all of our beauty – the best of what we are and do – withers and fades and is insufficient before God. John pictured this before the people by being in the wilderness, where there were no proud works of man, and wearing camel’s hair and eating bugs. What mattered was God’s work, not ours. His baptism, more than our repentance! So: picture John baptizing children! Even very young ones.
You see, the more you make repentance and baptism your work and not God’s, the more you lessen it and make it uncertain. Only the word of our God will stand forever, Isaiah says. And Jesus is that Word!

Magnify Christ in your life by turning to His Word to learn it and be comforted by it. Turn away from your own desires when they are contrary to what God says, and ask God to fill you and direct your life by His Word. This is repentance. Then, rejoice that, in spite of your sins and no matter what they are God took you as His own when you were baptized and said, “You are mine!” – even when, as is true for most of us, you were an infant, unable to speak for yourself and not even knowing what was going on. Still, God took you as His, and He will never disown you or fail to lead you!
Nor will Claire and Emmett be disowned, no matter how often they yell, “Mine!” Catie and Brad are wonderful parents, and so I’m not worried about the trouble that is brewing in their house. They will do a good job in the coming years in helping Emmett and Claire learn how blessed they are to be brother and sister; and, above all, how blessed they are in Jesus, their Savior!
As are you. Baptized into His Son, you are God’s dearly loved child! To Him be praise forever!! Amen.
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