A Man Like No Other #1

“Breaking the Silence”

Matthew 3:1-17; Mark 1:1-11; Luke 3:15-23 

I am certain that whoever penned the phrase “Silence is golden” must have been the parent of young children! Even with just one child, moments of “blessed quietness” are both rare and cherished!


There are times, however, when silence is not appreciated. When your spouse is giving you the silent treatment. When your request to your employer for a raise results in an awkward silence. Or when you have young children and you know they’re not asleep!


The Bible speaks of a different kind of silence. It was predicted in Amos 8:11-12,

“The days are coming,” declares the Sovereign Lord, “when I will send a famine through the land—not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the words of the Lord. Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the Lord, but they will not find it.


This prophecy was fulfilled in the four centuries between Malachi and Matthew, from the end of the Old Testament to the beginning of the New. Dave O’Brien writes, 

The time between the Testaments was one of ferment and change—a time of the realignment of traditional power blocs and the passing of a Near Eastern cultural tradition that had been dominant for almost 3,000 years. In Biblical history, the approximately 400 years that separate the time of Nehemiah from the birth of Christ are known as the intertestamental period (c. 432-5 B.C.). Sometimes called the “silent” years, they were anything but silent. The events, literature and social forces of these years would shape the world of the NT.


I understand what he means my saying these “silent years” were anything but silent. Much occurred in these years that would have a tremendous impact on the time of Christ. But they were “silent” in the sense that God did not speak through His prophets and did not add to His Word. The Jewish people awaited the fulfillment of God’s promise of a Messiah—the Anointed One who would save them from their enemies.


That promise was also fulfilled, but not the way the first-century Jews expected. Anticipating a heavenly prince, they instead received a humble peasant, born in a barn to homeless parents, a hunted refugee in a foreign land, then raised in an obscure, notorious town. As this Child grew to adulthood, the Romans increased their presence in Judea, the corrupt high priest and his cronies ran the Temple for their own material and political gain, and God seemed to be maintaining His silence. Surely even the most devout Jews were asking themselves, “Will God ever speak to us again?”


Then it happened. A new day dawned. The “silent years” were coming to a close. God was about to break the silence.
 The Baby of Bethlehem who became the Child of Nazareth was now a man—a Man like no other.


As we launch into our study of Jesus as an adult, we need to understand how the biblical accounts of His ministry fit together. While we do not have a complete biography of Jesus, God has provided us with four testimonies—usually called “gospels” from a term meaning “good news”—written by contemporaries of Jesus. These books are found at the beginning of the New Testament: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Two of these—Matthew and John—were penned by members of Jesus’ hand-picked twelve disciples (another word might be “student” or “apprentice”); another (Mark) by an eyewitness to some events but whose information largely came from the leader of the Twelve (Peter); and the fourth (Luke) put together by a historian who relied on first-hand witnesses and extensive research.


The first three Gospels give a somewhat parallel account of the life of Jesus and therefore are called “Synoptic Gospels.” (The word synoptic means “to see together.”) John’s gospel, written much later, contains material that supplements the accounts by the synoptic writers. Warren Wiersbe concludes, “Each gospel is unique, and all four are needed to provide a well-rounded view of the life, teachings, and works of Jesus Christ.”
 


Since this is true, we will be moving a lot between these four books in our study of the life and ministry of Jesus Christ. I will try to have one base text for each sermon, but we will hear from the others to complete the full picture. For this morning’s message I have chosen Mark 1:1-11 as our main text, but we will also look at Matthew 3, Luke 3, and John 1.


Of the four gospels, Mark is often the most overlooked. Because 95% of his content is also found in Matthew and Luke—usually in greater detail—few sermons or studies come from the second gospel. Yet Ralph Martin writes, 

The Gospel of Mark is one of the great books of all time. As far as we can tell, it is the first Christian book about Jesus Christ to be written and circulated. With Mark’s ef​fort, as the Spirit directed him, Christianity went into the publishing business. True, Paul’s letters were earlier, but these were occasional documents, mainly addressed to some local congregations. This Gospel was written for Christians in Rome, but it is obviously intended for a more extensive class of readers, namely Christians in the Roman Empire across the Mediterranean world.


Who was Mark? His full name was John Mark (Acts 12:12, 25) and he grew up in Jerusalem during the lifetime of Jesus. Several scholars believe that Mark was the young man described in Mark 14:51-52, when Jesus was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane. Since Peter called Mark “my son” (1 Peter 5:13), it is probable that it was Peter who led Mark to faith in Jesus Christ.
 His mother Mary’s house became a meeting place for the early Christians in Jerusalem, so he was familiar with the apostles. 

Mark traveled with his uncle Barnabas and Paul on their first missionary journey, but he abandoned them and returned home. This did not go over well with Paul, so much so that when Barnabas suggested they give the youngster a second chance, Paul refused, and the two missionaries parted company, with Mark returning to Cyprus with Barnabas. It would appear from Paul’s words in Colossians 4:10 and 2 Timothy 4:11 that he and John Mark were later reconciled. Church history depicts Mark as “Peter’s interpreter,” so that the Gospel of Mark reflects the personal experiences and witness of Simon Peter.
 (Some even call the book “The Gospel of Peter.”)

The Preparation for the Messiah


Unlike Matthew and Luke, Mark does not provide information on Jesus’ birth and early life. Instead he opens with the words, “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.﻿” Mark’s style of writing is direct and to the point, and he zeroes in on the beginning of Christ’s ministry. Yet the first voice “breaking the silence” is not that of Jesus, but of John the Baptist (or “Baptizer,” lest we think of him as a Southern Baptist!). All four gospels record John’s role in the preparation for the Messiah 


John’s ministry was prophesied in the Old Testament, as the Synoptic Gospels note. All three quote from Isaiah 40:3, “A voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him” (though Luke quotes more of the text). Yet Mark’s quotation—though he cites Isaiah as his source—begins not with Isaiah’s words but with Malachi’s, the last Old Testament prophet: “I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way” (Malachi 3:1, see also Exodus 23:20). Why would Mark attribute this to Isaiah? Perhaps because Isaiah was the first and considered the greatest of the written prophets appearing in the Hebrew Scriptures.


John’s role is described by the words “messenger” and “voice.” In ancient times, before a king visited any part of his realm, a messenger was sent before him to prepare the way. This included both repairing the roads and preparing the people.
 John was to serve a similar purpose in preparation for the Messiah.


Mark describes John in verse six: “John wore clothing made of camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey.” The picture we get is of a man who lived simply. His clothing was far from splendid or elaborate, and his food such as could be obtained in the wild.
 This is also reminiscent of the description of the prophet Elijah in both dress and diet. Perhaps this is why Mark included the words of Malachi 3:1 in his introduction, since later Malachi would write in Malachi 4:5-6, “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.” For Jews well versed in the Old Testament, the next person to come after Elijah’s return would be God!
 (Mark records in Mark 9:9-13 that Jesus recognized John the Baptist as the fulfillment of this prophecy.) 

John’s preaching caused great excitement. Mark says, “The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went out to him.” The Greek verb “went out” (exeporeueto) is in the imperfect tense and suggests that they “kept going out” to him. And this was no easy trek! Jerusalem is at least twenty miles from the Jordan River and about four thousand feet above it. It was hard going down the rugged Judean hills to the Jordan and even harder coming back up. What could have attracted that kind of interest? John preached the coming of the Messiah. This raised popular excitement to a fever pitch.
 

John was not about popularity and fame, though. Matthew and Luke both record his words to the religious leaders who had come to see him: 

“You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire” (Matthew 3:7-10; Luke 3:7-9). 
Not exactly out of Dale Carnegie’s How To Win Friends and Influence People, is it? He could see right through their pious veneer and, as Jesus would do in the years to come, called them out. But to those who were truly seeking, John called them to public confession of sin, repentance (meaning to change direction), and baptism to signify God’s cleansing of their sins. This also caused a stir. To tell Jewish people that they had to be baptized or repent the same way Gentiles did would have been offensive, because it challenged the prevalent Jewish belief about salvation. Most Jewish people thought that if they were born into a Jewish family and did not reject God’s law, they would be saved; John told them instead that they had to come to God the same way that non-Jews did. The point of John’s baptism is that everyone has to come to God on the same terms.

Finally, John was careful to magnify Jesus and not himself.
 Many wondered if he was not the Messiah, but John quickly renounced any such thought. Mark 1:7 records his words: “After me will come one more powerful than I, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 
Before moving on, one historic note should be made here. Luke also recounts the ministry of John the Baptist, but before doing so he goes to great lengths to provide what Paul Maier calls “the most precisely given ‘anchor date’ in the New Testament.”
 Luke 3:1 mentions the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar and names other contemporary rulers of that time. Without going into tremendous detail, this should be understood as ad 29.

The Presentation of the Messiah 


Next we see the presentation of the Messiah. Just as kings were anointed with oil or presidents are sworn into office, Jesus is about to be introduced as the Promised One publicly.


Mark 1:9 informs us that “at that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.” Now if you read these words and wonder why Jesus came to be baptized by John, you’re not the first! John himself was surprised by this request, saying to Jesus (according to Matthew 3:14), “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” Jesus replied, “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.” What does that mean? Since John practiced a baptism of repentance, and since Jesus had no sin from which to repent, why was He baptized?


Some claim that Jesus was baptized in obedience to the Law, but George Beasley-Murray points out in his extensive work, Baptism in the New Testament, that baptism was not prescribed by the Law. Rather, he concludes, Jesus submitted to baptism in order to identify with the sinners for whom He would die on the cross.
 Michael Green adds,
If Jesus was really going to act proxy for sinful men and women on the cross, he must identify fully with them. And here he is doing just that. It is a dummy run for Calvary. Here is Jesus, who has done no sin, identifying himself with sinful men and women in the waters of baptism, as a picture of what he had come to do, and what would be worked out in blood and tears on that terrible cross a few years later. It is clear that Jesus saw his baptism in this way. In Luke 12:49ff he spoke of the fire (predicted by John and fulfilled after Pentecost) which he came to kindle on the earth, and how he wished it was already burning. And he reflected, ‘I have a baptism to undergo, and how distressed I am until it is completed!’ (v. 50). His cross was to be his baptism! It was there that he carried in awesome reality the sins of the world which he symbolically identified with when he was baptised by John in the river Jordan. That is the most striking thing about Jesus’ baptism. He identified himself with sinners in order, in due time, to bring about the forgiveness of sins to which John’s baptism pointed.


Furthermore, many Bible scholars agree that New Testament baptism was by immersion, which is a picture of death, burial, and resurrection. Thus Jesus’ baptism by John was a picture of His work of redemption. It was through His baptism of suffering on the cross that God “fulfilled all righteousness.”
 

The Proclamation about the Messiah


As mentioned at the beginning of this message, at this time the silence of God spanning some four hundred years was being broken. I’d like to close this morning by considering the proclamation about the Messiah from two voices: John the Baptist and God the Father.


Earlier we saw John’s words about how the Messiah was greater than himself, baptizing not in water but in the Holy Spirit. I’d like to add to that a statement recorded in the opening chapter of the Gospel of John, beginning in verse 29,

“Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! This is the one I meant when I said, ‘A man who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.’ I myself did not know him, but the reason I came baptizing with water was that he might be revealed to Israel.” 

Then John gave this testimony: “I saw the Spirit come down from heaven as a dove and remain on him. I would not have known him, except that the one who sent me to baptize with water told me, ‘The man on whom you see the Spirit come down and remain is he who will baptize with the Holy Spirit.’ I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God.” 


John the Baptist proclaimed two things about the Messiah, neither of which went along with the popular expectations of that time for the Promised One. First, the Messiah would take away the sin of the world—He was the Savior of men. Second, the Messiah was nothing less than the Son of God. 

This corresponds with what the Father said at the time of Jesus’ baptism as well. Mark records in verses 10-11, 

As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”


Here we see the Trinity present as the Father acknowl​edged the Son and the Spirit descended on Him. This was the commissioning of Jesus, somewhat parallel to the call of the prophets, authorizing and equipping him for His mission.


Yet there was more…


The voice of the Father proclaimed, “You are My Son.” While it is true that Jesus was the Suffering Servant predicted in Isaiah 53, the Lamb of God whose once-for-all sacrifice would take away the sin of the world, He was—and is, and always will be—the Son of God, the second Person of the Godhead, the Creator and Sustainer of all things, who took on Himself the form of man in order to save mankind. This is why we study His life. This is why we call ourselves Christians. 


Let’s make this personal and practical. The proclamation about the Messiah in this event is two-fold. Jesus of Nazareth is the Son of God and the Savior of men. These are facts that are true whether we accept them or not. But before we turn this page in the life of Christ, ask yourself this question: Is Jesus my Savior? Is He my Lord? You see, while these statements are facts on their own, they only become personal and practical as you accept them by faith.


Mark opened his gospel with the words, “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.﻿” This can be the beginning of a new life if you make that same declaration yourself, embracing Jesus Christ as the Son of God and your own Savior and Lord.
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