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Grace, Mercy, and Peace be unto you from God our Father, and from our Lord, Jesus Christ. Amen.

I love James Bond movies; all of them: from Dr. No to Casino Royale and although I haven’t seen the newest one: Quantum of Solace, I know I’m going to love it. Many actors have played the role of the world’s most famous spy, and all of them will tell you that being James Bond is all about image – not just anyone can put on a tuxedo and drive an Aston Martin and claim to be him (though I bet many have tried!) Being Bond is all about having the right look, the right style, and the actor cast must fit the part or the movie will be rejected by its fans. Now, maybe you’re not into Bond movies, but you still know what I’m talking about… Think of a movie you’ve seen, maybe you read the book first, and when that lead character first graces the screen you’re disappointed, he or she’s not even close to what you had imagined. Because they didn’t have the right look, you’re distracted for the rest of the movie and the whole thing is ruined. 

Now Imagine, if you will, that it’s 2000 years ago. There’s new a movie playing down at the Judean Multiplex. The audience is made up of mostly Jews, and it’s a movie about God’s plan for the salvation of the world. In our reading this evening from Mark, we are treated to only a preview of this movie, a sneak peak, where we get to see only the opening scene. The first character is John the Baptist. John is a preacher and a teacher… but more than that he’s a prophet. But if he’s a prophet, he’d better act and look the part or people won’t accept him, right? Well, in this movie the audience is not disappointed. John walks and talks the part. He’s preaching that the people need to repent, that they need to turn from their wicked ways and the people listen. He’s “baptizing in the wilderness and proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”
 In the next scene we are shown that everyone around Judea is coming to John, confessing their sins, and being baptized and forgiven. We see this Baptizer dressed in garments made of camel’s hair with a leather belt to hold it all together. So not only does John fit the role of prophet by what he’s saying, but his costuming is perfect! This is prophet-attire, just what one would expect. All(?) prophets from ancient times worse hairy clothes… Like a Tuxedo is to James Bond, was the hairy cloak to the prophet. When John comes on the scene we see that he’s there to fulfill prophecy, he’s the one sent to prepare the way for the Lord… There’s no doubt then: John is a prophet… and our preview continues.

Since John the Baptist is a prophet then he must have a message. He does and we find that his calling Israel to repentance is only part of it. The next scenes show John standing on the shore of the Jordan River, the heat of the day is setting in and a slight breeze brings in a mist which covers John’s disciples and curious onlookers. Meanwhile, John is fervently preaching to all who will listen, "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." Like the prophets of old, John the Baptist doesn’t point to himself but rather to another. So far, the audience has been thinking that John is the leading man, the protagonist, the main character in the story. Just ask any of John’s disciples and they’ll tell you how mighty and great this man John is; to preach with authority as one of God’s prophets and by the power of God’s Word draw sinners to the waters of baptism for forgiveness… but John himself says as mighty as people may see him, one is coming who is mightier. Oh yeah… now they remember. The Jews were expecting the return of the prophet Elijah to announce the coming of the Messiah and in John that expectation is fulfilled.  In the story about God’s plan for their salvation there is one greater, one more anticipated – the long awaited Christ; the Redeemer and Savior of Israel. 
With John’s proclamation that there was one on his way mightier than him, our sneak preview courtesy of St. Mark ends… it certainly leaves us wanting for more… if those of John’s day were watching they would be wondering, who is he talking about? But you and I know who he’s talking about. They were expecting a Messiah to march into their lives gallantly like an action-movie hero, recruiting a resistance for the cause, and leading them to victory by the sword against their Roman oppressors. They were expecting their Messiah to look and act a certain way and when Jesus came he did not fit the part they had imagined, he didn’t have the right image, and because of it they rejected him. They didn’t expect Jesus from backwater Nazareth to be the Messiah; he just didn’t fit the role, but there was more… The unexpected twist in this movie is that Messiah and God are one and the same. God did something they never imagined he would: he became one of them. 

The Baptizer describes Jesus the Christ as mighty, one whose sandals he was unworthy to even untie. In case you’re wondering John is talking about the duties of a slave… the lowliest duty of taking off the sandals of his master. John recognizes that he is unworthy even to be a slave to Jesus… He certainly was unworthy because Jesus was a great man, who lived a perfect life without sin. But there was a bigger reason, for John knew that these were the sandals of God. [Pause] Now 2000 years ago, a statement like that would have gotten me stoned. To the weak and sinful human mind the role of God is all about image… you know God by how you expect him to act: what you want him to say and do. I just told you that God wore sandals and not one person in the congregation even flinched as I said it.  Perhaps it is partly because two millennia of hindsight has removed the scandal of it all: that vulgar idea that God would become man. But throughout history man has constantly tried to separate Jesus the man from Jesus who is God based on the idea that it is beneath the dignity of God to come to us in human form. 
Now, in our church we rightly confess Jesus to be both true God and true man. After all, this is clear doctrine; it’s called the Personal Union of Christ. That, in the God-Man Jesus, we see two natures: the divine nature and the human nature. Our confessions refer to this Personal Union as the greatest mystery, second only to the Trinity itself (FOC, VIII.18). It does not matter if we cannot understand how it works, but it certainly matters that we believe that Jesus Christ is both God and Man – for this makes his sacrifice unique, as we will find out. In the preview we get from Mark tonight, John recognizes Jesus as both man who wears sandals and God whose sandals he is unworthy to even touch. You and I can say all day long that we believe Jesus to be both true God and true man… but the ways we approach him will eventually betray us. How we treat Jesus will reveal what is in our hearts. 
On the one hand we sin when we choose to recognize only the divine in Jesus; when we ignore his human nature. If we see Jesus as only a new law-giver, a new Moses, God come down to enforce His holy statues; then we will only know Jesus as the righteous judge who hangs on the cross pointing to us and saying – “look what you have done to me!” What a terrifying picture of our Lord, this is no G-rated film, it’s a horror movie. Those who see Jesus in this way will also undoubtedly see him as a God who is distant and impersonal. We’re guilty of this when we treat and talk about Jesus as though he knows nothing of our temptations forgetting that according to his human nature, he faced every temptation and prevailed. Thinking this way misses the Gospel in Christ’s life, that Jesus fulfilled the Law perfectly because we can’t; that he is our Savior – our High Priest – who is able to sympathize with our weaknesses. 

But then, there is that equally sinful error on the other side of the spectrum. When we look at Jesus and choose to recognize only the human being; when we turn his wondrous and merciful life into a dry documentary about some really good guy who lived in a certain time and particular place. The whole idea of Jesus being human becomes comfortable and convenient. He becomes our buddy, at most a role model on how to live a good life – but pretty lenient too. When we can’t make it to church to hear God’s Word or partake of the sacrament, it’ll be OK… Jesus and I have everything worked out. When we refuse to give up our favorite sin, we know it’s wrong, but we comfort ourselves with the notion that Jesus is our friend -- he’ll understand. You can see how we get a little too comfortable with the Jesus who wears sandals, forgetting that those are also the sandals of God.

Probably the most common error lies somewhere in the middle. When we pick and choose who Jesus will be for us based on the situation. Our Lord and Savior – the God who became man to bring salvation into the world – becomes nothing more than a personal super-hero we keep conveniently tucked away in our Bible or at church, always waiting for our signal that we need him. In times of distress we cry out for Jesus to swoop in and save the day – but even in those times we treat him less like God and more like a hero on the silver screen. We admire Jesus when he can help us out of jam, but in between times of danger, we’re fairly satisfied to keep him in our pocket until his services are needed again.

We have a hard time believing that Jesus is both 100% God and 100% man and treating him as such. The reason for this is more than just the mystery of it all. Just like the people to whom John was preaching, it’s also because we have created an image for Jesus that we expect him to fit into and when he doesn’t, we’re disappointed – God isn’t supposed to be born, be tempted, suffer and die on a cross. A human is not supposed to be able to send out the Holy Spirit, forgive sins, or perform miracles -- to our human sensibilities these things ruin the whole story. 

But the Good News is that we don’t get to pick our Savior…. If God’s plan for our salvation really was a movie, he’d be the writer, director, and producer. God cast John the Baptist to play the role of Elijah, preparing the people for the Advent of Jesus. So we must also recognize that in God’s infinite wisdom he knew exactly who needed to be sent to star as the Savior of the world. 
According to God’s justice and righteousness he required the shedding of blood to satisfy our debt of sin against him – human blood. But according to God’s mercy and grace he also recognized that no human life ever conceived was sufficient to be presented for this atoning sacrifice. Therefore he sent his one and only Son: God Incarnate, the Word made Flesh… however you phrase it, God sent himself to be born of a woman – Jesus; both true God and true man. Jesus was the only one who could play the role of Messiah, of Christ, of Savior. Because of the mysterious Personal Union of the Incarnation: when we look at Jesus hanging on the cross we see a human suffering, human blood being shed but we also see the very son of God himself, the divine suffering and it ends in a sacrifice of the Almighty to save you from your sins and give you forgiveness and the gift of eternal life. This is so much more than a movie, it’s the greatest story that’s ever been told… and it’s not even over… there’s a sequel, so to speak. On the third day, Jesus rose from the dead and proclaimed to the world that he had conquered sin and death once and for all. It is in this resurrection we get yet another sneak peek, another preview. This time, of the future that awaits us. This Advent season, we celebrate the Christ’s first coming at Christmas, we join in with John the Baptist who proclaimed Jesus to be the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, and we look forward to when Christ Jesus our Lord comes again, to take us home. 

The Peace of God which surpasses all understanding will keep our hearts and our minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
