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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for December 10, 2017 

Second Sunday in Advent 
 

 
THE READINGS 

First Reading: Isaiah 40:1-11 
Comfort, O comfort my people,  

says your God.  
2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,  

and cry to her  
that she has served her term,  

that her penalty is paid,  
that she has received from the LORD's hand  

double for all her sins.  
 

 

       Landscape in northern Israel

3 A voice cries out: 
“In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD,  
make straight in the desert a highway for our God.  

4 Every valley shall be lifted up,  
and every mountain and hill be made low;  

the uneven ground shall become level,  
and the rough places a plain.  

 
5 Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed,  

and all people shall see it together,  
for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.”  

 

6 A voice says, “Cry out!”  
And I said, “What shall I cry?”  

All people are grass,  
their constancy is like the flower of the field.  

7 The grass withers, the flower fades,  
when the breath of the LORD blows upon it;  
surely the people are grass.  

8 The grass withers, the flower fades;  
but the word of our God will stand forever.  

9 Get you up to a high mountain,  
O Zion, herald of good tidings;  

lift up your voice with strength,  
O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings,  
lift it up, do not fear;  
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say to the cities of Judah,  
“Here is your God!”  

10 See, the Lord GOD comes with might,  
and his arm rules for him;  

his reward is with him,  
and his recompense before him.  

11 He will feed his flock like a shepherd;  
he will gather the lambs in his arms,  

and carry them in his bosom,  
and gently lead the mother sheep. 

Worth Noting: Isaiah 40 opens the second section of the book of Isaiah. Second Isaiah apparently 
was written to the exiles in Babylonia (c. 560 B.C.E.) offering God’s promise of liberation and 
return to the Promised Land. Is liberation one of the actions you expect from God? Have you 
experienced liberation through God?  

 
Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13 
1 LORD, you were favorable to your land;  

you restored the fortunes of Jacob. 
 2 You forgave the iniquity of your people;  

you pardoned all their sin.  
 

8 Let me hear what God the LORD will speak,  
for he will speak peace to his people,  
to his faithful, to those who turn to him in their hearts.  

9 Surely his salvation is at hand for those who fear him,  
that his glory may dwell in our land.  
 

10 Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet;  
righteousness and peace will kiss each other.  

11 Faithfulness will spring up from the ground,  
and righteousness will look down from the sky.  

12 The LORD will give what is good,  
and our land will yield its increase.  

13 Righteousness will go before him,  
and will make a path for his steps. 

 
Second Reading: 2 Peter 3:8-15a 
8 But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is like a thousand 
years, and a thousand years are like one day. 9 The Lord is not slow about his promise, as 
some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to 
repentance. 10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass 
away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and 
everything that is done on it will be disclosed.  

11 Since all these things are to be dissolved in this way, what sort of persons ought 
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you to be in leading lives of holiness and godliness, 12 waiting for and hastening the coming 
of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be set ablaze and dissolved, and the 
elements will melt with fire? 13 But, in accordance with his promise, we wait for new heavens 
and a new earth, where righteousness is at home.  

14 Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting for these things, strive to be found by 
him at peace, without spot or blemish; 15 and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation.  

Worth Noting: 2 Peter focuses on “false teachers” who deny the Second Coming. Here, verse 8 
alludes to Psalm 90:4 to argue that though several generations have passed since the death of Jesus, 
the time is as nothing in God’s eyes. Hence, be patient. Jesus is still coming. In this instant 
gratification society, how do you bolster your patience?  

 
Gospel: Mark 1:1-8 
1 The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 2 As it is written in the 
prophet Isaiah,  

“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,  
who will prepare your way;  

3 the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:  
‘Prepare the way of the Lord,  
make his paths straight,’”  

4 John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins. 5 And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of 
Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing 
their sins. 6 Now John was clothed with camel's hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and 
he ate locusts and wild honey. 7 He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is 
coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. 8 I have 
baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 

Worth Noting: On death, the Roman Senate declared the emperor divine. On the basis of that, the 
former emperor’s son, now the new emperor, assumed (and stamped on coins) the title “son of God.” 
Applying it to Jesus of Nazareth could be treasonous. Is calling Jesus the Son of God treasonous in 
your country? Why not? 

 

CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 
Introduction to the Gospel of Mark 

 As is true of all of the canonical Gospels, the author of the Gospel of Mark worked anonymously. 
The traditional ascription of authorship to Mark came in the second century, when Mark was said to have 
recorded the Apostle Peter’s sayings to the people of Rome. While this tradition still has significant scholarly 
support, many contemporary scholars reject it, placing the Gospel’s first audience in southern Syria. Whether 
in Rome or Syria, careful readers describe the first audience as a group that had suffered persecution and still 
felt endangered. The dating of the Gospel’s production is generally set around 70 C.E., the year of the 
destruction of the Jerusalem Temple, in the midst of a period of major upheaval both in Rome and in 
Palestine. 
 Throughout the Gospel, Mark portrays Jesus as aligned with the Old Testament prophets, a portrait 
first emphasized in the quotations in Mark 1:2-3 from Malachi and Isaiah. In that line, Jesus often finds 
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himself at odds with the priestly and political establishments. Just as Jesus was persecuted by the authorities of 
his time, so Mark’s community found themselves persecuted by the establishment of theirs. In response, we 
find that Mark used literary misdirection extensively to throw the uninitiated “off the scent.” To illustrate 
this, consider three questions that puzzle readers and preachers. First of all, if Mark really was devoted to 
Peter why does he portray Peter (as well as the other Apostles) as so inept when most people honor the 
founders of their religions? In contrast to Mark’s portrayal, by the time the Gospel was written, the work of 
the Apostles was bearing much fruit, with communities founded and growing throughout the Mediterranean 
basin. Their work had been successful. Why would Mark portray them as inept? We suggest that this 
portrayal of the Apostles was meant to deflect interest from the community. How could they be dangerous 
when their founders were so incompetent? 
 Readers wrestle with the question of why Jesus orders those he heals to tell no one of the means of 
their cure? Why, in scholarly parlance, does Jesus keep the Messianic Secret – that he is the Messiah – from 
the crowds that accompany him (for example, Mark 7:36; 8:30)? We first recall that “Messiah” or anointed 
one, was the title of the king of Israel. We believe that Mark explicitly records Jesus rejecting this title and 
rejecting all political aspirations to ease the fears of his non-Christian contemporaries. 
 Finally, Mark records Jesus himself using misdirection in his ministry. Jesus often speaks in parables 
in public to the crowds but plainly indoors to the disciples (parade example at Mark 4:10-12). Jesus models 
for the community the very style that Mark deploys.  
 As a consequence, readers of the Gospel of Mark must be prepared to “dig deeper,” to look beyond 
the surface of the story to find its deeper meaning. Rather than being the simple story of an impoverished 
wandering teacher in a backwater province, surrounded by illiterate, ham-fisted fishermen, Mark portrays the 
inbreaking of God into the midst of a hostile and unfeeling world.  

 
Entering into the Scriptures 

 The titles we confer on individuals has to do with their function in society or in an 
organization. “Bishop” denotes a person with ecclesial authority in a specific geographic 
area; “Speaker of the House” a politician leading the House of Representatives. So it was in 
Jesus’ day: The titles that were applied to Jesus were meant to denote his authority.  
 The first title occurs in the first verse, Son of God. While we of the 21st century may 
think that this would be the most common title applied to Jesus – based on the 20 centuries 
of thought on Jesus’ identity – it is not used extensively.  As we suggest above in “Worth 
Noting,” Son of God would have an imperial or royal connotation, as the title for the 
Roman emperor. In a Jewish context, the term could have been applied to the king of Israel 
and/or the whole of the Jewish nation. (See for example 2 Samuel 7:5-17 or Psalm 89:19-27, 
in both God is David’s, the king’s, father.) With these political overtones, it is not surprising 
that the title (along with Messiah or Christ or Anointed One, referring to the anointing of 
the kings of Israel) is used sparingly in the Gospel. The Spirit confers divine sonship on 
Jesus twice during his lifetime, first at his Baptism (Mark 1:9-11) and again at the 
Transfiguration (9:7). Near his end, Jesus acknowledged his status before the Jewish 
authorities (14:61-62). During his ministry, however, Jesus attempts to silence the demons 
who grant him the title of Son of God (3:11; 5:7). The only human to acknowledge Jesus’ 
sonship is a Roman centurion at the foot of the Cross (15:39). A Roman authority, in other 
words, gives voice to the belief of Mark’s community in Jesus’ identity. 
 During his ministry, Jesus chose to speak of himself as the Son of Man in thirteen 
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incidents. This title Biblical, Hebrew, ben adam, and occurs most often in the oracles of the 
prophet Ezekiel where it refers quite literally to a son of Adam, a human being. The most 
dramatic occurrence, however, comes in Daniel 7:13 with the appearance of one “like a son 
of man” (Revised Standard Version and most English translations; New Revised Standard 
Version has “human being”) coming to judge the world. It is to this that Jesus refers before 
the Jewish authorities who ask “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One,” and 
Jesus replies “I am; and ‘you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power,’ 
and ‘coming with the clouds of heaven’” (Mark 14:61-62). 
 Mark’s audience would be expected to put great hope on the coming of the Son of 
Man, who will restore justice to the world and lead them from oppression. Their question: 
When? 

 
Not Yet 

 Advent, we have said, provides a period of deliberate preparation and waiting. We 
prepare first to celebrate the Incarnation, the irruption of divinity into creation. We join with 
the Hebrew prophets looking forward to the coming of one to put things right. 
 We also use the time to take stock, to gird ourselves for the continuing wait for the 
coming of the Son of Man. We know that we are in the in-between time, between God’s 
coming in Jesus and the final coming of the Son of Man. We learn from the Gospels that 
Jesus saw himself as that figure who will restore right relationships throughout creation and 
we learn from the Gospels what kind of a judge Jesus will be.  
 This is an uncomfortable, unsatisfying position for Christians, and based on the 
selection from 1 Peter it has been uncomfortable almost since the beginning. Now having 
waited for 2000 years, many Christians simply dismiss the notion of a Second Coming, or at 
least deny its relevance in their spirituality. Even so, Christians hold fast to the values of the 
Son of Man. In that sense, Christians voluntarily subject themselves to the judgment of the 
Son of Man even before his appearance.  

 
Prompting Conversations 

The exiled Jews explained their captivity as punishment for previous sins. How does 
your community explain the presence of evil in the world?  
 
Christians have developed many titles for Jesus – Babe of Bethlehem, Lord, and 
Savior, for instance, in addition to Mark’s Son of God, Messiah, and Son of Man. 
What titles are most meaningful for you? What do they say about what Jesus does? 
 
Many Christians pray in their liturgies “We remember his death; we proclaim his 
resurrection; we await his coming in glory.” How do you wait for the Second 
Coming? How does it impact your spiritual life?  

 
Dennis Haugh has enjoyed working with adult seekers for over 20 years. He aims 
to engage academic and general audiences for the New Testament. To hone his 
skills and burnish his credentials, he earned his PhD in Biblical Studies in the 
University of Denver/Iliff School of Theology joint program.  He appreciates any  
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correspondence. Email comments to dennishaugh2011@gmail.com. 
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