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GETTING THINGS STRAIGHT 
Make Ready (Part 1) 

Text: Mark 1:1-8 
 

The Familiar Line 

 
A woman was out shopping one December weekend and found herself waiting in the 
checkout line at the supermarket.  Arms laden with a mop, a broom, and other cleaning 
supplies, she became increasingly vexed that the customers ahead of her were taking 
so much time.  She began sighing audibly and shaking her head.  When the cashier 
called for a price check on one of the items being purchased, the shopper could take it 
no longer.  “Well at this rate,” she spluttered, “I’ll be be lucky to get out of here and 
home before Christmas.”  “Oh, don’t worry, ma’am,” the clerk replied cheerily.  “With 
that wind kicking up out there and that brand new broom you have there, you’ll be home 
in no time.” 
 
It can be a bit much, this Christmas season, can’t it?  There’s just so much to do and so 
little time to do it in.  There are lists to be made and then checked twice.  There are 
cards to write and presents to buy.  There’s decorating to be done, food to be cooked, 
places to go.  We can get so focused on making things work according to our narrowly 
timed and time-honored plan that when we run into something that doesn’t fit our 
schedule it’s only natural to wonder why things for other people are so out of whack. 
 
Even this morning’s Scripture lesson is a little disturbing in that regard, don’t you think?  
I mean we know how the Christmas story is supposed to go.  We know how 
everything’s meant to line up and get checked off and move us on through.  We’re 
supposed to meet the angels and Mary and Joseph, and then the shepherds, and then 
the angels again.  We’re scheduled to start heading for the manger pretty soon and then 
hear about the star and watch the wise men appear over the hill.  We’ll sing the songs, 
unwrap the gifts, return the ones that weren’t all that wise, take down the lights, move 
on with life, and so it goes.  So, before we drop everything we’re carrying here, will 
somebody please explain why this guy Mark, in the line ahead of us, doesn’t seem to 
get things straight?   
 
What’s Wrong With This Story? 
 
I mean, you noticed this, didn’t you?  Mark doesn’t appear to have been trained 
adequately in the Christmas plan?  Oh, he starts to ring up the order O.K.  He says right 
there in chapter 1 verse 1 that he’s going to tell us about “the beginning of the gospel 
about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  We see the Christmas conveyer belt starting to 
move and then, suddenly, things get all out of whack.  No angels.  No Mary.  No blue 
light special, much less a star.  Suddenly this clerk is all preoccupied with this really 
slow customer with the bad “camel hair” jacket and the basket full of “locusts and 
wild honey.”   
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What makes it worse is that this guy, John, doesn’t seem to get the Christmas spirit 
straight at all.  No “I’m so sorry to be slowing you down.”  No season’s greetings.  It’s 
like this guy must have been living out in the wilderness or something.  He knows 
nothing about etiquette, because he’s looking right into our face with these piercing 
eyes of his and he’s saying with this booming voice: “Prepare the way for the Lord. 
Make straight paths for him.”  And we look around like he must want us to get out of 
the way for Somebody he knows.  But he just goes on, “Repent,” he says, “and be 
baptized for the forgiveness of your sins.”  And we shout out: “Hey back off buddy.  
What does all this have to do with my Christmas?!” 
 
And a Voice behind us says “Everything.”  And we whirl to face a man who looks like he 
could be this John guy’s cousin.  And he says again to us from eyes both warm and 
strong, “This message has everything to do with Christmas.” 
 
What’s Wrong With Us? 
 
As I said at the start, this Christmas season can be a bit much for us at times.  There is 
so much to do.  Our arms are so full.  Our lives are so frantic.  We are so completely 
surrounded by others living the same way -- obeying the same calls to buy, to hurry, to 
perform, to keep up the show.  And if we’re not careful, what is already bent about us 
simply becomes, under the pressure, that much more crooked.  Our temper with the 
people around us becomes shorter and hotter.  Our obsessive tendencies greater.  Our 
trust in decorations and boxes of things to fill the gap between us and others or the hole 
in our soul becomes more of an established posture.  Life can become more and more 
about the feverish attempt to get the world to conform to our familiar but crooked 
pattern. 
 
It is why we so need to hear the Voice that comes crying out in our well-decked 
wilderness: “Turn around, change your course, repent. Someone has come to help set 
things straight. So, make ready.”  A large part of getting reading for Christ lies in 
understanding and admitting the reality of our condition and the need for a cure.  And 
that is the challenging part. 
 
If I told you, for example, that someone was giving you a Cleaning Service for 
Christmas your sense of excitement about that gift would be in direct proportion to how 
dirty you felt your house had gotten.  Some of us wouldn’t be all that excited.  We’d look 
around and think, “My house is in pretty fine order.  It doesn’t need much straightening 
up.”   
 
If someone came through the house, however, and helped us take a good look behind 
the pictures on the shelf, in the drawers, or underneath the beds, cushions and 
couches, we might become aware that our house was not as immaculate as we’d 
thought.  Furthermore, if someone visited us who had a magnifying glass powerful 
enough to see the bacteria and dust mites living all over everything that looked just fine 
to us, we might become positively desperate for that Cleaning Service to arrive. 
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Throughout history, people have been slow to perceive the extent of the dirt or the value 
of cleanliness.  Countless children have died because of water that looked clear to the 
eye but which was, in fact, contaminated with parasites.  For centuries, people perished 
after surgeries, not because the surgeons were inept in their care, but because no one 
understood that there was an invisible microscopic world in which infections developed.  
Millions of people’s bodies were made crooked by polio and other diseases no external 
solution could brace or brake, until someone discovered the internal cure. 
 
Seeking the Cleansing Cure 
 
John the Baptist understood the need for a cure.  It is hard to overstate what a titan of 
spiritual health John was in his age.  He was the religious Peyton Manning, the moral 
Mother Theresa of his day. He was the last of the Old Testament prophets and the 
greatest of them all.  When we read in Mark’s Gospel that “the whole Judean 
countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went out to him,” we get a hint of his 
stature.  To get to where he was preaching and baptizing people, you had to travel 
about 20 miles one way from Jerusalem.  It was a journey down some 4000 feet 
through very rugged terrain.  The journey back was even more demanding.  Yet 
scholars estimate that in an age before mass communication some 300,000 people 
made the pilgrimage to see this man. 
 
As strong and straight as John was, however, he said, "After me will come one more 
powerful than I, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and 
untie. I can baptize you with water” and make your outsides clean. “But [Jesus] will 
baptize you with the Holy Spirit" and provide what this world needs most to get things 
straight – an inner cleansing and cure.  Dr. Billy Graham probably stands as tall as any 
person in the human check-out line today, yet he has repeatedly said that next to the 
splendor and stature of Jesus Christ he knows that he is a moral cripple, desperately in 
need of the cleansing, curing grace only Jesus can give. 
 
If these persons saw themselves in that light, I can only imagine what I look like in the 
line – how selfishly, stubbornly, blindly crooked I am.  But I don’t want to stay this way, 
anymore than I imagine that you do.  As D.L. Moody once said: God’s law tells me how 
crooked I am; but His grace comes along and straightens me out.  That’s why, this 
Christmas, I don’t want to clutch my possessions and patterns and priorities the way I 
have in the past.  I want to truly Make Ready for the coming of Christ.  I want to make 
my life a “straight path” for the movement of his grace. 
 
In children’s terms, I want to pull the Hot Wheels track straight, so that the car of His 
purpose can run smoothly upon my life.  In gardener’s terms, I want to pull the hose 
straight, so that His living water can flow unimpeded through me.  In household terms, I 
want to pull the carpet runner straight so that Christ can walk easily over my life into the 
lives of others.  And as difficult as this is, the story of Christmas tells me that the hand 
that starts to help us get straighter has five fingers: Humility and obedience like John, 
Humility and obedience like Mary and Joseph, Humility and obedience like Zechariah 
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and Elizabeth, Humility and obedience like the Shepherds and the Wise Men, and 
Humility and obedience like Jesus himself.   
 
What does that mean in practice for you and me?  It means that we have to let go of all 
mental mops we use to keep us thinking that being righteous is about cleaning up 
others.  It means dropping all the brooms we use to sweep our sins under the carpet.  It 
means putting back on the shelf all the other supplies we use to do merely surface 
cleansing.  It means throwing ourselves entirely on the mercy and grace of the one 
Being who can save us – who can wash us from the inside out and fill us with a power 
not of ourselves.  It means treating Christmas not as a tradition that protects the way we 
are, but as a new beginning of humbling ourselves before and obeying the call of the 
only One who can fully and finally make all things straight. 
 
Please pray with me… 


