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              “CIRCLES OR STRAIGHT PATHS?” 
     A SERMON BASED ON THE GOSPEL OF MARK 
(1:1-8)  AND PRESENTED AT ORLEAN UMC ON 
DECEMBER 7, 2014----ADVENT #2  
 
 
AT THE BEGINNING OF THE GOSPEL OF MARK IS A 

STRAIGHT LINE. 

 

NOT A CIRCLE, BUT A STRAIGHT PATH. 

 

POINT A TO POINT B……… "PREPARE THE WAY OF THE 

LORD, MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT." 

 

HOW DIFFERENT THIS IS FROM THE AMERICAN ARENAS 

OF THE 1870S AND 1880S…….. BACK THEN, THE MOST 

POPULAR OF SPORTS INVOLVED WALKING IN CIRCLES 

ON DIRT TRACKS.  
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MEN AND WOMEN RACED AROUND THE CLOCK FOR SIX 

DAYS AT A TIME, AND THE BLEACHERS AT THESE 

EVENTS WERE ABSOLUTELY PACKED WITH 

SPECTATORS. 

 

THE SPORT WAS PEDESTRIANISM……... WALKING IN 

CIRCLES, DAY AFTER DAY AFTER DAY.  

 

ACCORDING TO A RECENT ARTICLE IN THE 

WASHINGTON POST (MARCH 30, 2014), THESE FOOT-

RACES WOULD LAST FOR 144 CONTINUOUS AND 

CONSECUTIVE HOURS ………... COMPETITORS WOULD 

STOP ONCE IN A WHILE TO TAKE NAPS ON COTS, BUT, 

ASIDE FROM AN OCCASIONAL BREAK, THEY WOULD 

PUSH THEMSELVES TO THE EDGE OF PHYSICAL AND 

MENTAL COLLAPSE.  
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AND THE FANS? THEY LOVED IT! WATCHING PEOPLE 

WALK IN CIRCLES WAS THE BEST GAME IN TOWN. 

AFTER ALL………THERE WERE NO RADIOS, RECORD 

PLAYERS, TELEVISIONS OR COMPUTERS TO PROVIDE 

DISTRACTIONS. 

 

COMPETITIVE PEDESTRIANS WERE THE COUNTRY'S 

FIRST CELEBRITY ATHLETES. THEIR PICTURES 

APPEARED ON TRADING CARDS, AND SOME RECEIVED 

LUCRATIVE ENDORSEMENT DEALS. DAN O'LEARY, WHO 

WON A RACE BY WALKING 520 MILES, WAS THE 

SPOKESMAN FOR DITTMAN'S SALT. 

 

JOHN HUGHES WAS SPONSORED BY THE NATIONAL 

POLICE GAZETTE, AND RACED WITH THE NEWSPAPER'S 

LOGO ACROSS THE FRONT OF HIS SHIRT. 
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NOT A NIKE SWOOSH, BUT A NEWSPAPER LOGO. 

 

CHAMPION WALKERS WERE HIGHLY PAID AS WELL. 

CHARLES ROWELL RACED FOR SIX DAYS IN NEW YORK 

CITY AND WON MORE THAN $18,000. THAT'S A LOT OF 

CASH, ESPECIALLY WHEN YOU CONSIDER THAT IT 

WOULD BE $425,000 IN TODAY'S DOLLARS.  

 

BUT BY THE END OF THE 1800S, PEDESTRIANISM WAS 

DEAD……. NOT BECAUSE FANS GOT BORED WITH 

WATCHING PEOPLE WALK IN CIRCLES, BUT BECAUSE 

OF RACE FIXING AND DOPING…….. ONE FAMOUS 

PEDESTRIAN WAS CAUGHT CHEWING A SUBSTANCE 

THAT GAVE HIM AN UNSPORTSMANLIKE ADVANTAGE -- 

COCA LEAVES.  
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WE MIGHT LAUGH AT COMPETITIVE PEDESTRIANS, BUT 

WE HAVE TO ADMIT THAT WE OFTEN FIND OURSELVES 

WALKING IN CIRCLES AS WELL.  

 

- WE KEEP EATING THE SAME KINDS OF JUNK FOOD, 

AND WONDER WHY IT'S HARD TO LOSE WEIGHT.  

 

- WE CONTINUE TO MOVE IN THE SAME SOCIAL CIRCLES, 

AND ARE CURIOUS ABOUT WHY WE DON'T MEET ANY 

NEW PEOPLE.  

 

- WE KEEP PICKING ON FAMILY MEMBERS IN EXACTLY 

THE SAME WAY, AND THEN ARE SURPRISED BY A BLOW-

UP OR FIGHT.  
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- WE KEEP DOING OUR WORK ASSIGNMENTS IN A 

REPETITIVE MANNER, AND THEN LAMENT THAT WE 

NEVER ADVANCE IN OUR CAREERS.  

 

- WE WORSHIP WITH THE SAME COMFORTABLE SONGS 

AND PRAYERS, AND THEN COMPLAIN THAT WE DON'T 

FEEL INSPIRED. 

 

- WE'RE PEDESTRIANS! MOVING IN CIRCLES…… IN FACT, 

ONE OF THE DEFINITIONS OF THE WORD "PEDESTRIAN" 

IS "LACKING DISTINCTION, OR ORDINARY." THE TIME 

HAS COME FOR US TO BREAK OUT OF OUR ENDLESS 

LOOPS AND DO SOMETHING TRULY DISTINCTIVE AND 

EXTRAORDINARY: WALK THE STRAIGHT PATH.  
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MARK TELLS US THAT THE GOOD NEWS OF JESUS 

CHRIST, THE SON OF GOD, BEGINS WITH THE 

APPEARANCE OF JOHN THE BAPTIZER……. HE IS THE 

ONE WHO FULFILLS THE PROPHECY OF ISAIAH THAT 

WAS READ EARLIER……. 

 

 "SEE, I AM SENDING MY MESSENGER AHEAD OF 

YOU, WHO WILL PREPARE YOUR WAY; THE VOICE OF 

ONE CRYING OUT IN THE WILDERNESS: 'PREPARE THE 

WAY OF THE LORD, MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT'" (VV. 1-

3). 

 

MAKE HIS PATHS STRAIGHT, SAYS ISAIAH. TAKE THE 

TWISTS, AND TURNS AND CIRCLES OF LIFE AND 

STRETCH THEM OUT. CREATE A STRAIGHT LINE TO 

JESUS CHRIST -- POINT A TO JC. 
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JOHN DOES THIS BY APPEARING IN THE WILDERNESS 

AND "PROCLAIMING A BAPTISM OF REPENTANCE FOR 

THE FORGIVENESS OF SINS" (V. 4)……. HE CHALLENGES 

PEOPLE TO BREAK OUT OF THE DESTRUCTIVE CYCLE 

OF SINFULNESS BY CHANGING THEIR MINDS AND 

WALKING IN A NEW DIRECTION -- THAT'S THE CORE 

MEANING OF "REPENTANCE," FROM THE GREEK WORD 

METANOIA. JOHN INVITES PEOPLE TO TURN AROUND 

AND TO TAKE A NEW PATH AWAY FROM SIN AND 

TOWARD JESUS CHRIST.  
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UNFORTUNATELY, MOST PEOPLE ASSOCIATE THE 

WORD "REPENTANCE" WITH SIMPLY BEING SORRY. 

JOHN ISN'T ASKING PEOPLE TO BE SORRY, BUT IS 

CHALLENGING THEM TO CHANGE THEIR LIVES. JOHN'S 

BAPTISM OF REPENTANCE IS BETTER TRANSLATED AS: 

 

A BAPTISM "TO SHOW THAT THEY HAD TURNED FROM 

THEIR SINS AND TURNED TO GOD" (FROM THE NEW 

LIVING TRANSLATION). 

OR…… 

A BAPTISM "TO SHOW THAT THEY WERE CHANGING 

THEIR HEARTS AND LIVES" (FROM THE COMMON 

ENGLISH BIBLE). 

OR….. 

"A BAPTISM OF LIFE-CHANGE" (FROM THE MESSAGE). 
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BECAUSE PEOPLE WERE HUNGRY FOR LIFE-CHANGE, 

THEY FLOCKED TO SEE JOHN. THEY DESPERATELY 

WANTED TO BREAK OUT OF THEIR SELF-DESTRUCTIVE 

CYCLES AND MOVE IN A NEW DIRECTION, SO "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" (V. 5). 
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THE PEOPLE OF JUDEA HAD A CHOICE: KEEP MOVING IN 

CIRCLES, OR FIND A STRAIGHT PATH. WHILE THE 

ORDINARY, PEDESTRIAN APPROACH WOULD BE TO 

KEEP WALKING IN LAPS, LARGE NUMBERS DECIDED TO 

TAKE AN EXTRAORDINARY STEP AND GO OUT TO JOHN, 

THE ONE "CLOTHED WITH CAMEL'S HAIR, WITH A 

LEATHER BELT ABOUT HIS WAIST" (V. 6)……. HE 

PROMISED TO PUT THEM IN TOUCH WITH JESUS, THE 

ONE HE SAID "IS MORE POWERFUL THAN I," THE ONE 

WHO "WILL BAPTIZE YOU WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT" (VV. 7-

8). 
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GIVE THE PEOPLE CREDIT: THEY CHOSE TO BREAK 

THEIR SINFUL CYCLES AND GET ON A STRAIGHT PATH 

TO JESUS…….. AND WE CAN MAKE THE SAME CHOICE 

TODAY.  

 

 

AS WE MOVE ANOTHER WEEK DEEPER INTO THE 

SEASON OF ADVENT, LET'S TURN TO GOD, BEGIN TO 

CHANGE OUR HEARTS AND LIVES AND EXPERIENCE A 

TRUE LIFE-CHANGE……. ALTHOUGH OUR LIVES OFTEN 

FEEL LIKE ENDLESS CIRCLES, WE CAN REPLACE OUR 

PEDESTRIANISM WITH A WALK IN THE JESUS 

DIRECTION…….. ALONG THIS PATH, JESUS STEERS US 

AND STRENGTHENS US.  
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JESUS IS AHEAD OF US ON THE ROAD, LEADING US IN 

THE RIGHT DIRECTION, TOWARD A LIFE OF LOVE, JOY, 

PEACE AND SIMPLICITY. 

 

YES, SIMPLICITY. LINDA DOUTY, A RETREAT LEADER 

AND SPIRITUAL DIRECTOR, SAYS THAT "LESS IS MORE" 

IN THE LIFE OF A CHRISTIAN…….. CLUTTERED 

SCHEDULES AND CLUTTERED CLOSETS CAN LEAD TO 

CLUTTERED MINDS AND CLUTTERED SPIRITS.  

 

"AS WE ASCEND THE LADDER OF SUCCESS," SHE 

OBSERVES, "THE PURSUIT OF A MORE LUXURIOUS 

LIFESTYLE STARTS TO DRIVE ALL OUR DECISIONS. THIS 

STARTS EATING UP OUR TIME AND MONEY -- UNTIL 

WHAT WE'RE GOING TO BUY AND WHERE WE'RE GOING 

TO GO BECOME OUR PRIMARY FOCUS.  
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BEFORE WE KNOW IT, OUR LIVES ARE DEDICATED TO 

THE MAINTENANCE OF ALL OUR STUFF."  

 

YOU REMEMBER WHAT JESUS SAID TO THE RICH MAN, 

DON'T YOU? ---------------"GO, SELL WHAT YOU OWN, AND 

GIVE THE MONEY TO THE POOR, AND YOU WILL HAVE 

TREASURE IN HEAVEN; THEN COME, FOLLOW ME" 

(MARK 10:21)…………. HE WAS INVITING THE MAN INTO A 

LIFE OF LOVE, JOY, PEACE AND SIMPLICITY. BUT THE 

MAN WOULDN'T DO IT OR FELT THAT HE COULDN’T DO 

IT……. HE WAS SHOCKED AND WENT AWAY GRIEVING, 

FEELING ANYTHING BUT JOY AND PEACE……. HE HAD A 

CLUTTERED CLOSET AND A CLUTTERED SPIRIT. 
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AS WE MOVE THROUGH THE CHRISTMAS SHOPPING 

SEASON…… LET'S NOT LET OUR OVERFLOWING 

SHOPPING CARTS PREVENT US FROM SEEING WHERE 

JESUS IS STEERING US…… HE WANTS US TO FOCUS ON 

HIM, NOT ON LUXURIOUS LIFESTYLES…... AS COUNTRY 

SINGER GEORGE STRAIT NOTED, 

 

YOU DON'T BRING NOTHING WITH YOU HERE 

AND YOU CAN'T TAKE NOTHING BACK 

I AIN'T NEVER SEEN A HEARSE, WITH A LUGGAGE RACK.  

 

THIS PATH IS TOUGH TO WALK, BUT FORTUNATELY 

JESUS STRENGTHENS US…... HE BAPTIZES US "WITH 

THE HOLY SPIRIT" (V. 8), FILLING US WITH HIS PRESENCE 

AND POWER. 
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THE SPIRIT OF CHRIST OFFERS US LOVE, JOY AND 

PEACE, AS WELL AS OTHER SPIRITUAL GIFTS------THESE 

FAMILIAR GIFTS ARE:  

 

"PATIENCE, KINDNESS, GENEROSITY, FAITHFULNESS, 

GENTLENESS AND SELF CONTROL" (GALATIANS 5:22-

23).  

 

THESE GIFTS ARE THE MARKS OF A CHRISTIAN LIFE, 

AND ARE THE CLEAREST SIGNS THAT A PERSON IS 

MOVING ALONG THE PATH OF JESUS. 

 

WHEN THE PEOPLE OF GALILEE WERE THREATENED BY 

FALSE PROPHETS, JESUS SAID, "YOU WILL KNOW THEM 

BY THEIR FRUITS" (MATTHEW 7:16).  
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HE WAS AWARE THAT SOME PEOPLE CAN TALK A GOOD 

GAME AND MAKE A POSITIVE IMPRESSION….. BUT THEY 

LACK THE INNER HEALTH AND INTEGRITY TO PRODUCE 

ANYTHING WORTHWHILE -- THEY'RE EXAMPLES OF HOW 

"THE BAD TREE BEARS BAD FRUIT" (V. 17).  

 

WE ALL KNOW THAT BAD FRUIT COMES FROM LYING 

AND STEALING, CUTTING CORNERS AND CHEATING…... 

WE SEE IT ALL AROUND US, AND MAYBE WITHIN US AS 

WELL……. 

 

BAD FRUIT DESTROYED THE SPORT OF PEDESTRIANISM 

AFTER COMPETITORS GOT MIXED UP IN RACE FIXING 

AND DOPING……. THE SPORT OF WALKING IN CIRCLES 

BECAME A RACE FOR THE BIGGEST PAYOUT, AND 

QUICKLY THE ENTIRE ENTERPRISE COLLAPSED. 
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THE SAME CAN HAPPEN TO US, IF WE DON'T REPENT, 

TURN TOWARD GOD, MAKE A LIFE-CHANGE AND GET ON 

THE RIGHT TRACK…….. FORTUNATELY, THE STRAIGHT 

PATH IS AVAILABLE TO US, WITH JESUS STEERING US 

AND STRENGTHENING US…... IF WE WALK THE LINE 

WITH JESUS, WE'LL BE ABLE TO PRODUCE THE KINDS 

OF FRUIT THAT WILL BE GOOD FOR US AND FOR 

EVERYONE AROUND US.  

 

SO LET'S GET OUT OF OUR ENDLESS LOOPS AND WALK 

IN A NEW DIRECTION – FROM POINT A TO JC.   

 

PRAISE GOD…….AND MAY IT BE SO FOR YOU AND FOR 

ME………..AMEN 

 


