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The Advance Team 

 
Text:  Mark 1:1-8 
 
 Whenever an important person is getting ready for an upcoming engagement, an 
advance team is sent out to prepare the way.  Rock stars on concert tours do it.  The 
evangelistic crusades do it.  The Pope does it.  Heads of state do it.  The advance team’s job 
is to make all the arrangements and check things out.  
 

• They do some dry runs and anticipate and solve problems.   

• They make sure everyone knows that the important visitor is coming.   

• They go to create a sense of excitement and anticipation for the visit.   

• They go to prepare the people for the message the important visitor will bring. 

 This was Isaiah’s visual image in the scripture we heard a moment ago from chapter 
40 of his prophecy.  Everyone knew that kings and emperors in those days sent an advance 
team to “make straight in the desert a highway” for the king. Isaiah 40:3-4)  In order to insure 
that his trip would be smooth, they would go so far as to create a highway in the wilderness if 
they had to.  And likewise, when Mark was writing his Gospel, he picked up on Isaiah’s image 
of the advance team to describe the ministry of John the Baptist: 
 

“Behold, I send my messenger before your face, 
    who will prepare your way, 
3 the voice of one crying in the wilderness: 
    ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 
    make his paths straight...” (Mark 1:2-3) 
 

 This was Isaiah’s preface to the good news that God was going to take them home 
from captivity.  
  
 We see God using advance teams repeatedly in the Bible.  The Hebrew people were 
God’s advance team, going back all the way to Abraham.  God has planned all along to bless 
the whole world through the people He has groomed and blessed and trained and disciplined.  
So by setting apart the Hebrew people, God was creating an advance team for the coming of 
Christ.   
 
 And before Jesus went public with His ministry in the Holy Land, John the Baptist was 
His advance team.  It was prophesied before John was born.  An angel of the Lord appeared 
to his father, Zechariah, and told him his wife would bear a son.  And the angel said, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark%201:1-8
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And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go 
before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the 
children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a 
people prepared.” [Luke 1:14-17] 
 

 John was Jesus’ advance man.  And now, Jesus has created another people, from 
every tribe, tongue, language and nation, to be the advance team for His coming again in 
glory.  That is the Church here on earth.  Let’s look briefly at John the Baptist’s ministry and 
then at our own ministry as the advance team. 
 
 First of all, John was different.  He stood out.  He wore animal skins and ate locusts 
and wild honey.  He never drank wine.  He lived out in the desert.  But he wasn’t just a 
curiosity.  His preaching had power.  He walked in the power of the Holy Spirit, and when he 
summoned people to the desert to hear what he had to say, they came.  In fact, the Bible tells 
us they came in large numbers. 
   
 His message was that there was one coming who was so great that John was not 
even worthy to untie the man’s sandals.  And he preached that, in order to prepare for his 
coming, the people must repent of their sins.  He offered a prophetic, visible sign of their 
repentance. He would take them down into the waters of the Jordan River, and drown them in 
baptism, and bring them back up out of the water cleansed and dripping with new life. 
   
 All four of the Gospels tell us about the ministry of John the Baptist at the beginning of 
their narrative.  That is how important he was to our understanding of what God was doing 
and how He was doing it. 
 
 And the Gospels end with Jesus sending the Church out into the world to prepare the 
way for His coming again.  That is where we are today.  We are Jesus’ advance team.  It is 
not an easy task, for a lot of reasons: 
 

1. We don’t know exactly when He is coming.  He said very pointedly that we wouldn’t 
know the day or the hour, but we must be ready for it to happen at any moment. 
 

2. It’s a big world, and there are billions of people who don’t even know who Jesus is.  
That is why Christians whom we know dedicate their lives to taking the Good News to 
the unreached peoples of the world. 
 

3. Much of the world is hostile to Jesus.  Billions are threatened by the thought of a God 
who tells them how they must live.  Billions worship other gods and have no room for 
Jesus. 

 
 I have read about the advance team that prepared the way for President Nixon’s visit 
to China in 1972.  This was a momentous event, because the two nations had had hostile 
relations for 22 years.  The trip required a great deal of preparation.  The first step was to get 
invited.  President Nixon sent his national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, to China in July 
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1971, seven months in advance, to meet with Zhou Enlai, the Chinese Premier, to work that 
out.  China didn’t want to look to eager to invite the American President, so they had to agree 
on the wording of the invitation.  Then they agreed on an itinerary for the visit, and the 
advance team went to the places they would visit, in order to anticipate problems.  There was 
also the issue of how the Chinese people would receive this American President after two 
decades of negative propaganda by their leaders. The President and his entourage arrived to 
a low-key reception at the airport.  Premier Zhou Enlai met his plane with a military honor 
guard.  But there was no crowd, and the streets were not lined with people cheering and 
waving flags.  But the visit went relatively smoothly, and it achieved its objectives. 
 
 So how do we serve as Jesus’ advance team? How do we prepare the way for His 
coming?The Gospels tell us a little bit about what we will face as the time nears.  Jesus said 
(see Luke 21:8-19), 
 

• Be careful, for there will be false prophets.  Don’t follow them. 

• Don’t be terrified by wars and rumors of war.  There will be earthquakes and signs in 
the heavens.  Those things must first take place, and then the end will come. 
 

• During that time, we will face a lot of opposition. 

• We will be persecuted. 

• We will be challenged for our faith. 

• But our job is to stand firm in the faith, and if we do, we will be saved. 

 It is not an easy job to be the advance team for Jesus; but He has given us three tools 
that can accomplish the task. 
 
 The first is our demeanor.  Given what Jesus told us to expect, and given what we are 
already experiencing, the temptation is to isolate ourselves, and to shrink into safe 
communities of like-minded people.  We can’t do that if we want to prepare the way for Jesus.   
Nor can we be effective if we angrily taunt the non-believers.  How can we be witnesses for a 
loving God if we come across as angry people?  Nor can we prepare the way if we blend in 
so much that nobody learns anything from us.  Our demeanor has to be consistent with what 
we say we believe.  We need to be as much like Jesus as possible.  We need to love as He 
loves, forgive as He forgives, and be holy as He is holy.  The ideal is that when people see 
how we live, and when they interact with us, they will want to know the One whose coming is 
so important to us.  
 
 The new Pope, Pope Francis, is probably the most visible Christian in the world.  The 
world is listening to him, and people who won’t go near the Catholic Church—or any church, 
for that matter—are very positive about this man.  Why is that?  Not all Popes have had that 
impact.  A recent article in Christianity Today says this is because Francis has embraced and 
embodies the values of St. Francis of Assisi—his poverty, his straightforwardness, his lack of 



4 
 

guile, and his servanthood.  These virtues speak well of the disciple of Jesus, and help 
prepare the way for His coming. (R.R. Reno, “Pop Francis,” Christianity Today p. 36 
(December 2014) 
 
 The second thing we have with which to do our job as the advance team is our 
testimony.  Our testimony is our personal story about how much Jesus means to us and why.  
If you are devoted to Jesus, there has to be a reason.  If you value Jesus more than all the 
other things in your life, there has to be a reason. 
   

• Why do we leave our warm and cozy homes on Sunday mornings to come worship 
Him? 
 

• Why do we give so much money for His work, and for the building of His church? 
 

• Why do we drive up here in the morning for a meeting, and again in the evening for 
Bible Study? 
 

• Why do we stop and pray with people who are hurting? 
 

• Why are willing we to fly across the ocean and risk malaria just to talk to others about 
Jesus? 
 

 If we can answer these questions, we have a testimony.  My first really personal 
encounter with Jesus came 32 years ago, and I have never been the same.  
  

• I have known His presence in every crisis in my life.   

• I have seen how He has answered my prayers.   

• I have experienced His provision, sometimes miraculously.   

• He has healed me from injury, sometimes very publicly and miraculously.   

• He has shown me how I fit into His plans.   

• He has given me the ability to do things I can’t otherwise do.   

• He has given me courage when I was afraid.   

• He has made me love when I wanted to lash out.   

• And, as He promised, He has given me the words to say when I was out of words. 

 Each of us who has a personal relationship with Jesus has a testimony.  It is yours 
alone, and no one can take it away from you.  And it is one of the best things you have to 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2014/december/pop-francis.html
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offer as a member of Jesus’ advance team.  With your testimony, you can tell others why you 
are excited about Jesus coming again, and why you can’t wait to see Him. 
 
 The third thing we have with which to do our job as Jesus’ advance team is our 
proclamation.  Our proclamation is God’s story, which we know to be true from His Word.  
Our proclamation is that— 
 

God’s perfect world has been soiled by sin, that only God can fix it, and that He is 
doing just that.   
 
The pain and the suffering that is so much a part of the daily life of this world is the 
result of human sin.   
 
And it is so engrained in us that most of the time we don’t even see that sin is the 
cause of the problems.   
 
Even worse, there is nothing we can do to remedy this tragic situation.   
 
Only God can do that, and because He loves us so much, He has all this under 
control.   
 
He didn’t just sit back and leave the situation hopeless.   
 
He entered into this world in Jesus Christ.  
 
 And Jesus died a sacrificial death for our sins.   
 
He offered forgiveness and eternal life to everyone who would repent of their sin and 
accept Him as their Savior.   
 
He rose again from the dead to guarantee our resurrection to eternal life.   
 
And He is coming again to bring all this to a glorious conclusion.   
 

For those who have turned themselves over to Him, that day will be the most 
wonderful fulfillment of happiness for all eternity.   
 
For those who continue to reject Him, that day will be the final sentencing to an 
eternity without Him. 
 

 Billy Graham is known around the world as a member of Jesus’ advance team.  His 
powerful tool is his proclamation.  He has told the proclamation to thousands of audiences 
from a tent in Los Angeles, to the 1.1 million people gathered in the open air in Seoul Korea.  
On his 95th birthday, Billy Graham spoke to a national TV audience, and he said: 
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 I look out across an audience when I stand there to preach, and I think about all 
the people with their different backgrounds and their various needs, and I know that 
they are objects of God’s mighty love, to the point that He gave His son, His only Son, 
to die upon the cross.  And the cross was the most terrible form of execution by the 
Romans for criminals, and Jesus endured all that in our place because of our sins.  
We deserve the cross.  We deserve hell.  We deserve judgment and all that that 
means. 
 I know that there are many people that dispute that.  People don’t want to hear 
that they are sinners. To many people, it’s an offense.  The cross is offensive, because 
it directly confronts the evils which dominate so much of this world. ....The cross and 
resurrection of Christ offers the forgiveness of sin, offers a whole new life, and offers 
you eternal life, if you come to the cross by repentance and faith.  ....There is no other 
way to salvation except through the cross of Christ.  Jesus said, “I am the way and the 
truth and the life.  No man cometh to the Father except by me.” [Video: “The Cross,” 
aired November 2013 (The Billy Graham Evangelistic Association.)] 
   

 That is our proclamation.  That is the truth that God has revealed to us.  And that is the 
story we must tell if we want people to be ready when Jesus comes again. 
 
 We can begin by preparing our culture for a wonderful celebration of the true meaning 
of Christmas 18 days from now.  And God has given us what we need to do this:  our 
demeanor, our testimony and our proclamation.  These are all God’s gifts to us.  
 

• We couldn’t live holy lives without the Holy Spirit dwelling in us. 

• We wouldn’t have a testimony if Jesus were not directly acting in our lives. 

• We wouldn’t have a proclamation if God had not spoken to us in His precious Word. 

 And what these three boil down to is the Christmas gifts we have to give the world:  
God’s love and God’s truth.  Being the advance team for Jesus means to share those gifts 
with the world.   
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