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The background of John the Baptist is fascinating, all the more so because of the close relationship between John and Jesus which all four of our Gospels affirm.  Goodness, in Luke’s volume Jesus and John are cousins (see Lk 1:38).  The stories of Jesus and John, then, are linked.  For us to more deeply understand Jesus, we do well to understand John and his message.  The format for this Sunday’s sermon will trace the background and message of the Baptist as described in Matthew.

Slide 7:   John in the Wilderness:  Tissot Art print
Matthew 3:1 sets the stage: “John the Baptist appears in the wilderness of Judea proclaiming”.  In our contemporary setting preachers like filled auditoriums for their sermons, but John the Baptist heads off to deserted areas to preach the word.  “From a historical point of view, John the Baptist and his followers belong to a wider movement of separatist groups which flourished in Palestine and Syria, especially in and around the Jordan valley, in the centuries before and after the time of Jesus.  Each of these groups tended to pursue as ascetic style of life, apart from the religious mainstream, and to practice some rite of washing with water”.
  Perhaps the best known of these groups were called the Essens.  The Essens believed geography was spiritually and theologically important.
  John shared with many of these groups a desire for a more radical, or at least intentional, expression of the Jewish faith.  In this respect, John called people (his audience and us) to serious reflection on the practice of our faith.  John’s renewal plan was different from these other Wilderness speakers, but not so different from Jesus.
Slide 8:  Matthew 3:2 and Matthew 4:17
We see this textually in the way John and Jesus start their public ministries.  John begins by proclaiming, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near”.  Jesus begins by proclaiming, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near”.  Hmm….  Pretty similar, not so??   Textually, these shared inaugural words tighten the relationship of Jesus and John.
Slide 9:  John dressed in camel hair, 14th century icon
Matthew 3:3-4 clarifies, though, that Jesus will build upon John’s ministry and do even greater things.   In the citation from Isaiah, John is the voice crying out while Jesus represents the Lord, the Royal One, who is on his way.  And because God is coming to us (think of Emmanuel, God With Us mentioned in Matthew 1:23) straighten out your lives, make the rough places smooth, level your behaviours.
The references to John’s attire and his diet link him with the prophet Elijah at several levels.  This is significant because in the prophetic writings of Malachi we hear that God will send “my messenger to prepare the way before me”, and “Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the LORD” who will turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of the children to their parents (Mal 3:1; 4:5-6).  On account of this Malachi prophecy, Elijah was an important figure in 1st century Judaism.  So, how is John like Elijah?
· In 2nd Kings 1:8 Elijah is described as “a hairy man with a leather belt around his waist”; not so different from the description of John we have here.
· Like John, Elijah spent time in the wilderness (1st Kings 17:1-7; 19:1-18) and likely ate locusts which are described as “ritually clean food in Lev 11:22 and eaten by the poorer people of the desert from ancient times until today”.

· Not inconsequentially at this point in history of the book of Kings, Elijah has tangled with two idolatrous kings:  Ahab and Ahaziah, son of Ahab & the notorious queen Jezebel.  John the Baptist also took on idolatrous king Herod whose behaviors were odious to his devout Jewish subjects.
   The Herod who slays the children of Bethlehem in chapter 2 was the father of the Herod at the time of adult John and Jesus; and the apple did not far from the tree.  Preaching against Herod eventually got John killed (4:12, 11:2, 14:1-12). Likewise, prophetic resistance to Ahab and Jezebel led those prophets to a royal death (1 kng 19:2 &10).
Slide 10:  John Baptizing:  Jesus Came To John The Baptist; a painting by Richard Hubal
John’s active resistance to Roman occupation and the reign of Herod caused a stir among the people.  The text says that “the people of Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to him” (3.6).  This is no doubt hyperbole, but the Jewish historian Josephus identifies John’s popularity as a primary reason for his arrest, imprisonment and execution.
  

And baptism was considered not a means of salvation but rather a sign of renewal and rededication.  It is not unlike the scene from the 1997 movie directed by Robert Duvall entitled The Apostle in which pastor Dewey re-baptizes himself as he begins his pastorate again after a period of confessions and remorse.  “Various ritual immersions and washings in Judaism may have served as a model for John, as indicated by the pools/cisterns at Qumran and the mikveh, found in religious households as well as in public places, such as the temple.”  Still, John’s baptism was unlike these others—unique.  It had eternal implications.

Slide 11:  “John The Baptist” Painting by Dustin Parent
With the people of Jerusalem heading out of the city, the Pharisees and Sadducees are maybe curious but most likely concerned.  They represent the religious opposition “who come out to inspect him rather than to be baptized by him (c.f. 11:7-8, 21:23-27).  John is not pleased and calls them “offspring of snakes” sometimes translated as “brood of vipers”, but “offspring of snakes” has interesting connections to the past story and the one unfolding of Matthew’s Gospel

The first verse of the Gospel denotes Jesus as a “son of David” and “son of Abraham”.  “Out of Egypt I have called my son” is applied to Jesus (2.15 based on Hosea 1) in Matthew chapter 2.  Following his baptism in chapter 3 Jesus hears himself named as a God’s son, the beloved (3:17).   In the Beatitudes we hear that blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called “children of God” (5:9).  In the transfiguration we again hear God saying, “this is my son” (17:5).  In the parable of the Wheat and Tares explained, the good seed are the “children of the kingdom and the tares are the children of the evil one” (13:38).  In this way John and Jesus contrast followers of God with those who follow self-serving gods.  And this is a good time to move into points of application I find within this account of John the Baptist.  I offer four for this 2nd Sunday of Advent.

Slide 12:  “John the Baptist” by Gracie at modern icons
I am intrigued by the implications of people flocking to John, and my first two points of reflection focus on that aspect of the story.

Perhaps [the people] are weary of the way their lives are being lived and welcome the call for a change.  Perhaps they are glad to know that there really is a God who holds them accountable for their conduct.  Perhaps they find reassurance from John that the world in which they live is not amoral after all, that morality is not reduced to a single command—“Thou shalt not get caught.”  It is terrifying to contemplate the alternative, that we and the terrorists and the child molesters and purveyors of racism and sexism might be answerable to no one.  John, however, declares a God who cares and demands accountability.  To be confronted by such a holy God and to discover who one really is, painful as that may be, brings relief.  It is especially good news to those threatened by what seems like a meaningless, haphazard world, who fear that there is no ultimate resolution or justice.

The Jesus we follow follows a Holy God who seeks our liberation, our salvation.  What is the renewal and the hope for which we long?
Slide 13:  Bulletin Cover:  St. John’s Bible

A second point is linked to this and also emerges from people flocking to hear John and who follow Jesus.  I do not doubt the people were drawn to John and Jesus because of their active resistance to the international and local bullies that tyrannized their society.  Devout people, in the first century at least, found critique of immoral and self-serving behaviour attractive—at a systemic level and not just personal.  So compelling is that systemic critique that they went to the wilderness to confess their sins and enter into a ritual of renewal in the Jordan River which would spill over into other parts of their world (3.6).   The Jesus we follow was right in step with John’s critique of society.  Later in his ministry Jesus contrasts John’s camel hair coat with “those who wear soft robes in royal palaces” (11.8); prophets are contrasted with religious and political elite who make self serving policy.  The message of John and Jesus put them at odds with the powers of the world.  According to Psalm 72 the marks of faithful leaders include such things as righteousness and justice, particularly for the vulnerable of the land.  Maybe the secret to renewal and growth within Christianity is an uncompromising critique of the exploitive systems at work within our world.  Maybe.

Thirdly, and related to the second, if we are asking the people & powers to “bear good fruit”, as both John and Jesus put it, so should we.  But what is good fruit?, I hear the masses asking.  Paul describes good fruit as love, joy, peace, patience, kindness….   Do these, and you will live.
Finally, the wilderness is not a bad place.  I agree with the Essense that geography is spiritually and theologically important.  The children of Israel come out Egypt and find manna as well as healing in the Wilderness.  John the Baptist goes to the Wilderness to preach Good News and finds Jesus.  Jesus goes to the wilderness and is affirmed as a beloved son.  If we find ourselves in the wilderness, metaphorically, we do well to keep our eyes open for God’s Providence.   

Here ends my brief reflection on the Baptist.   May we, like John, recognize that we are not saviours of the world.  May we embrace personal and social critique.  May live well serving the One greater than us so that we might die well when that day comes.  Amen.
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