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John the Baptist continues to be one of the most influential figures in the Christian faith. Known in Eastern Orthodox traditions as Saint John the Forerunner, John is remembered for announcing the coming of the Messiah, as well as for spreading his prophetic message of repentance and renewal through baptism. All four of the canonical Gospels mention John, and he is considered to be the last prophet of the Old Testament, bridging both the Old Testament and New Testament together. 
John the Baptist was born to his father Zechariah, a priest, and his mother Elizabeth, a cousin of Mary, on the 24th of June. 
Before John’s birth, the angel Gabriel appeared to Zechariah to prophesise the birth of his son, who would be filled with the Holy Spirit and would prepare the people for the coming of the Lord. Gabriel also indicated that John would fulfil the prophecies of Isaiah and Malachi. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Holy Bible: New International Version (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011), Luke 1:13 – 17.] 

Around the time of Jesus’ birth, the Magi[footnoteRef:2] visited the King of Judea, Herod the Great. The Magi declared to Herod that the Messiah had come ‘“Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him.”’[footnoteRef:3] This revelation alarmed Herod, who believed this to be a political threat that would threaten his position, and so he ordered that all male children under the age of 2 in Bethlehem were to be slaughtered. Some later Christian traditions describe that Elizabeth hid John in the wilderness in a cave, where it is believed that he remained until the age of thirty, although the canonical Gospels make no mention of this. [2:  Often referred to as the ‘wise men.’]  [3:  The Holy Bible: New International Version, Matthew 2:2.] 

The canonical Gospels provide little information regarding John’s life between his birth and the start of his ministry at around the age of thirty. Described in the book of Luke, ‘John grew and became strong in spirit; and he lived in the wilderness until he appeared publicly to Israel”’[footnoteRef:4] Matthew describes John as ‘clothed with camel’s hair and had a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey.”’[footnoteRef:5] [4:  The Holy Bible: New International Version, Luke 1:80.]  [5:  The Holy Bible: New International Version, Matthew 3:4.] 

At around the age of thirty, John re-emerged from the wilderness, where he had grown spiritually through years of solitude. Proclaiming a message of repentance, he began to baptise those who sought spiritual renewal in the River Jordan, while also announcing the coming of the Messiah. Through his baptisms and preaching, John prepared the way for the coming of Jesus, as well as recognising him as the one who would fulfil God’s promises. Later, John would baptise Jesus himself, affirming him as the Son of God. 
Following the baptism of Jesus, John would soon meet with a martyr’s death. Described in both the Book of Matthew and the Book of Mark, we see how John would be murdered by Herod Antipas for publicly rebuking him for an unlawful marriage. This was instigated by his wife, Herodias, who held a deep resentment for John for the public shaming of her marriage to Herod:
‘Now Herod had arrested John and bound him and put him in prison because of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife,
for John had been saying to him: “It is not lawful for you to have her.”
Herod wanted to kill John, but he was afraid of the people, because they considered John a prophet.
On Herod’s birthday the daughter of Herodias danced for the guests and pleased Herod so much
that he promised with an oath to give her whatever she asked.
Prompted by her mother, she said, “Give me here on a platter the head of John the Baptist.”
The king was distressed, but because of his oaths and his dinner guests, he ordered that her request be granted and had John beheaded in the prison. His head was brought in on a platter and given to the girl, who carried it to her mother. John’s disciples took his body and buried it. Then they went and told Jesus.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  The Holy Bible: New International Version, Matthew 14:3–12.] 

John the Baptist is venerated as a saint in all major Christian traditions and has been praised by many saints throughout history. He is the third most depicted person in artistic history [footnoteRef:7], often portrayed directly next to Jesus, portraying his significance in the Christian faith. His feast day is celebrated on the 24th of June in the Western Church and the 7th of January in the Eastern Orthodox Church. [7:  Patristix, ‘The Prophet, Forerunner, & Baptist John’, YouTube, 7 January 2025 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DIDzV05eTp8>  [accessed 10 November 2025].] 
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