John the Baptist
Analyse the presentation of John the Baptist in the Gospel of John and how it relates to the portrayal of the Baptist in the Synoptic Gospels.

John the Baptist was clearly an important figure during his lifetime and ministry in Judah and Peraea. John is mentioned close to the start of all four canonical Gospels, usually following prologue material which introduces the main theological emphases of the Gospel writer. Each one emphasises different aspects of John’s ministry and how it relates to that of Jesus. He is also mentioned in other historical material of the time, from which a more secular portrayal of John emerges; potentially more historically accurate and independent of the views of nascent Christian communities. 
This essay centres on the portrayal of John the Baptist in John’s Gospel, and goes on to consider the wider context of the Synoptic and secular portrayals in relation to that of John. Having considered John’s portrayal of John the Baptist in his Gospel alone, the earlier picture from Mark’s Gospel is addressed along with John’s potential “transformation” of it.[footnoteRef:1] A short consideration of historical material from the Roman-Jewish historian Josephus (37-c100CE) and from the Essene community at Qumran follows, before that of the larger body of information in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, which also pre-date John. It is possible that John had access to some or all of this material, as well as to oral material in the developing kerygma, when he wrote his Gospel in 90-100CE in Ephesus in a mixed community of Gentile and Jewish origins following the trauma of the destruction of the Temple in 70CE. [1:  A recent volume of papers edited by Becker Eve-Marie, Helen K. Bond and Catrin H. Williams considers this ‘transformation’.] 

While John’s reasons must be inferred in the absence of explicit evidence, and considering only his Gospel material on John the Baptist, it seems clear that John wanted nothing to get in the way of his proclamation of Jesus as Messiah, the pre-existent Logos, Son of God incarnate. The person and mission of John the Baptist are subordinate to that aim[footnoteRef:2], making the Gospel writer appear to be a driven Evangelist for Jesus Christ, rather than an historian. [2:  Other characters in John’s Gospel similarly seem ‘functional’ rather than persons, but pursuit of this contention is outside the scope here.] 


JOHN:
The Gospel of John’s opening words “In the beginning” (1:1) echo Genesis 1:1 and infer that God is doing something new and creative, making a fresh start. John’s prologue details what that is in two slices (1:1-5 and 1:9-13) interpolated with the introduction of John the Baptist (1:6-7) and followed by his witness to those events of cosmic significance. The writer’s initial ambit is from eternity to the lifetime of John the Baptist. John’s importance is emphasised by his being the first named person to appear in the Gospel and the first to speak. 
It is John the Baptist whose words (1:15, 29-34) eventually identify Jesus as the divine Logos of whom the prologue speaks, before Jesus himself goes on to prove it in the rest of the Gospel. For this to be believed, firstly John the Baptist must have considerable credibility with the Gospel’s audience[footnoteRef:3], presumably from his reputation in the oral kerygma, and secondly John must not be confused with the Logos himself. The Gospel writer achieves this in three ways; by concentrating on the divinity of Jesus through his Signs and ‘I am’ Sayings[footnoteRef:4]; by a minimalist and functional portrayal of John the Baptist; and by the self-deprecating persona he emphasises for John the Baptist.  [3:  So John would only need to mention biographical details of John the Baptist for the benefit of more remote readers who were not already familiar with him.]  [4:  Ford, David F. The Gospel of John, pp 5-6.] 

In the context of the prologue, it is important for the writer to make clear who John the Baptist is and who he is not. He does this through the emphases on John’s humanity in 1:6-9 before introducing the incarnation of the Son of God in 1:14 and before revealing the identity of the Son as Jesus opaquely in 1:15 and explicitly in 1:29-30.[footnoteRef:5] The role of identifier falls to John the Baptist, John is credible witness to the truth both of Jesus’ person and of John’s own theology. [5:  The writer is also faced with the same problem of emphasising that Jesus is human, this time without denying his Divinity as asserted in the prologue. He does this early in his narrative through the stories of the calling of his followers (1:35-51), and through the sensitive and deeply human portrait of Jesus at the wedding at Cana (2:1-12) alongside his mother, brothers and friends, carefully admixed with the first Sign of his Divinity in miraculous form.] 

Identification
John introduces John the Baptist in a way which sums up his character and mission as the Gospel writer sees it: “There was a man sent from God, whose name was John” (1:6). John the Baptist is a named human being who, supremely, is “sent from God” (ἀπεσταλμένος παρὰ θεοῦ). The writer uses ἀπεσταλμένος on two other occasions: The first is 3:28 where John’s own words confirm his mission; the second is 9:7 when Jesus commands the man born blind to wash in the pool of Siloam “which means sent” (ὃ ἑρμηνεύεται Ἀπεσταλμένος). This may be a deliberate progression on the writer’s part; God’s sending leads to a self-avowal of ministry and then to wider sight, insight and healing. ‘Sent’ also connotes the delegated authority of the sender; there can be no greater claim to authority for John the Baptist than to be sent by God.
John does use the alternative ἄγγελος (angel, messenger) in four places, but not in relation to John the Baptist.[footnoteRef:6] The Gospel writer does not see John the Baptist as this sort of angelic messenger, but as a divinely inspired human messenger (1:6).  [6:  Angels of God ascend and descend in 1:51, one “troubles the water” (KJV) at the pool of Bethsaida in 5:4, thunder or an angel speaking was heard by the crowd when Jesus spoke of his death in 12:29, and two angels in white are seen at the empty tomb in 20:12.] 

John (in 1:7) states that John the Baptist “came as a witness (μαρτυρίαν[footnoteRef:7]) that he might testify (μαρτυρήσῃ[footnoteRef:8]) concerning the light”. John sees the central purpose of God sending John the Baptist is as an authoritative witness, to give evidence to what he has ‘seen, heard or experienced’.  [7:  Meaning testimony, reputation, witness – from the root μάρτυς meaning evidence given. Strong 3141.]  [8:  Meaning to bear witness, testify, give evidence, affirm that one has seen, heard or experienced something. Strong 3140.] 

Hooker contends that John uses John the Baptist to verify the metaphysical truths outlined in John’s prologue “at that point where the themes already stated are taken up and developed”.[footnoteRef:9] If so, John the Baptist would be witnessing to theological truth but not necessarily to historical truth. The text would then say much about John’s theology through his portrayal of John the Baptist.  [9:  Hooker, Morna, ‘John the Baptist and the Johannine Prologue’ New Testament Studies, 16 (2009) p 354-358.] 

John is careful to ensure that the witness is not confused with the object of that witness. Williams [footnoteRef:10] characterises succinctly the differences between John the Baptist and Jesus, the Logos: “John came into being (1:6), but the Logos was ‘in the beginning’ (1:1); John is a man (1:6), the Logos is ‘God’ (1:1); God has sent John (1:6), the Logos is with God (1:1); John is a witness to the Light (1:7-8), the Logos is the Light (1:4); and people come to faith in the Logos (1:12) through John (1:7)”.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Williams, Catrin H., ‘John (the Baptist): The Witness on the Threshold’, in Character Studies in the Fourth Gospel: Narrative Approaches to Seventy Figures in John ed by Steven A Hunt, D. Francois Tolmie and Reuben Zimmermann (Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2013) p 48.]  [11:  Ibid. p 49.] 

John the Baptist may have been the first on the Gospel-writers scene but Jesus, as the Logos, is first in terms of precedence. The presentation of John the Baptist is largely in terms of his relation to Jesus; he is the trustworthy witness, the Forerunner to Jesus, the one who points to Christ (as he is usually depicted in Orthodox iconography).[footnoteRef:12] [12:  The Orthodox ikon of the Resurrection (at end of essay) shows John the Baptist pointing to Christ in the nimbus of eternity.] 

There is a progression in John the Baptist’s witness over the first three days John describes.[footnoteRef:13] To the priests and Levites from Jerusalem, he affirms that he himself is not the Messiah, not the Light (1:19-28). On the next day he witnesses to the Light while identifying Jesus as “Son of God” (1:29-34), and the following day two of his own disciples believe the Baptist’s witness and follow Jesus (1:35-42). This confirms the statements in the prologue (1:6-9) that God sent John the Baptist (i) who himself was not the Light (ii) to testify to the Light which was coming into the world (iii) so that all might believe through him. Thus the events involving John the Baptist are used to confirm the earlier assertions of the prologue.  [13:  Brown, Sherri ‘John the Baptist: Witness and Embodiment of the Prologue in the Gospel of John.’ in Characters and Characterization in the Gospel of John (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013) p 147.] 

John is an author very much in control of his narrative and terminology. He allows John the Baptist two self-identification claims; one as “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness” (1:23); and one as “the friend of the bridegroom” (3:29).
‘The voice’ assertion is a quotation from Isaiah 40:3 [footnoteRef:14], placing John the Baptist in the prophetic line of Judaism, aligned with the greatest of the prophets. He is the fulfilment of part of Isaiah’s vision of the Messianic era, and so is both authoritative and immediately associated with the coming Messiah, for whom he prepares the way. The Isaiah quotation is close to verbatim but personalised to John “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord’” (1:23). His claim is literally ‘I a voice’ (Ἐγὼ φωνὴ) in contrast to Jesus’ ‘I am’ sayings (Ἐγώ εἰμι) which include the verb εἰμί meaning to be, to exist, to happen.[footnoteRef:15] John’s ‘I am’ claim is not on a par with those of Jesus. John’s message resounds from the liminal space of wilderness[footnoteRef:16], both physical and personal: Make way (Εὐθύνατε[footnoteRef:17], steer, straighten, make level) for the Lord is coming!  [14:  A voice cries out: ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. (NRSVA)]  [15:  Strong εἰμι 1510.]  [16:  Wilderness in the intertestamental period was regarded as a place of spiritual renewal, free from the distractions and corruption of the occupied cities of Judah: an echo of the wilderness years under Moses where knowledge of God and his provision grew.]  [17:  Strong εὐθύνω 2116.] 

The second of John the Baptist’s self-identifications is as “friend of the bridegroom” (3:29). Coloe [footnoteRef:18] makes the case that the early part of John’s Gospel is structured to echo marriage customs of the day, largely seen through the role of the ‘friend of the bridegroom’.[footnoteRef:19] Customarily, the groom remains in his father’s house after the wedding, just as Jesus goes to the Temple in Jerusalem “My Father’s house” (2:16) after the wedding at Cana. A discussion of new birth follows (3:3-7) and the concept of eternal life is introduced (3:15-16): “Birth and new life are the final testimony to a complex social process that began with an initial approach by the bridegroom’s friend”.[footnoteRef:20] In this way, John the Baptist’s role advances the core narrative of Jesus’ mission to bring new life. [18:  Coloe, Mary L., ‘Witness and Friend: Symbolism associated with John the Baptiser’, in ed. Frey, Jörg, et al. Imagery in the Gospel of John: terms, forms, themes, and theology of Johannine figurative language. (Mohr Siebeck, 2006).]  [19:  Sent by the groom’s father to initiate proceedings (1: 6), John brings disciples to Jesus as a groom’s friend would bring bride to groom to stay with him (1:39). The Gospel writer notes that this was at about the tenth hour (1:39), the time when the bride’s party would normally reach the wedding celebration. The bridegroom’s friend then withdraws from the scene. This imagery moves on to the first disciples who similarly introduce others to Jesus (1:40-45).]  [20:  Coloe, Mary L. Witness and Friend, p 330.] 

Alternative rationales for the role of John the Baptist in the early part of John’s Gospel include the conception of a legal witness.[footnoteRef:21] According to this theory there are two primary witnesses to Jesus’ Divinity, John the Baptist and the Beloved Disciple, whose witness does not overlap. This would raise problems in Jewish law, whereby two witnesses to the same events must agree.[footnoteRef:22] Lincoln asserts that John the Baptist is an “almost exclusive conceptualisation… as a witness and of his message as testimony…to crucial aspects of the Gospel’s distinctive Christology”.[footnoteRef:23] A witness must be believed, and Jn 1:7 is the first of 98 uses in the Gospel of ‘to believe’ (that ‘all might believe through him’ NRSVA πάντες πιστεύσωσιν δι’αὐτοῦ). The scope of ‘all’ “lifts John the Baptist’s mission from one simply to Israel, as it is clearly portrays in the Synoptics, onto the world stage”.[footnoteRef:24] [21:  Lincoln, Andrew T, Truth on Trial: The Lawsuit Motif in the Fourth Gospel. (Wipf & Stock, 2000). ]  [22:  "One witness shall not arise against a man for any sin or guilt that he may commit; according to two witnesses or according to three witnesses a matter shall stand." (Deut. 19:15). Thus, in the case of an offence, two witnesses provide conclusive proof of reality, but one witness does not.]  [23:  Lincoln, Andrew T, Truth on Trial p 59.]  [24:  Ibid.] 

A further rationale is an analogy with Greek literature, in which, through a prologue character, an audience enabled to evaluate accurately the story to come. [footnoteRef:25] [25:  Brown argues that John the Baptist “provide[s] readers with the grounds from which to form decisions about the characters in the narrative, and about their own belief in the Word. Ref 13 p 158.] 

Both of these approaches would portray John the Baptist recognisably to Gentile audiences for John’s work.
Baptisms
John the Baptist’s ministry of baptism is minimally described in John’s Gospel: he was divinely sent to do it (1:33), he baptised at Bethany trans-Jordan (1:28), and his self-avowed purpose was to reveal Jesus, the Son of God to Israel (1:31). Unlike the Synoptics, John does not mention repentance, forgiveness, or politics in relation to John’s baptismal practice. He does mention that John’s baptism was popular as at Aenon near Salim “people kept coming and were being baptized” (3:23), and hints that John “had not yet been thrown into prison” (3:23-24).
Pressed on the meaning of his baptising by the delegation from the Pharisees, John self-deprecatingly witnesseses that the Lord is already here but his hearers have not recognised him.[footnoteRef:26] It is the next day that he reveals Jesus as the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (1:29) and as “the one who baptises with the Holy Spirit” (1:33).  [26:  “‘I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not know, the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal” (1:26-27).] 

In John’s Gospel, John the Baptist is the sole witness to the Spirit descending upon and remaining with Jesus, though not in connection with baptism.[footnoteRef:27] It is a climactic moment of divine revelation: “I myself have seen and have testified that this is the Son of God” (1:34).  [27:  This may be the prototype for what John refers to as baptism with the Spirit (1:33).] 

Thereafter, Jesus begins his own demonstration of his calling and ministry: “What are you looking for?” (1:38),“Come and See” (1:46). John the Baptist’s primary function is now complete: “John at this point simply disappears from the scene, and the one further reference to him in this chapter (1:40) already points back to his earlier witnessing activity; his work is nearly done and Jesus is now visibly centre stage”.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Williams, Catrin H., John (the Baptist) p 55.] 

Some have seen in 10:40-42 a hint that Jesus continues the baptising ministry of John for a while in the place where John baptised, but there is no textual confirmation. Pharisees thought that “Jesus is making and baptizing more disciples than John” (4:1), but the Gospel writer claims that it was Jesus’ disciples doing the baptising (4.2).
John does not recount the death of John the Baptist. In 5:35 Jesus refers retrospectively to John as “a burning and shining lamp and you were willing to rejoice for a while in his light”. John’s enlightening function was temporary: Jesus is true and eternal Light (1:4, 9).

Mark:
Mark’s Gospel was probably written in about 70CE, the first of the Synoptic Gospels. It provides greater biographical detail on John the Baptist than does John’s Gospel. 
John the Baptist appears almost immediately. He is introduced by Mark by combining quotes from Malachi and Isaiah [footnoteRef:29]: “See, I am sending a messenger (ἄγγελόν [footnoteRef:30]) ahead of you who will prepare your way” (1:2, NRSVA). John’s mission is described before his appearance (1:3): his mission fulfils prophecy; he is the current link with mainstream Jewish messianic expectations. He “appears” with little history in the “wilderness” (1:4). Mark names him John the Baptiser (NRSVA, Ἰωάννης ὁ βαπτίζων), a title not used in John’s Gospel, and locates him as performing baptisms in the Jordan river (1:5). While his clothing and diet indicate an Essene background (v.i.), John’s is a “baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (1:4) perhaps in a development of the Essene initiation washings. Confession of sin and baptism drew “all the people of Jerusalem” (1:5), suggesting John was the centre of a popular mass movement involving mass baptisms.  [29:  Malachi 3:1 is “See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight—indeed, he is coming, says the Lord of hosts.” Isaiah 40:3 is ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.” ]  [30:  Here ἄγγελόν is used and translated as messenger. The word is frequently used of angelic messengers, whereas John’s Gospel uses ἀπεσταλμένος to emphasise that John the Baptist was human not angelic.] 

Jesus is clearly superior to John the Baptist, who points to a superior figure to come (1:7) who will baptise not with mere water, but with “the Holy Spirit” (Πνεύματι Ἁγίῳ,1:8), making explicit the involvement of the third person of the Trinity.
Mark attests that Jesus is baptised by John (1:9)[footnoteRef:31] and that Jesus himself receives a full Trinitarian revelation (1:10-11).[footnoteRef:32] It is unclear whether this revelation was witnessed by others. That Jesus submits to baptism at all is perhaps surprising: Mark offers no explanation, but it is clear that Mark is emphasising that Jesus is no less than the Son of God (1:11). In John, no baptism of Jesus is explicit and it is John the Baptist who affirms the descent of the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove upon Jesus (1:33) making John the Baptist “special because he alone has seen and heard” this event. [footnoteRef:33]  [31:  According to Mark, Jesus’ baptism did not entail any Essene commitment, otherwise Jesus would have been bound to follow those practices after baptism, as John himself seems to have been.]  [32:  “And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’” NRSVA]  [33:  Engberg-Pedersen, Troels. ‘John the Baptist in Mark and John: An Exercise in Comparison.’ In Becker, Eve-Marie, Helen K. Bond and Catrin H. Williams CH, John’s Transformation of Mark (T&T Clark, Bloomsbury Publishing Plc. 2021) p 146.] 

In Mark, immediately following his baptism, Jesus is driven by the Spirit into the wilderness; Essene practice was the reverse; wilderness training then baptism. Driven (ἐκβάλλει[footnoteRef:34],1:12) implies a lack of intentionality on Jesus’ part; in 1:43, the word has the more urgent or violent connotation of ‘sent him away’. Jesus was tempted in the wilderness by Σατανᾶ, (the Accuser, a conception of Chaldean origin[footnoteRef:35]), Jesus was supported by messengers (ἄγγελόν), the word Mark used earlier to describe John the Baptist. [34:  Strong 1544.]  [35:  Strong 4567.] 

Engberg-Pedersen[footnoteRef:36] draws out potential developments of Mark by John concerning John the Baptist. While philosophically such examples may indicate a correlation or theological difference, they cannot establish formally the causality necessary to proving John’s use of Mark. In the ten passages from Mark he examines[footnoteRef:37] he finds a number of “exciting example[s] of the transformation wrought by John on Mark”.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Engberg-Pedersen, Troels. John the Baptist. p135-147.]  [37:  Namely, Mark 1:1-3, 1:4-6, 1:7-8, 1:9-11, 1:14, 2:18-20, 6:14-16, 8:27-29, 9:11-13, 11:29-33.]  [38:  Engberg-Pedersen, Troels. John the Baptist. p 141.] 

Similarities include opening with ‘the beginning’, though with a more cosmic purview in John than in Mark (Ἐν ἀρχῇ ‘In the beginning’ Jn1:1, or simply Ἀρχὴ ‘The beginning…’ of the Gospel in Mk 1:1). Many more similarities are evident. [footnoteRef:39] [39:  Mark 1:7-8 could have provided John with ‘one to come after me’ (Jn 1:15, 17, 30), not being worthy to untie his shoes (Jn 1:27), and Jesus will baptise ‘with the Holy Spirit (Πνεῦμα in Jn 1:33, 36). The location of John baptising is similar in both Gospels, as is the division of Jesus’ recognition over two days. Similar also is criticism of Jesus’ baptismal practice by John’s disciples (Mk 2:18-20, Jn 3:25-26) and a response describing Jesus as ‘bridegroom’ (by Jesus himself in Mk 2:18-20; by John the Baptist in John 3:29-30). In John, the Baptist also describes himself as ‘friend’ of the bridegroom with the implied responsibilities of that role in Jewish wedding custom. Both Mark (in 6:14-16, 8:27-29) and later John (in 1:20-21, 25) use the same negative ascriptions to who John the Baptist is – not the Christ, not Elijah, not ‘the prophet’.] 

Notable differences are that John makes no mention of John the Baptist’s appearance, dietary habits, or message as detailed in Mark 1:4-6 with their inferences of connections with the Essene community. John’s imprisonment is detailed in Mark 6:17-29 but is reduced to a phrase in passing in Jn 3:24. Jesus begins preaching after John the Baptist’s arrest in Mark (1:14), but before it in John (3:24). Perhaps most strikingly, Mark seems to see John the Baptist as Elijah come again[footnoteRef:40] and writes that Jesus implied as much (9:13), whereas John makes it clear that he was not Elijah, in words given to John the Baptist, the truth verifier himself (Jn 1:21). Similarly, John denies Mark’s implication that the baptism of John was ‘from heaven’ (Mk 11:29-33); it is Jesus’ baptism that is ‘from heaven’ (Jn 3:31-34). [40:  Tradition has it that Elijah left this earth in a horse-drawn chariot in a whirlwind (2 Kings 2:11) in the wilderness close to Bethany trans Jordan, the place where John the Baptist appeared baptising in the Jordan river. The Orthodox basilica there, dedicated to St John the Baptist, has a huge ceiling ikon inside depicting Elijah, chariot and horses stampeding heavenwards just above the Western exit to the church. ] 

Putative developments by John of Mark’s writing concern sin. In Mark, baptism is for ‘forgiveness of sin’ (ἄφεσιν ἁμαρτιῶν, 1:4-6); in John, the Baptist testifies that Jesus ‘removes’ the sin of the world (αἴρων τὴν ἁμαρτίαν τοῦ κόσμου, 1:29) by baptism ‘with the Holy Spirit’ (1:33). This is a major increase in both scope and effect. Mark 2:18-20 may have been further developed by John (in 3:22-36) in the Baptist’s testimony that he is not the Christ but is one sent ahead of him, that he is not ‘from above’ but simply a human given the Holy Spirit, and that believers will receive, see and have eternal life (αἰώνιον ζωὴν, 3:36). This is nothing less that John’s understanding of the significance of Jesus’ ministry as the Christ of God, unmatched by that of John the Baptist.
Comparing Mk 1:9-11 with Jn 1:29-34, Engberg-Pedersen argues that “the Baptist’s water baptism is in effect denied any significance of its own. Instead, it points exclusively towards that baptism that really matters, the one with the holy pneuma with which Jesus will baptise… the only thing that matters is baptism with the holy pneuma”.[footnoteRef:41] So, the baptism of Jesus, or anyone, would be pointless before God sends his Holy Spirit at Pentecost. [footnoteRef:42] If true, John the Baptist becomes significant only as a witness and not as a baptiser.  [41:  Engberg-Pedersen, Troels. John the Baptist. p 143.]  [42:  “…nobody other than Jesus came to possess the pneuma before Jesus had died and been resurrected” Ibid. p146.] 

A more plausible position is that John the Baptist’s baptism was efficacious as a seal on repentance, but not effecting ontological change as would baptism with the Holy Spirit and the consequent abiding in the believer (ἐν, Jn 14:20, μείνατε, Jn 15:4, 9). 

Non-Gospel Sources:
Mark’s Gospel refers to Essene practices and principles far more than does John’s Gospel, and Matthew and Luke do so in greater detail. 
The Essene community at Qumran began as a Jewish holiness movement in the second century BCE among Jews disillusioned with the Jerusalem priesthood. They lived ascetically, adhering to dietary, clothing, ritual and other practices. According to Josephus [footnoteRef:43], they adopted young adults and children to teach them their ways over two years, culminating in life-time vows.[footnoteRef:44] It has been suggested, plausibly, that John the Baptist was adopted by the community, Zachariah and Elizabeth, his parents, being of old age at his conception (Lk 1:18), but he left voluntarily or was expelled after one year of formal training. [footnoteRef:45] [43:  Josephus. Wars 2.8.2. “They neglect wedlock, but choose other person’s children while they are yet pliable and fit for learning; and esteem them to be their own kindred, and form them according to their own manners”.]  [44:  Postulants accepted by the Guardian and Congregation were not able to share community meals or possessions in their first year of training (Community Rule VI). Following examination, their second year involved sharing community possessions but not communal meals, and culminated in life-long vows at the end of the second year after which they were admitted to table-fellowship.]  [45:  One reason he left the community may be that to have accepted their dualism would have been to accept that his Levitical parents were forever condemned as Sons of Darkness (as would be Jesus himself). Farnes, Alan T. ‘John the Baptist and the Qumran Connection’, Studia Antiqua, 9 (2011) p 42-43.] 

Qumran was an ascetic, exclusive and eschatological community with strongly dualistic views: individuals were either saved (the Sons of Light, their community) or damned (Sons of Darkness, to be shunned by the community).[footnoteRef:46] The wider Gospel record of John the Baptist’s ministry shows he proclaimed the universal need for salvation of Gentile and Jew alike (Lk 3:8), but not the shunning practiced by the Qumran community [footnoteRef:47], indeed, John was evangelistic towards crowds of such people (Matt 3:5-7, Lk 3:3,7). [46:  Ibid. p 43.]  [47:  1Q8 II 4-10.] 

If John the Baptist left the Essene community, he would have to decide whether to keep the life-long vows already taken.[footnoteRef:48] The Synoptic portrayal of John’s practices suggest he remained faithful to those vows. He would then only be allowed to forage for and eat “grass, herbs, wild honey and locusts and preparing them himself”[footnoteRef:49], which may account for his appearance and diet in Mark 1:6. [48:  1QS VIII 16-19, 1QS VII 26-27.]  [49:  Davis, Stevan L. ‘John the Baptist and Essene Kashruth’, New Testament Studies, 29 (1983) p 569-571.] 

Josephus and the Synoptics portray John the Baptist as leading a mass movement, connected somehow to the Essenes, advocating lives of righteousness, justice and piety, and seeking adherents through mass baptism into an exclusive community. According to Josephus, this was a threat to Herod Antipas, the paranoid Governor of Judea. Luke identifies tax-collectors and soldiers among those seeking John’s Baptism, which may provide a reason for Herod’s actions as the latter two groups were the core of Herod’s financial and military power.[footnoteRef:50] John the Baptist’s arrest followed, then his imprisonment and death. [footnoteRef:51] [footnoteRef:52] [50:  Meier, John P., ‘John the Baptist in Josephus: Philology and Exegesis’ Journal of Biblical Literature, 111 (1992) p 225-237.]  [51:  According to Nir, Josephus’ historical references (in Ant. XVIII p116-119) to John the Baptist’s baptismal practice and death at the hands of Herod Antipas are “today largely uncontested”. In Nir, Rivka ‘Josephus’ Account of John the Baptist: A Christian Interpolation? Journal for the Study of the Historical Jesus 10 (2012) p32-62.]  [52:  Meier (in ref 50) notes that these events are confirmed by references in both Origen and Eusebius, and points out that Josephus treats Jesus and John separately without cross-reference and is more praising of John that Jesus. Josephus’ main concern is with the history of the Herodians, and records that the Jews saw Herod’s ultimate defeat by the Nabateans as God’s judgement for killing John. Meier contends that like Luke’s Gospel presentation, Josephus seeks to make John more acceptable to Graeco-Roman readers by conforming him to more familiar cultural models, in Josephus’ case by down-playing John’s eschatological and Messianic expectations and message. ] 


Matthew and Luke:
Matthew
Matthew’s Gospel begins by proclaiming Jesus as the longed-for Jewish Messiah (1:1) and sets out to show that Jesus is the New Moses, God’s chosen new leader for Israel. [footnoteRef:53] Matthew’s prologue material begins with a genealogy showing Jesus, the Messiah, is a descendent of Abraham in the royal Davidic line (Matt 1:1-17) and then draws strong parallels between the Birth of Jesus and the birth of Moses in Exodus chapters 1-2. [footnoteRef:54] [53:  Borg, Markus J and John-Dominic Crossan, The First Christmas: What the Gospels Teach about Jesus’ Birth (Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2007) p41-46.]  [54:  In both cases, an evil ruler – Herod or Pharoah – plot to kill newborn male Jewish children (Matt 2 :13, Ex 1:22). Both Jesus and Moses are saved by divine intervention and heavenly protection; Jesus’ parents are told by an angel to flee to Egypt until it is safe to return Matt 2:13-18); Moses mother conceals him at home for three months then hides him in a basket in the Nile, only to be found and protected by Pharoah’s daughter (Ex2:1-10). Matthew then follows this with Jesus going up a mountain to teach the definitive ethics of the Sermon on the Mount, paralleling Moses going up a mountain to receive the Law. Matthew groups items in fives and structures his whole work in five parts: Matthew appears to be writing a new Pentateuch.] 

Before any action on the part of Jesus, Matthew describes John the Baptist and his ministry (3:1-17). John appears (NRSVA) or comes (παραγίνεται,3:1) without history or lineage in the “wilderness” (ἐρήμῳ) of Judea, traditionally at Bethany trans-Jordan (22km east of Jericho) and not far from Qumran (17km south of Jericho).
Matthew asserts that John the Baptist’s ’s arrival fulfils Isaiah’s prophecy which proclaims the coming of the Messianic age (Is 40:3, Matt. 3:3). [footnoteRef:55] John is the ‘Forerunner’ whose clothing and diet (3:4) link him to the Essene community (v.s.). He holds mass baptisms in the river Jordan (3:5-6), as in Mark and Josephus. Even the Jerusalem religious leaders were seeking baptism, though John refused them as being unrepentant (3:7-8).[footnoteRef:56]  [55:  ‘A voice cries out: ‘In the wilderness (בַּמִּדְבָּ֕ר, bam·miḏ·bār) prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert (בָּעֲרָבָ֔ה, bā·‘ă·rā·ḇāh) a highway for our God.’ (Is 40:3 NRSVA) in comparison to ‘The voice of one crying out in the wilderness (ἐρήμῳ, erēmō): “Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”’ (Matt 3:3 NRSVA).]  [56:  Matthew reports that their claim to be descended from Abraham is not enough for John (3:9), which is somewhat ironic as Matthew has opened his Gospel with Jesus’ own genealogical descent from Abraham.] 

John the Baptist baptises ‘to or for repentance’ (εἰς μετάνοιαν, 3:11), that is, one requiring an internal change of mind or purpose in the person baptised. By contrast, Jesus baptises ‘with the Holy Spirit and with fire’ (Πνεύματι Ἁγίῳ καὶ πυρί, 3:11), implying an external addition to a person of sanctified breath, the Holy Spirit. This divine involvement echoes Genesis 2:7 wherein God breathes into the dust of the earth to bring life to mankind, and Lev 6:12-15 wherein the fire of God, which transforms all it touches, burns continuously at the entrance to the Tabernacle, the latter inferring baptismal entry into the now ‘portable’ presence of God in Christ.
LUKE
Luke declares his intention in writing at the outset of his Gospel: others have written accounts “just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses” (αὐτόπται, Lk 1:2), Luke intends to investigate ‘everything carefully’ so that Theophilus[footnoteRef:57] may know the truth (Lk 1:3-5). He brings strong theological themes[footnoteRef:58] to bear on these eyewitness accounts. [footnoteRef:59]  [57:  Literally ‘friend of God’; someone, anyone, under instruction in the faith.]  [58:  Notably, women, mercy/compassion and the Holy Spirit. q.v. Rohr, Richard, The Good News According to Luke: Spiritual Reflections (Crossroads Publishing, 1997) p 37-42.]  [59:  The “eyewitness” accounts are likely to include oral accounts in the developing kerygma as well as those formally documented.] 

Luke begins by considering John the Baptist and draws very strong parallels between his birth and infancy and that of Jesus.[footnoteRef:60] Superficially, this narrative arrangement places John the Baptist on a par with Jesus; it is the response to revelation which differentiates the two at this stage in Luke’s story. [60:  An angel (ἄγγελος, messenger, named as Gabriel Γαβριὴλ) appears both to Zacharias (Lk 1:19) and to Mary (Lk 1:26), surprising both of them (Lk 1:12, 29). Both are reassured and their child named (Lk 1:13, 31) and predicted to become great (Lk 1:14, 32). Zacharias and Mary question the validity of the angel’s words (Lk 1:18, 34) eliciting a miraculous response, enforced silence for Zacharias (Lk 1:20, recalling Daniel 8:15-19) and news of the virgin birth to Mary (Lk 1:35). Mary then humbly accepts her promise: “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (Lk 1:38). A detailed comparison of 20 parallel verses is in Appendix 2 of Borg MJ and Crossan JD (2008)] 

The promise of a child in old age to Zacharias and Elizabeth recalls that of Abram and Sarai, reinforcing John the Baptist as being in the Jewish mainstream. Elizabeth and Sarai were ‘barren’, but Mary was virginal, making Jesus’ birth an unprecedented event: “Nothing is impossible for God” (Lk 1:36-37). Thus, Jesus is clearly superior to John.
Rohr[footnoteRef:61] argues that there were two major strands of Jewish spirituality at the time of Jesus, the Essenes and the Anawim; John came from the Essene strand and Mary the Mother of God (Θεοτόκος) from the Anawim, the faithful remnant, poor, humble or marginalised.[footnoteRef:62] Luke structures the early part of his Gospel around the representational roles of these two persons [footnoteRef:63] presumably in order to attract readers from these same traditions. These two spiritual traditions are united in the coming of Jesus. Born in a lowly outbuilding to parents displaced by State census requirements (as Anawim), yet led into the Wilderness, returning knowing who he is (Essene): “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” (Lk 4:12). [61:  Rohr, Richard, The Good News According to Luke: Spiritual Reflections (Crossroads Publishing, 1997) p 58-65.]  [62:  Mary’s response to Gabriel encapsulates Anawim spirituality.]  [63:  Luke goes on to affirm both spiritual traditions in his juxtapositioning of four canticles (which may have been Eary Christian hymns); notably, the Magnificat (1:46-55) and the Gloria (2:14) being gloriously Anawim , and the Benedictus (1:68-79) and the Nunc Dimittis (2:29-32) being heavily Essene e.g. ‘the Dawn from on high shall break upon us’ or ‘who from on high shall bring the rising sun to us’ (Rohr’s translation of 1:78).] 

Thus, Luke presents John the Baptist as firmly in the Essene spiritual tradition even before his ministry begins, while remaining within the Judaism of his Levitical parentage.
Q
Similarities in the wording of verses in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke have been used to suggest an early common written source ‘Q’. There is no physical evidence for Q, but its proponents suggest it was written in 40-50CE, preceding the Synoptic Gospels and that of John, with parts as early as 30CE. [footnoteRef:64] [64:  Wickipedia ‘Q-source’ 19/03/2026.] 

A proposed text of ‘The Lost Gospel of Q’ [footnoteRef:65] has been constructed from the common portions of Matthew and Luke. Using this construction to critique Matthew’s or Luke’s handling of material on John the Baptist would be circular and intellectually dubious, but it has been attempted by Vassiliadis. [footnoteRef:66] What is significant is that some ten percent of its verses refer to John the Baptist, highlighting his importance in the developing kerygma. [65:  Moore, Thomas. The Lost Gospel Q: The Original Sayings of Jesus. (Ulysses Press, 1999).]  [66:  q.v. Vassiliades, Petros, The Function of John the Baptist in Q and Mark., Typ. tes Apostolikēs Diakonias. (1975) p405-413.
Vassiliades characterises the relationship between the ‘Q community’ and John the Baptist’s disciples as “one of mutual understanding” (p 406). The fragment later recorded in Luke 7:18-30 identifies Jesus as Messiah, the fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy (Isaiah 61:1f), and John the Baptist as “more than a prophet” (v26) and as messenger or envoy (angelos) of the Messiah (p407). John the Baptist is “the greatest born of woman” (v28a). His message is both eschatological, proclaiming the judgement to come (Lk 3:7-9, 16-18, Mt 3:7-12 equates), and immediate, proclaiming the arrival of the “mightier one” who will “baptise with the Spirit and with fire” (Lk 3:16-18 equates, p 408). He concludes that in Q John the Baptist is “the forerunner of the Messiah; and yet he was still an autonomous figure with significance of his own” (p 408). As described in Matthew and Luke, John’s ministry reflects that described in the Q source (Lk 3:1-18). Vassiliades claims Luke regularly reflects this source better than Matthew. ] 


John’s Gospel Selectivity:
If John had available to him some or all of the oral or written material extant at the time of his writing, why did John reduce John the Baptist to more of a function than a person with a history? Necessarily, possible reasons are supposition.
John may have wanted to minimise the popular following which John the Baptist clearly had, and which drove Herod to murder him. This would present Jesus as superior in that respect also. He may have wanted to emphasise Jesus’ baptism ‘with the Spirit’ more than John’s baptism for repentance or forgiveness of sin. He may have wanted to distance his ‘witness to the truth’ from his past as an Essene, even though he hailed from a priestly Levitical family (Lk 1:5).
Most plausibly, John may simply have wanted nothing to detract from his core theological portrayal of Jesus, the pre-existing Logos made flesh, the Son of God through whom his readers might themselves become children of God (Jn 1:12).

Synopsis:
In John’s Gospel, John the Baptist is portrayed as the supremely truthful, human witness to the pre-existent person of Jesus as Logos, as Messiah and as Son of God. He is also verifier of the truth of John’s Christology. To do this credibly, John the Baptist must have had a significant reputation with John’s readers, as he describes his person and ministry minimally. John prefers to emphasise John the Baptist’s functional identity as forerunner to the fulfilment of Isaiah’s yearning for the Messianic Age.
The Synoptic Gospels and Josephus paint a more rounded biographical picture of John the Baptist, emphasising his popular ministry of mass baptism for repentance, his probably temporary Essene background, his political threat to Herod and his eventual demise. While John, in writing his Gospel, is likely to have had access to Mark’s Gospel, to the oral kerygma and maybe to other Gospel material, he refers to it only minimally. The most plausible reason for this is that John wanted nothing to stand in the way of his portrayal of Jesus as the promised Messiah, the pre-existent Son of God.
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John the Baptist in the Orthodox ikon of the Resurrection (centre left, pointing)
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